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Olivia Carver’s life in Lake Cabot, New York is simple. That’s how she likes it, even if she can’t stop the town she loves from being overrun by wealthy tourists each summer. When she’s not working at her family’s paddleboard shop or spending time with her lovable but infuriating brothers, she puts her energy into writing professionally, a dream that has yet to materialize.
 
Valerie Maycomb used to summer in Lake Cabot with her family when she was younger, until school and planning for her future became the driving forces in her existence. For the first time in years, following her college graduation, she’s spending a few months in the small, lakeside town she loved as a child. All she wants is a little time to decompress before law school in the fall and maybe even strike up the courage to talk to a woman.
 
A chance meeting at the lake opens up the possibility of a summer romance, with the explicitly understanding that it can’t become something more. Olivia’s not built for falling in love, and Val needs to keep her eye on the prize of a successful career. But neither of them can deny the attraction, and summer quickly takes on a life of its own.
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CHAPTER ONE
 
Olivia Carver glided through the water with practiced ease. The early sun glittered off the gentle waves that lapped around her body, buoying her while also parting in her wake. This was her morning ritual, swimming from one side of the lake to the other before the drunken revelry in late spring could begin. 
 
She’d lived in Lake Cabot her entire life, a sleepy little town during spring and autumn and a haven for New York City’s elite when the water was perfect for boating in the summer and the fresh powder ideal for skiing in the winter. The juxtaposition of her town across the seasons had confused her when she was little. Some people had private docks and lakeside access for a home they only visited a few weekends a year while most of the locals used the public access points and shared beach during the months when the lake was warm enough. 
 
It hadn’t made sense to her why people who so rarely spent time there had the best homes and access, but she’d learned as she got older. She’d learned lots of things, but the jagged unfairness of the world was one of the more pronounced in her development into the person she’d become.
 
It was a strangely symbiotic situation Lake Cabot found itself in, the help and the helped. The locals would struggle to survive year-round without the influx of tourists during the summer and winter months, but when they arrived, it felt like it wasn’t their town anymore. Olivia disliked them, but she couldn’t live without them. Between her job at her dad’s paddleboard rental shop and her second job bartending in the evenings, the people she looked at with as much disdain as was leveled back at her were necessary for her family’s survival. For her survival.
 
Thankfully, she didn’t see the ultrarich all that often. They lived in their five-thousand-square-foot mansions and hosted parties for all of their friends, a community within a community to which Olivia had never wanted to be privy. Their boats and other water accessories were anchored at their private docks, which eased into the west side of the lake and butted up against their perfectly manicured lawns. Suggesting they rent something, except service personnel, would probably cause them to burst into a fit of laughter.
 
It was the casual vacationers, luckily, who she spent the most time with in the summer. They’d come for a weekend, maybe rent a house directly on the lake if they planned far enough in advance. More likely, they’d stay in the small downtown about a quarter of a mile away, where there were a few bed-and-breakfasts and a couple of blocks’ worth of single-family homes to rent for a long weekend.
 
It helped to know the score, even if the unfairness made her palms itchy. When she’d been younger, she had been more naive. She’d thought that people were people, which was a nice notion that lacked any real substance when held up to scrutiny. People said small towns were welcoming, easier places to survive. Maybe small towns that stayed small enjoyed that promise of peace and tranquility—but not Lake Cabot.
 
Ruminating on the haves and have-nots had started to feel gluttonous after a while, so Olivia had put her pen to paper and written an essay on the sleepy little town, or at least how she viewed it. It had been sent off to a few magazines and websites last week, but expectedly, she hadn’t heard back yet. 
 
Almost back at the shore after being propelled faster than usual, like her frustration was a motor, she dipped her head under the water and allowed her body to bob up and down. It was a reward for the exertion that made her limbs heavy. She kicked her feet, feeling the light strain in her ankles and calves, and studied the shoreline. From her vantage point, she could see her dad lifting up the wooden flaps to Carver’s Paddleboard Rentals. That was a long name for nothing more than a small building, which everyone referred to lovingly as a hut, that held almost every non-battery-powered lake accessory imaginable. 
 
He knew she was out here, but he hadn’t noticed how close she was, and she took a few seconds to study him, to study the situation with an even gaze she knew made people squirm if they became aware of it.
 
She watched. She listened. She committed scenes to memory to write about later, when she’d gotten home from her bar shift at two a.m. and still couldn’t sleep. There was a beauty in the simplicity of an outside perspective, a moment to take something in without participating. She talked to people all day and night at both of her jobs. She’d gotten better at it over the years, understanding gestures and navigating questions. She used those opportunities to put words to the expressions on people’s faces so that she could capture the moment later in the stories she wrote.
 
For as boring as some people found Lake Cabot to be, especially the locals, she found stories to tell everywhere she went. There was Mr. Hutchinson, who walked to his mailbox at exactly seven every morning, his tired legs shuffling against the worn concrete of his driveway. Even so early, he was always dressed, in slacks and a short-sleeved button-down shirt, a different hat on his head since he rotated through the days of the week. It had taken her years to pick up on that one, but once she’d noticed the pattern, it was unmistakable. Mondays were for his gray fedora, Tuesdays for his charcoal panama. On and on through the week it went, repeating as predictably as the sun rising every morning.
 
She smiled. Today was Friday, and he’d be wearing his straw boater hat with a navy ribbon running around its cylindrical top. This was the start of what they referred to as a summer weekend, so she hadn’t seen him this morning; she was already at the lake when he’d be walking to get his paper.
 
When she’d captured the memory of the morning to her satisfaction, she started to kick lightly and move closer to shore. In seconds, her feet found the pebbled bottom of the lake, and she ran her toes indulgently over the smooth stones.
 
“Heya, Jelly Bean,” her dad, Ben Carver, said as she pulled herself from the water, a towel already extended toward her.
 
Olivia rolled her eyes but smiled in spite of herself. She’d been Jelly Bean for as long as she could remember, and to her father, that’s who she’d always be. With her mom gone, just her dad and three older brothers, she’d given up on the idea that they’d see her as anything other than a kid until the day she died.
 
She tied the towel around her waist and plucked the ponytail from her dark, almost black hair, letting it fall haphazardly around her shoulders. Her fingers lingered against her scalp as she massaged the base of her neck.
 
Her dad continued his morning process of setting up the shop, moving on to organizing the life jackets on small hooks that hung down from the openings on two sides of the hut. “How’s the water?” he asked.
 
“Better without people.” It was the same answer she gave every morning they opened the shop together.
 
“I’d buy you your own lake if I could, Jelly Bean, but sadly, this will have to do.” He gestured out at the miles-long expanse of bright blue water and shrugged.
 
“Steve told me they’re almost finished opening the houses,” Olivia forced herself to say, massaging her fingers harder at the base of her neck. She knew it, and her dad knew it, but she needed to put it out there. 
 
In the weeks before the summer families started to arrive, teams of locals went in and made sure everything was live-in ready after being unused for the better part of the year. She didn’t love what her brothers did for a living, but they’d carved out a profitable niche for themselves, all handy in different ways. They almost never interacted with the summer families, like little house elves that were unseen, just the way everyone preferred it.
 
Steve, her oldest brother, used to work with a landscaper and developed a few connections on the west side of the lake, where the wealthiest homes were situated. By the time Kyle, the second oldest, and John, who was only two years older than her, had graduated high school, they’d joined Steve as a well-oiled machine of mansion care. Kyle had an eye for detail that rivaled the entire Queer Eye team, and John could fix almost anything built by the hands of man. Steve, along with business operations, still did the outdoor landscaping that kept the houses looking pristine and inviting year-round. As business owners, her family was successful by Lake Cabot standards, but at the end of the day, they were the help, and Olivia never forgot it.
 
She looked up to find her dad staring at her, an inscrutable look on his chiseled face. At fifty-five, he looked closer to forty, his dark beard closely trimmed and his bright green eyes full of mirth. 
 
“Just say whatever you’re thinking,” she said sullenly.
 
“It does no one any good to live somewhere so pretty and be angry all the time.”
 
“Hell is other people.”
 
Her dad laughed then, and he looked even younger, which seemed impossible. “Jelly Bean, you have the same streak in you your mom had. Smart and fiery. Never lose it, but you’ve gotta learn to tame it.”
 
Olivia pushed her tongue against the back of her teeth and rolled her shoulders. “I have tamed it. I don’t get into fights anymore.”
 
Ben nodded solemnly. “And I will be forever grateful that you grew out of that phase.” There were so many things she loved about her dad, but the biggest was that he never judged her. He let her make mistakes, and he helped her pick up the pieces when she inevitably did.
 
It had been hard, harder than she could have ever imagined, when her mom had died when she was fifteen. But it would have been insurmountable if her dad and brothers hadn’t been there for her. Even if they always saw her as a kid, even though she was twenty-three, having their unwavering love and devotion made her feel like there was no other place she would rather live.
 
“I mean, what was the point of fighting once I realized my brothers would do it for me?” she teased. Truthfully, they had only fought for her once, and that kid got the beating he deserved as far as she was concerned. When her brothers had found out that one of the tourists had tried to grope her at a party, he didn’t show up at the lake for weeks after that. When he did, he still had faintly healing bruises on his face.
 
Her dad ignored her comment. “I’m taking a small group out to paddle-board at nine a.m. Are you good to man the booth?”
 
“Don’t be so archaic, Dad,” Olivia answered, already walking through the small, swinging half door and into the shaded hut.
 
“I’m sorry. Are you good to person the booth?” he responded immediately, his face cracking into a grin.
 
“Only because I appreciate your willingness to evolve.” And because private tours paid stupid amounts of money for what basically amounted to watching them float around in the water for an hour under the guise of instruction.
 
Her dad finished walking around the perimeter of the hut, surveying the setup. “You are a shepherd to guide me to the light, Jelly Bean.”
 
She pointed at him and cocked her finger, clicking her tongue. “And don’t you forget it.”
 
With a laugh, her dad ran his fingers along his beard. “I’m going to go grab some coffee down the street. Do you want anything?”
 
“Bean There Done That.” Olivia laughed hoarsely. Who in the hell named a coffee shop that? Once she settled, she found her words. She really did need coffee. “Iced. Please.”
 
“Sure thing, Jelly Bean,” her dad said in a sing-songy way that almost made it rhyme.
 
It was still early when Olivia eased a book out of the bag laying at her feet and cracked open the weathered spine. She could find value in almost any book, but there was a special uneasiness that dystopian fiction elicited within her that made the genre addictive. Sometimes, she just wanted to lean into how fucked up things were, how unfair the world was. Brave New World had always captured her attention, and this morning was no different. 
 
Until suddenly, it was. A figure running along the path distracted her, too far away for her to make out if she knew them. Granted, tourists had begun popping up in the last few weeks, so it was entirely possible this was an outsider. She was impressed the woman was clinging to her workout regimen on vacation, especially at the early hour.
 
And, if she was being honest with herself, she was also impressed at how the woman’s clothes were clinging to her body, accentuating every curve and muscle on her long, lithe frame. Definitely an outsider. She’d know this woman already if she was from Lake Cabot.
 
As the stranger moved closer, Olivia could see the deep, steady breaths she exhaled, running down the path in a practiced motion. Expecting the woman to continue past her without stopping, Olivia had to brace her fingers hard against the wooden bar running along the inside of the hut when she instead stopped quickly in front of her.
 
“Hey.” The woman’s voice was light and airy, punctuated by a few uneven breaths that made Olivia’s stomach swoop low. 
 
When Olivia recovered from, or at least calmed, the sensation that her body was being pulled by the tides, she managed an eyebrow raise and a questioning “Hey?” back. 
 
At a loss for words wasn’t her natural state of being. She didn’t like talking to people, but she usually did it well. Why then, were her eyes darting across the woman’s gently freckled face, her mind running through a million scenarios instead of simply asking what she needed? You know, like a normal person.
 
The woman’s rosy lips curled into a lopsided, almost hesitant smile. “Sorry if this is weird, but do you have any water?”
 
Olivia’s brow lifted, and she tamped down on how her body responded to the woman’s breathy voice again. As she watched the woman swipe a bead of sweat from her clavicle, her mouth went dry. “Water?” Water. Water. Water. The word sloshed around in her mind like the very definition escaped her. She stared into almond-colored eyes, coming up empty.
 
“Stupid, I know, but I forgot how big the lake path was. I didn’t really think it through.” The woman sounded slightly embarrassed as her voice ticked higher at the end of the sentence. It was surprisingly endearing, especially when the hand on her sternum shifted to wrap around the back of her neck and massage gently. And that wasn’t helping, like, at all, the smooth lines of muscle beneath skin becoming defined with the movement.
 
If words were failing Olivia, she could at least come up with actions. She hopped off the stool and walked over to a mini fridge to grab a water bottle. The coolness seeped into her skin, and after a few indulgent seconds of normalcy, she turned around and moved back toward the woman. “Here you go.” She extended the bottle. When their fingers touched, heat curled through her veins, ratcheting up her internal temperature. 
 
And then, as if Olivia wasn’t already aware of every bead of water in the lake and every grain of sand on the beach, the woman breathed an exquisite-sounding sigh of relief that made Olivia’s brain kick into a level of hyper-awareness she didn’t know she could achieve. 
 
The woman tipped her head back and took a long drink, seemingly oblivious to Olivia, whose hands flexed so hard into the countertop that her knuckles were white. They both gulped, for wildly different reasons. Olivia watched the woman’s long, undulating throat as she almost finished the bottle. With a palm swipe across her wet lips, she smiled at Olivia like she’d bestowed on her the keys to the kingdom. “Thank you. You’re a lifesaver.”
 
“Truly.” Rubbing her fingertips against the jagged wooden counter helped. Not a lot, but enough that she was getting closer to pushing out full sentences. When she did manage to speak again, her voice only wobbled a little. “If you had passed out and fallen into the lake, it could have been game over.”
 
The woman quirked her head to the side and frowned, a piece of blonde hair slipping from her ponytail and falling into her eyes. She pushed it away. “You’re teasing me.”
 
Another breath, a few moments to organize her thoughts, to focus on what was in front of her instead of the inky heat still threading through her. “I mean, the lake is probably eight miles around. It doesn’t look small, even if you don’t know exactly how big it is.” Olivia gestured toward the wide expanse behind them to prove her point and to release some of her pent-up energy.
 
“Lake big. Got it.” The woman nodded, her voice tinged with sadness. Olivia wasn’t sure why she even cared. Maybe because, in spite of her abrasiveness, she didn’t typically relish making people feel badly. Life was a daily struggle on that front.
 
Olivia cleared her throat and ignored the steady pulse in her ears, placing her palms back against the wood. “Deceptively.”
 
There was a moment when she’d felt almost in control of herself again. That is, until she noticed the woman following the path of her hands, up her arms and across her shoulders before finally settling on her face. It was like she was searching for something that Olivia herself couldn’t describe in all the years she’d spent watching people. This was also the moment that Olivia realized she was only wearing her bikini top with a towel around her bottoms, feeling suddenly exposed by the woman’s earnest stare. 
 
The woman cleared her throat then, and what had started as stilted conversation morphed into a guttural communication style that made her want to laugh. Except she needed every molecule of air available to her if she wanted to feel less like a balloon that could float away at any moment. She knew this made absolutely no sense, but that’s where she was at. 
 
“Anyway…” The stranger held up the bottle of water that was almost empty. “Thank you for this. I hope to repay the favor one day.”
 
“Sure thing.” Olivia didn’t know if she meant it as a throwaway statement or if she would let this mystery woman repay the favor in the future if the opportunity presented itself. Her own body had already made it abundantly clear what it thought on the matter, but being ruled by anything but her head had never been an option.
 
The woman bounced back and forth from foot to foot but didn’t leave, like she was gearing herself up for something. “Well, I’m Val. It’s nice to meet you. I really need to get going because I am dreading the rest of this run. I’ll see you around?” she questioned, the same earnest tone in her voice from before.
 
Olivia traced her hands nimbly along the wood. “You can find me here some days but not others.” Her comeback was about as smooth as the rough planks of oak.
 
Val cocked her head to the side like a surprised puppy. The edges of her lips tipped into a smile, her curious stare trained on Olivia. “Isn’t that how jobs work?”
 
Olivia held her finger up in the air and tried to distract from the blush forming on her cheeks. “You would be correct on that point.”
 
It seemed like Val was regaining some of her confidence after her ill-conceived run when she said, “So, you know lakes and I know jobs. Looks like we have a wide and diverse skill set between the two of us.”
 
Olivia prided herself on being able to read people, but she had absolutely no idea what Val wanted from her. 
 
Water? Maybe. 
 
Was she flirting? Toss a coin. 
 
But Val hadn’t left yet, finding reasons to draw the conversation out, and that invigorated Olivia for the first time during their little chat. She dropped her voice a little lower. “I have lots of skills.” 
 
Val’s face flushed red as heat wrapped around her neck, little splotches emerging across her chest. 
 
Bingo. 
 
Val’s focus darted from Olivia’s eyes to her lips and back up again, her stare panicked like she’d been caught doing something wrong. “Like paddle-boarding, I’m sure,” Val said with a forced breeziness that Olivia worried she’d choke on.
 
“Yes,” Olivia agreed slowly, drawing the word out. “Paddle-boarding is something I am good at.” Her focus shifted above Val’s shoulder to where she saw her dad materializing in the distance, a coffee in each hand as he ambled toward them. 
 
Val tracked the movement of Olivia’s stare and turned around to see what had captured her attention. 
 
“That’s just my dad.” Olivia’s voice was soft and slow, almost foreign to her ears. It was like she was talking to a skittish animal, surprised that she didn’t want Val to disappear on her. She’d always been the ‘take it or leave it’ type, but the idea of Val wandering away to never be heard from again caused an uncomfortable bubble to percolate in her stomach. 
 
“Oh, um... okay. Well, I need to go. Thanks again for the water. Seriously.” Val had already begun to jog away with the empty water bottle still in her hands, leaving nothing for Olivia to do except watch her go.
 
It was the first time in a long time that Olivia had had a sense of regret, like a handful of sand had slipped through her fingers when she hadn’t been looking. Except she had. She’d watched and seen and captured more than she’d wanted. Val’s flushed cheeks. The straight bridge of her nose. Her lips, soft and wide against her face when they curved into a smile. The almost invisible freckles that made themselves known in the bright sun.
 
Val was long gone by the time Olivia’s father made it back to the hut and placed her iced coffee down on the ledge. He looked past the shack, down the path where Val had already disappeared. “Who was that?”
 
Olivia shrugged, failing to find the right words for the strange encounter and the pretty woman who had come along with it. And if some words failed, she refused to let others come. There was no easy way to describe the uncomfortable, haphazard flutter racing through her body. 
 
Instead, she picked up her coffee and took a long sip, hoping to lessen the persistent heat she’d felt since Val had wandered into her world. The lie came more easily than expected, even if it felt wrong on her lips. “I honestly have no idea.”
 
***
 
Valerie Maycomb wondered for, conservatively, the millionth time since she’d arrived in Lake Cabot less than twenty-four hours ago if she’d made a horrible mistake. Spending the summer with her parents at their lakehouse, something she hadn’t done in four years, had seemed like a good idea a month ago. Now, she wasn’t so sure. Even with only five people in a five-thousand-square-foot house, it felt claustrophobic. 
 
She’d left this morning for a run before anyone else had woken up. Any physical exhaustion she could put her body through paled in comparison to the mental exhaustion of explaining—yet again—to her parents why she’d chosen not to do an internship like she’d done every other summer. It was probably harder because her excuses were flimsier than a paper plate.
 
Her choice had been the lesser of two evils—at least that’s what she’d thought at the time. Spending the summer in an office filled with people who billed their time in fifteen-minute increments felt like a death sentence. Even among the beautiful trees that littered the edges of the lake and rose up around the path, she briefly wondered if it would have been a better decision. At least she wouldn’t be under the scrutinizing watch of her parents, their constant questions about her plans for law school and her future like death by a thousand paper cuts.
 
Unfortunately, there was no way they’d have let her stay in New York without interning, so it was stay and work or come to the lake and fit back into their family bubble filled with pretense and expectation.
 
When she finally slowed to a walk, close to where the public path ended and private residences took up the western perimeter of the lake, she looked down. Crushed between her hands was the water bottle she’d been given less than thirty minutes ago by possibly the most beautiful woman she’d ever seen. And she hadn’t even gotten her name. 
 
There really was no justice in this world. Not only did she spend every day feeling like she’d been shoved into a pressure cooker, but she had to be a lesbian on top of it all. The bottle made a crunching sound, and she realized she was squeezing the weak plastic when she thought about it. She didn’t want to be into women. It wasn’t the plan, and plans were how she survived. She’d planned to go to college and then to law school after that. She’d planned to marry some idiot from her social circle, probably Bobby, whom she’d dated on and off over the years. He, thankfully, hadn’t made an appearance at the lake yet this summer. That made the whole hypothetical wedding a little trickier, but his lack of presence had given her time to breathe.
 
Plans were structured. Plans were stable. What she’d been facing for the last six months had been anything but in her world of practicality.
 
She didn’t want to think about the woman’s deep green eyes or her lips that looked like they were permanently conditioned to smirk. It also wasn’t helpful to think about how her bikini top molded against the contours of her body perfectly, still slightly wet like she’d come in from the water earlier. Val sighed and crushed the bottle the rest of the way, leaning into the chaos for the briefest moment.
 
She’d been doing fine. She’d been focusing on her plan, twenty-three years in the making, or at least it had been for as long as she could remember. It had been carefully crafted and honed with AP classes, then a rigorous double major, and then countless hours studying for her LSATs and earning her way into a top law school in Chicago.
 
Being attracted to women wasn’t a part of it. She threw the bottle down on the ground and put her hands on her knees, taking deep breaths to pull herself together. She listened to the sound of the leaves rustling through the trees, and then she shifted her focus to the gentle lapping of the waves against the shoreline twenty feet away. The morning air tickled her face as she brushed a wayward strand of blonde hair out of her eyes, an action she’d already repeated many times on her run.
 
“Get it together,” Val whispered to herself before she moved her hand from her thigh to a tree close by. She followed the movement with her body and rolled her sweaty back against the harsh, textured bark. Her chest heaved, not from exertion, but from the weight of her thoughts as they spiraled.
 
What she needed was to change her perspective on her current situation. Lake Cabot, for all of the challenges it presented, could also be filled with opportunity. She forced herself to focus on the idea as she placed her hand on her rib cage and took a few deep breaths. No one knew her here, and given that her parents didn’t venture downtown often, she might have an opportunity to experience a few wisps of young life outside of their grasp.
 
What she needed—really needed—was to get this out of her system. Spend a summer experiencing what she wanted and then return to her normal life. A life where she could continue down the path that was set for her. 
 
Lots of people experimented. She wasn’t special. She repeated the words in her head again and again until they made a sick sort of sense.
 
It wasn’t a big town, but in the summer, it was filled with tourists who came and went as predictably as the water that lapped at the shoreline. There had to be at least one bar in the town where she could slip away. 
 
She let out a frustrated groan. God, she’d been an idiot to come here. At least in New York, she could have had her nights free to wander the city and see what kind of trouble she could get into.
 
A sigh stuck in her already dry throat. As if she would have done that. She’d have worked from seven in the morning until eight at night and then taken the train back to Stamford, Connecticut, to fall into bed, only to wake up in the morning and force herself to do it again. 
 
She groaned again, louder this time, and pushed her back harder into the bark, relishing how the uneven edges dragged across her skin, happy to finally feel something, even if it was pain.
 
In three months, she’d be heading to law school, the reward for foregoing any semblance of a social life over the past few years. This summer was her chance. It was a moment in time, suspended from reality. She’d do well not to waste it. 
 
It wasn’t much, but it was a plan. 
 
Val forced her legs to move beneath her, heavy and sore from her inconveniently long run. She picked up the bottle she’d carelessly dropped and walked away from the public path, heading up a smaller trail that was better paved than the dirt that had been worn down around the lake from years of use. This path was untouched by the majority of Lake Cabot residents or guests. This path had no purpose unless the person walking it could pass beyond the imposing gate that waited at the end, protected by a security guard who sat stationed like a soldier protecting a monument. Or at least something more important than an overly opulent series of homes nestled along the water. She loathed the spectacle of it all, but for the next three months, it was home.
 
When she finally made her way onto the perfectly paved street that ran parallel to the lake, she forced herself to wave back to the few people she saw. They walked alone or in pairs, out for an early morning stroll in their pristine community. Each expectant wave strengthened her resolve to finally experience the town she'd spent summers adjacent to growing up, along with most of the inhabitants of Westlake, who stayed within the confines of the perfectly sheltered pathways.
 
Even outside the neighborhood limits, there was probably no less safe place than Lake Cabot to cut her teeth, to let loose and see what life had to offer. It was an experiment in a controlled environment, where she could push the edges of her boundaries while still safely staying within them.
 
The idea pulled her down the sidewalk, lost in her thoughts as she meandered up the wide driveway that formed a large U-shape in front of the monolithic house. It was a log cabin on steroids, more like a resort than a single family home. Her parents had purchased it when she was seven, and they’d spent almost every summer here that she could remember. 
 
Dark, soothing wood was everywhere as she opened the front door into a two-story living room with a landing running along the back half. 
 
Her younger sister, Carly, one half of the terrible twin duo, sat with her leg draped over a leather chair. “Mom’s pissed you didn’t tell her you were going out,” she said without looking up. God knew where Declan was at this hour, probably trying to harpoon a fish down near the dock or bribing someone to buy him beer.
 
Val scrunched her nose. This was exactly why she’d spent so much time away from the house. Besides her poor misjudgment of the distance of the lake’s running path, but no one else needed to know that. “I went for a run.” She felt like she was always explaining herself to her family, validating any decision she made.
 
Carly looked up smugly in the irrationally irritating way only a sixteen-year-old could pull off. “You look like shit. Did you get lost?”
 
“I went for a long run. Maybe you should try doing something other than Snapchatting with your friends,” Val said.
 
Her sister scoffed and breezed past her weak insult. Val had never been good at them anyway. “No one uses Snapchat anymore.”
 
It annoyed her that she couldn’t come up with a witty response in the face of her bratty younger sister. She was distracted by the beads of sweat falling between her shoulder blades, growing cold along her spine with the air conditioning blasting through the house. 
 
“I’m going to shower,” she managed, already striding quickly toward the staircase leading up to the landing.
 
Carly didn’t respond, engrossed in her phone again.
 
This summer is your chance was the thought that kept flitting through her mind. She ignored the practical realities of her life and instead favored the possibilities. She repeated it like a mantra while she undressed and then in the shower, where she spent an extravagantly long time before returning to her bedroom and lying down on her canopy bed in her towel. Her muscles ached from her run, and she flexed her calves into the mattress underneath her in a slow stretch.
 
At her small, private college outside of New York City, she’d been viewed as nerdy and bookish on a good day, standoffish and bitchy on a bad one. It had felt a lot like high school had never really ended. Perceptions created early on had become hard to shake at a school with only a few thousand students. It was massively bigger than her private prep school, so she’d thought it would have been better. That wasn’t the case. Some students had been ruthlessly competitive, and some students had wanted nothing more than to waste their parents’ money on four years of partying. She was neither of those things, and even if she fell closer to the former, it hadn’t been a good setup for finding friends.
 
She took a deep breath through her nose and exhaled slowly, feeling the air as it moved in and out of her body. Dwelling on a chapter of her life that had already closed was pointless. This summer was her chance. It had to be.



CHAPTER TWO
 
“You’re not getting free drinks, John.” Olivia was resolute as she passed her slightly older brother. He sat on his usual stool at Lucky’s, the bar situated downtown on the main thoroughfare. 
 
“That’s kinda messed up, sis.” He had a glint in his eye, waiting for her to cave like she did almost every time he came in for a drink. With only two years between them, they looked more like twins than just siblings. They both had dark, almost black hair and green eyes, like their father, that had earned them compliments over the years. Her two oldest brothers favored their mother, with lighter brown hair and brown eyes, though many of the locals had told them at least once they all had the same shit-eating grin plastered on their faces whenever they had to talk their way out of trouble.
 
“You think you’re so cute, but that doesn’t work on me.” In spite of her words, she began to pour him a beer. John smiled but didn’t speak, waiting before she filled the beer to say anything that could warrant her dumping it out. She pushed the drink toward him and tried to keep her face serious. “This is going on your tab.”
 
“What good is it having a sister who works at a bar if you don’t hook me up every once in a while?” John was good-looking and charismatic, and in a town like Lake Cabot, that could get a person pretty far. As alike as they were in looks, that was where the similarities stopped. He could and would talk to anyone about anything, as evidenced by the many nights he came to the bar to play pool or scope out the newest wave of tourists.
 
Olivia wiped down the bar top in front of him. “You’re helping Dad open tomorrow morning, so I hope this is your only one.”
 
He absently scanned the still small crowd. “We’ll see where the night takes me.”
 
She snapped her towel at him. “It needs to take you to bed.”
 
“You know you don’t need to act like an old lady, right? With your fancy teas and your books. Honestly, it’s like you dropped down from outer space,” he teased in a way he completely got away with.
 
“Since when is having taste a quality only for old people?” She put her hand over her heart. “I’m so sorry that I don’t like domestic beers and prefer to read instead of watching sports. Should they take me away to the retirement home now?”
 
John dropped his head into his hands. “I feel like we’ve failed you. Three older brothers, and your idol is Angela Lansbury.”
 
Olivia scowled. “She’s a goddamn national treasure. Don’t talk about her like that.”
 
“You’re such a weirdo.”
 
Olivia rolled her shoulders and put her hands down on the bar top to show she meant business. She loved her brother, but she was going to set him straight on this. “Oh, I’m sorry that we only had cable in one room growing up, and it was always dominated by you guys watching sports. I had to live my life upstairs with my thirteen-inch television and watch reruns of Murder, She Wrote on the weekends.”
 
John laughed, not the least bit guilty for the undue stress he and their brothers had put her through. “Majority rules. Them’s the breaks, kid.”
 
“Oh, come off it with that ‘kid’ nonsense. You’re two years older than me.” She held up the appropriate number of fingers to prove her point. “Two,” she said, waving them in his face.
 
“Don’t you have other customers you should be helping right now? I don’t want to monopolize your attention,” he said charmingly, like he was being ever so helpful.
 
“For a free beer, the least you can do is listen to me bitch about this.”
 
“A free beer, but at what cost?” he shot back quickly, his own smile growing as Olivia’s scowl deepened.
 
“Look—” Olivia’s words, and the ire that would have come with them, died on her lips as a flash of unmistakable blonde popped into her view. 
 
The woman from this morning, Val, inched slowly into the bar, looking like a fish out of water. Most people wouldn’t notice it, given that she was pretty and well-dressed, in a pair of dark jeans and a long, linen shirt, but she stood strangely rigid near the door. She looked like a vampire awaiting an invitation to come in. Who was this strange woman who’d popped up again in less than a day?
 
The same heat Olivia had felt that morning slithered through her body, in spite of her brain’s protests that the woman had already rebuked her casual flirting. It had felt like there was something there, even if Val had scurried down the path without so much as a backward glance.
 
She didn’t believe in fate, but more importantly, she didn’t believe in letting customers stand around with pained looks on their faces if she could help it. 
 
Before she could motion toward Val, John was out of his chair and halfway across the bar. Olivia watched the scene play out as John tilted his head and pointed, keeping a respectful space between them and talking with his hands. Her brother always put people at ease, knowing just the right thing to say to make them feel comfortable in any situation. Sometimes she was jealous of it, especially now, when she saw Val give him a small smile. She remembered that smile from earlier, when their fingers brushed as Olivia had handed her the bottle of water. When the woman had bestowed the look on her, for the briefest moment, instead of on her idiot brother.
 
Olivia’s heart beat a little faster when the two of them moved back toward her, and she moved quickly down the bar to take another customer’s order, though still trying to keep an eye on the situation. 
 
John, ever the gentleman, stayed standing while Val slid into the seat next to him. Olivia had to return at some point to wait on her, and she hated how the idea of it made her slightly nervous. Maybe because they’d had a strange encounter that morning in which Val had practically run away from her. Or maybe because she was a pretty girl, even if Olivia had talked to many of those over the years. Maybe it was because Val hadn’t noticed her yet, and she was anticipating the moment she did. When Val’s eyes would land on her, and they’d widen with that spark of recognition. This morning had been nothing really, in the grand scheme of things. A lost runner asking for a bottle of water. Why, then, had Olivia thought about the encounter at least a dozen times that day?
 
Probably because she was a sucker for a pretty girl and always had been. And this girl, Val, was very, very pretty. Her strawberry blonde hair ghosted across her shoulders and fell in gentle waves. Her eyes were big and expressive, like every second she was taking in the entire weight of the world. Her skin, even when she’d been sweaty with exertion and free of makeup that morning, had been smooth. It had looked soft, and Olivia had wondered then, and now, what it would be like to touch.
 
Nope. Nope. Nope. She was not doing that. Even if her libido was going haywire, she wasn’t some unevolved primate. To the world, Val probably looked like the picture of perfection and grace, but to Olivia, she looked like trouble. She was exactly the kind of woman Olivia had no business wanting. Her body, however, reminded her that it didn’t seem to agree.
 
She really needed to find a way to have a regular sex life. Her unintentional seasonal vows of celibacy were not helping her quell the desire percolating in her lower abdomen. She’d had a summer fling here and there. Stolen moments that always held an expiration date. There had never been anyone in Lake Cabot she was interested in, and more importantly, she had no interest in a relationship of any kind.
 
Luckily for her, at least she wasn’t oblivious as to why she was the way she was. She didn’t think her dad had ever recovered after losing her mom. That type of loss, when grief becomes a vacuum that sucks the life out of everything around you, seemed unbearable. How did a person even survive something like that? She couldn’t. She already knew that much about herself. 
 
Her dad hid it well, but she noticed. He still wore his wedding ring, even though her mom, Amelia, had been gone for close to ten years at this point. Pictures of them on their wedding day and moments from Olivia’s and her brothers’ lives were still plastered all over his house, like a shrine for the moment time had stopped.
 
When she’d moved into the apartment above the bar last year—in search of some much-needed privacy for both personal and professional endeavors—she’d only taken a single picture of her mom with her. It was the two of them, looking happy and smiling in the sun at the lake one day. Her mom’s arms were draped around her skinny frame. Olivia’s toothy smile was front and center, almost as bright as her mom’s as she stared down at her. There were a few others she would have liked to have, but she couldn’t stand the thought of asking her dad, doing what amounted to stripping away his memories frame by frame.
 
If she hadn’t been so good at working on autopilot, she wouldn’t have managed to take Tim’s order, a regular who always had two beers in the evening before heading home. She deposited his second beer and his check in front of him and smiled, all while completely in her own mind. And then, like she was being pulled by an invisible string, she moved back down the bar to where John was chatting animatedly, probably telling Val funny stories about trouble people had gotten into on the lake or something equally innocuous.
 
“Hi there.” Her tone was a practiced ease that came from talking to thousands of customers over the last year of bartending. There was no place in her mind for thoughts of anything but slinging drinks to customers. “What can I get for you?”
 
Those brown eyes found her own and, like she’d imagined, grew wide with surprise. What she hadn’t expected was the perfect O shape her mouth morphed into before she bit her bottom lip. Her forehead scrunched adorably while she tried to find her words, and Olivia was even more surprised when they finally pushed out. “Apparently, you know more about jobs than I gave you credit for this morning.”
 
Olivia smiled and shrugged. “Small town problems.”
 
Val cocked her head to the side, and Olivia detected the slightest hint of confidence in the other woman’s voice. “You never told me your name.”
 
“Or the full list of my occupations. I don’t typically carry a resume with me,” she said wryly. “It’s Olivia.” She threw her bar towel over her shoulder. “Do you know what you’d like to drink?”
 
“Put whatever she wants on my tab,” John cut in, like he was born to do.
 
Olivia stared him down and ignored the urge to throttle him. “You didn’t even pay for your first drink.”
 
He didn’t miss a beat. “Well then, it looks like I’ve got some extra money to buy one for Val.”
 
Val looked back and forth between them, like a deer caught in headlights. 
 
Olivia didn’t want her to run away again. She eased the annoyance from her voice and slipped on a practiced smile. “This is my brother John, though I’m not sure if he’s already clarified that.”
 
John laughed and took a sip of his beer before he focused his stare on Olivia. “I hadn’t. I didn’t realize you two were old friends.”
 
It was Val’s voice that punctuated the conversation, turning away from her toward her brother. Olivia didn’t love that part. “We met this morning. Your sister was nice enough to give me a bottle of water.”
 
“I only have one sister, and that doesn’t sound very much like her,” he ruminated, running his fingers along his chin in feigned concentration, over the same dimple Olivia had too. There was no way her stare didn’t betray her annoyance again, but he pretended not to notice.
 
“She helped a stranger in need.” Val flashed a bright, if not somewhat embarrassed, smile in Olivia’s direction. And Olivia couldn’t say she loved how it made her heart beat unevenly in her chest.
 
She resisted whipping her bar towel at her brother. Instead, she placed her fingers against a beer tap, trying to separate her words from all kinds of emotions welling up in her tense stomach. “Maybe my karma will be repaid one day. Do you want another water?” she teased, trying to find her footing in the conversation.
 
Val’s cheeks flushed pink, and Olivia stared intently as the color wrapped around her neck. “I’ll take your recommendation?” she asked hesitantly, the trace of confidence from before gone.
 
Olivia wondered what had this woman, who clearly didn’t drink often, alone in a bar on a Friday night. It was none of her business, and it bothered her that she cared in the first place. “Well, I hope you don’t like wine because the selection’s shit here,” she said with a deep smile. “Would you prefer beer or a cocktail?”
 
It was kind of sweet how seriously Val considered the question, like she hadn’t expected it to ever be asked, in a bar of all places. “A cocktail, probably.” She scrunched up her nose and concentrated on the liquor bottles lined up along the back of the bar. “But not too sweet.”
 
It wasn’t like Olivia was trying to put herself on display—okay, maybe a little—but that’s what happened when she leaned her forearms down on the bar top and inched closer, drawing Val’s attention back to her. “Any particular spirit you like?” Or gender, she added silently.
 
“Gin.” It came out as a statement, the most declarative one Olivia had heard since she’d met Val, and she couldn’t help but smile as the confidence seeped back into her voice.
 
“How about a gimlet? Not too sweet, and I can use cucumber and mint.” Val’s face broke into the most earnest grin. Olivia wanted to say the words over and over again like it was the first time Val was hearing them, just to see that expression again. 
 
Val nodded emphatically, her hair shifting with the movement. “That sounds delicious.”
 
“Why don’t you ever make me nice drinks?” John cut in, clearly not excited about being sidelined. She loved her brother, but he wasn’t used to not getting what he wanted. Right now, it showed.
 
“Because you have horrible taste,” she said simply as she went about fixing the drink. She tried not to stare at Val as she did, to watch her big eyes follow the movements of Olivia’s hands while she muddled the cucumber, mint, and simple syrup into the bottom of a shaker. 
 
Thank god she’d had the good sense to prepare a variety of ingredients that were usually never used on her shifts. There were a few eclectic apples that frequented Lucky’s, those that enjoyed a quality cocktail, but they were few and far between. At least on the weekends, she could make an avid case to the owner, Clara, that the loss on unused ingredients was nominal while the magic and memory of a freshly muddled cocktail lasted forever.
 
Once the ingredients were muddled, she filled the shaker with ice from the tub below the bar and poured the lime juice and gin with a practiced hand. Twenty seconds later, she strained the mixture into a martini glass and garnished it with a simple mint leaf to complete the look. She pushed the drink gently toward Val, still afraid she’d bolt from the bar stool at any second.
 
Val dipped her head and inhaled the scent wafting off the gimlet like she was a sommelier instead of in a dive bar in a small, lakeside town. “This smells so good,” she said sincerely before she lifted the drink between her fingers.
 
“I hope it tastes as good as it smells.” Olivia was having an out-of-body experience watching Val’s reverence for the simplicity of a hand-muddled cocktail.
 
Val tipped the glass back and took a slow sip, and Olivia could practically feel the flavors dancing across Val’s tongue with how much her face gave away. Her lips were parted, her neck elongated gracefully. Watching Val drink things was quickly becoming an inconveniently erotic experience for Olivia. Val’s deep, almond-colored eyes were sadly closed, but with their lack of availability came the opportunity for Olivia to study her. There was a sincerity in Val’s enjoyment of the moment that made Olivia’s heart beat faster, as Val’s cheeks flushed again from the alcohol and her shoulders rounded ever so slightly, like she was trying to move closer to the flavors.
 
“Does it meet your standards?” Olivia finally asked, curiosity outweighing anything else.
 
Val opened her eyes slowly, like she was coming out of a deep and peaceful sleep, and she smiled serenely. “It’s perfect.”
 
The tone of Val’s voice shot little ripples of awareness across Olivia’s skin. “I’m glad you like it. Lucky’s doesn’t thrive because of repeat customers, but it’s always nice to know we’ve done our job.”
 
Before Val could answer, John put his empty glass down on the bar top. “I was going to have one more.” With his words, he turned his attention toward Val. “And then maybe see if Val wanted to play a game of pool.”
 
***
 
Val hated that she was so bad at this. Not pool. She could care less about that. What she hated was that she didn’t know how to say no. John was nice and sociable and a good-looking guy, but he didn’t make her heart feel like it was going to burst out of her chest. He didn’t make her crave being closer to him. The source of those wildly discomforting emotions was still safely behind the bar, as she’d been for the last thirty minutes of Val’s foray into the idiotic world of billiards.
 
When John had asked, she didn’t know how to politely decline, given that she really had nothing else to be doing at the moment. If she were braver, she would have told him maybe later and stayed close to the bar where she could hopefully catch a few minutes here and there with Olivia, whose name she now knew.
 
But that wasn’t what had happened, she thought as she stared down at the green felt of the table. In spite of the distance, she still felt Olivia’s presence, and she tried not to look toward the bar too often. 
 
God, she was over-analyzing everything. It was stupid how much easier it was with men, how they just walked up to you and tried to get your attention. With women, it was a whole different beast. How did she even know they were interested in other women, and beyond that, how did she know if they were interested in her?
 
She didn’t want the men. It would be easier if she did. But even John, with his bright eyes and cute smile, was just a poor facsimile of his sister as far as she was concerned. His smile, which he’d already bestowed on her many times, didn’t make her knees go weak, and he didn’t seem as soft. Meanwhile, Olivia’s body was a smooth expanse of graceful contours that Val wanted to map and chart like an explorer.
 
“Your turn.” John’s face was all smiles, like he wasn’t at all annoyed by her lack of focus. He walked around the table and leaned along the edge, his stick nestled between his hands. “Something on your mind?”
 
“I—” The words got stuck in her throat. 
 
He smiled again and eased into an even more relaxed posture. “I appreciate you humoring me, but we can wrap up after this game. I don’t want to keep you.”
 
Val blanched and tried to hide her blush. “Keep me from what?”
 
He looked more like Olivia right then, his posture open and relaxed, even if, strangely, the woman she’d met today was neither of those things. “Just a guess…” He scratched his chin again before continuing. “Maybe a less fun and more combative sibling that for whatever reason strikes your fancy.” He held up his hands in submission, one still wrapped around the pool stick. “Just throwing it out there.”
 
Her knees felt wobbly with the weight of his words, and she put her hand down on the edge of the pool table. Was she really that obvious? “I’m not—” 
 
John eased a hand through his wavy hair and gave her a few seconds to compose herself. Seconds that stretched on forever but were also gone in the blink of an eye. This is what she’d said she’d wanted to do. Spend the summer living her life, enjoying her time. She very much assumed she could enjoy it with a woman like Olivia. 
 
Val took a deep breath. “So… your sister is interested in women?” she asked, wondering if the words sounded as frenzied in her head as they did out loud.
 
“Only the pretty ones,” John said with a wink. “She’s a tough one to crack, but she’s definitely worth it.” He took a sip of his beer and smiled fondly. “And trust me, it kills me to say that since my job is to tease her mercilessly.”
 
Val cocked her head to the side, thinking of her strained relationships with her own siblings. “Well, maybe if you were a little nicer to her, she wouldn’t have to be so tough.”
 
John waved her off. “That’s just Jelly Bean. She’s always been that way.”
 
“Jelly Bean?” Val wanted to laugh at the sweet nickname, so at odds with the dark, sculpted woman who still stood behind the bar, surveying the floor like a queen over her subjects. At least, that’s what she’d been doing the last time Val had snuck an apparently not-so-subtle glance.
 
John’s words drew her focus back to the conversation at hand. “That’s for family only, and she will literally kick the crap out of me if you bring it up. Think you can keep it between us?” he asked like a kid with a secret as he leaned conspiratorially closer.
 
“I think I can manage,” Val said with a wry smile. She chanced another glance toward Olivia. Her hair was pulled back in a wild ponytail with wisps escaping around her temples. The bar towel from earlier was still slung casually over her shoulder, and it was almost embarrassing how much Val wished she could take its place. Jealous of a towel was a new low point for her, and she shook her head to push the thoughts away before looking at John again. “I’m only in town for the summer…” 
 
“She’s only a summer fling kinda girl anyway. At least, from what I know. Maybe she has some fancy girlfriend in Manhattan that she keeps a secret, but I highly doubt it.”
 
An unexpected wave of jealousy washed over Val. Which was stupid on so many levels, considering she and Olivia had barely had two conversations at this point. “Why’s that?” she asked when she remembered to.
 
“I’m not really sure. You’d have to ask her. But if you’re worried about her going all moony and lovesick on you, I wouldn’t. I also don’t think you should psych yourself out this much.”
 
Jealousy morphed into embarrassment. Val was aware of the ridiculous conversation at hand. “You’re the one who brought her up,” she said, trying to find her balance. If she was going to be a lawyer, she needed to get better at this.
 
“Because you’re the one who couldn’t stop looking at her the whole time we played.” Damn, John had her number. His stance softened. “I’m working at the beach rental hut tomorrow. Why don’t you come by and hang out? Olivia shows up sometimes. No promises, but it could be a good in with her.”
 
The offer was almost too good to be true, but in Val’s world, people didn’t really do something for nothing. “Why are you being so nice to me?”
 
“I’m being helpful to my sister. Being nice to you is just a side effect.” 
 
She couldn’t imagine either of her siblings doing anything remotely helpful for her, but she pushed the thought away. This summer wasn’t about them. “Your family is strange.”
 
John laughed and motioned toward the table. “I think the term you mean is close-knit. Anyway, let’s finish up?”
 
With his words, Val was plunged into the reality of her situation, that he was expecting her to just walk over to Olivia behind the bar and strike up a conversation. It was a perfectly normal thing to do, but it wasn’t at all normal for her. “I actually need to head out in a few minutes.” She didn’t even pretend to look for a clock or at her phone.
 
A small crease appeared on John’s brow, but it disappeared quickly. “No worries. Just for the record, I won’t mention this conversation to my sister.” He walked around the table and pushed the remaining balls into errant pockets while he continued. “And you’re still more than welcome to come check out the rental hut tomorrow if you’d like.”
 
Nervousness mingled with a comforting warmth settled in Val’s bones, a feeling she hadn’t quite experienced before. Like maybe this was the start of something. Maybe she hadn’t blown her best chance before it had begun, even if she’d been too chicken to take advantage. Twice. 
 
“I appreciate that. I’m not sure what’s going on with my family tomorrow, but I’ll be sure to stop by one of these days,” Val said with the most cheerful voice she could manage. More than that, she wanted to believe her own words, that she would follow up and not be afraid to go after what she wanted. 
 
As she turned around to leave, she realized that she hadn’t paid. Fumbling, she pulled a twenty out of her pocket and pushed the money toward John. “For my drink.”
 
He waved her away. “Consider it a welcome gift into town.”
 
She shook her head and kept her hand extended toward him. “No, I insist. If nothing else, please give it to Olivia as a tip. The drink really was fantastic.”
 
“You don’t meet a lot of people in bars willing to turn down a free drink.” He took the money and tucked it into his front shirt pocket once he realized Val wasn’t going to back down. It was the least she could do, even if her words always failed her.
 
“Well, thanks for the game. Nice meeting you, and I’m sure I’ll see you around.” She waved awkwardly, her pool stick still in her hand.
 
John laughed and reached out to take her cue. “I’ll see you around. Get home safely.”
 
Val didn’t chance a look at the bar on her way out, worried she’d blush with embarrassment if those green eyes zeroed in on her. She was unprepared to make any kind of small talk after the conversation she’d just had with Olivia’s brother. 
 
What were the chances that the woman she was wildly attracted to and had already accidentally met twice was into women? It was like the stars were aligning in her favor, and for all of her internal bravado and promises to take life by the horns, she still floundered and ran away when an opportunity presented itself. Not that she assumed Olivia was into her, not by a long stretch. 
 
But a girl could dream, and as she eased into her bed later that night, it felt like that was all she did.



CHAPTER THREE
 
“Where’d you go last night?” Grace Maycomb pushed a strand of hair almost identical to Val’s back from her forehead, although the temples were just starting to turn gray.
 
Val sat at the kitchen island eating a bowl of cereal. She didn’t want to meet her mother’s stare, afraid her eyes would betray her. “I took a walk.” She studied her Cheerios like each circle was a portal into another dimension.
 
“Pretty late for a walk. You know it’s not safe everywhere.”
 
She tried not to roll her eyes. “I assume Lake Cabot is at least as safe as Manhattan, where I walk around all the time.”
 
Her mother sighed in a way that conveyed both disappointment and annoyance. “Manhattan has more police officers than Lake Cabot, I’m sure.”
 
Val hadn’t slept well, and she felt even worse this morning. It was difficult to bite her tongue like she normally did. As the eldest sibling, her parents expected perfection of her, for her to not push their limits, even if her siblings had far more autonomy than she had at their age. Her tongue was as sleepy as her brain this morning, and she couldn’t quite control it. “If it’s so unsafe, why do we come here?” She almost mentioned something about her family’s refusal to engage with the town at large, but she thought better of it when she realized they might do it to spite her. She didn’t need any of them wandering down Main Street or deciding they suddenly wanted to accompany her on walks. 
 
“Because it’s a beautiful place,” her mother answered, almost wistfully.
 
Val stirred her spoon around in the milk pooled at the bottom of her bowl. “It is,” she agreed, deciding not to fight the tide if she wanted to make it anywhere today.
 
In the summers, her parents would commute a few times a week back to New York for work, although they’d religiously spend weekends at the lakehouse. Carly and Declan would usually come back with them if they were staying overnight, although she assumed their age, and that she was now present, would change things this year. The past few years, she’d managed to join them a few weekends, but with work and school, there had never been much time.
 
As strange as it was to consider, coming back to the summer house almost felt like coming home, back to a time before she existed on somebody’s else’s clock. It felt more like what she wanted from a home, the chance to decompress and experience and enjoy life. Even if she’d been a bundle of anxious nerves so far, she still felt better than she had the last few summers.
 
Before she could get caught up in a conversation she didn’t want to have, she hopped off her stool and took her bowl over to the sink. With a quick rinse, it was in the dishwasher, and she headed out of the room. “I’m going to take a walk,” she said without looking back.
 
Twenty minutes later, she eased open the door attached to the sunroom, which was nestled along the side of the house. She wasn’t sneaking out. Nope. She just didn’t want to deal with questions this early in the morning. It was still before nine a.m., and even if she’d survived breakfast with her mother, facing the whole family was a different battle.
 
She’d settled on a tank top and jean shorts, her bikini hidden underneath, and she’d brought a towel in a nondescript bag she had slung over her shoulder. Why did she feel like she was doing something wrong? And why, at twenty-three, didn’t she feel confident enough to simply explain herself to her parents instead of asking for permission?
 
It wasn’t a train of thought she wanted to follow, and she refused to allow herself to think about it as she made the mile-long walk toward the public lake access. She knew many people would kill to be in her position with a private dock right on the water, but what good was it when she had no one to share it with? That was the crux of what all her thoughts boiled down to lately. A romantic interest notwithstanding, she didn’t enjoy the people she’d grown up with, save a few, and what fun was it to paddle around in the water near the dock alone day after day?
 
Her nervous feet carried her faster than she’d expected, and sooner than she was prepared for, she saw the public shore come into sight, the rental shack standing proudly at its edge. It was a weathered blue, its simple wooden panels nailed together with a slightly sloped roof running along the top. 
 
She’d liked it from the first time she’d seen it running, like a comforting oasis in the distance as she’d trudged forward in search of water. She’d passed by a few restaurants whose back patios opened directly to the lake, but that early, none of them had been open. Even if that hadn’t been the case, she’d felt drawn to the tiny building, the panes of wood already propped open in the early morning sun.
 
And she couldn’t help but remember how, as she’d drawn closer that morning, her already shallow breath had come in quicker puffs when she’d spotted who was behind the counter. Really, it wasn’t fair for anyone to be that attractive. Olivia. With her tanned skin and dark hair, she’d sat reading a book like she wasn’t at all plussed by the world, content in a way Val couldn’t imagine. When she’d seen her, she didn’t have to imagine. Maybe for herself, but the feeling was written across Olivia’s features. How her brow was drawn in concentration, her fingers thumbing gently against a page before she turned it. 
 
Val had wanted to say something witty, but all that had come out was a plea for water, like she had spent weeks in the desert instead of a few hours on a long run. She still felt foolish, even more so since she’d run scared last night.
 
She frowned when she remembered Olivia wouldn’t be there today, even if she instinctively breathed a sigh of relief. Being around her felt like standing too close to a flame, like the only logical conclusion was to be burned.
 
As she approached, she took her earbuds out and hung them over her shoulder, surveying the people milling about. A few early morning guests had rented paddleboards, and they meandered lazily through the water. No one stood in line, but she saw John seated where Olivia had been the day before, watching something on his phone.
 
She’d already bailed on talking to Olivia last night, and she’d never forgive herself if she let the one tenuous olive branch she’d received slip by today. It only took a few seconds to round the path and step up to the counter. 
 
“Morning.” She tried not to fidget with the headphones dangling over her shoulder.
 
John’s smile brightened when he looked up and realized the source of the voice. “Morning. I’ve gotta be honest, I didn’t know if I’d see you here today.”
 
Val shrugged but tried to keep her voice light. “Neither did I. But it was a beautiful morning, and I’ve never paddle-boarded before.”
 
A look of comical disbelief that she didn’t understand passed over John’s face. “Never?”
 
“I’m probably worse at paddle-boarding than I am at pool, if you can believe that.”
 
“Now I know you’re lying because you couldn’t be worse at anything than pool,” John teased as he hopped down from his stool exactly like Olivia had done yesterday, though it didn’t elicit the same emotions in Val. 
 
She didn’t watch as closely how his hand balanced along the edge of the stand. Or how his forearms looked as they braced his weight. All she thought about were Olivia’s graceful motions as she’d moved around the small building, like she could do it with her eyes closed. Val would have hated if that was the case, since it would mean she didn’t get to catch glimpses of green when Olivia bestowed a stare in her direction.
 
“Well, carpe diem and all that.” He gestured out toward the sandy, man-made beach where paddleboards stood at attention against the side of the rental building. “Grab one that strikes your fancy, but I’ll let you in on a secret now that they’re all pretty much the same.” He had that conspiratorial grin he’d had last night, like he was bestowing the secrets of the world on her. The confidence of men, even one as charming as John, would never cease to amaze her.
 
“So… I just push it into the water and hop on?” God, she really wished there was an instruction manual or something for her to read, which made her feel even dumber when she noticed little kids hoisted on their miniature boards and paddling around happily.
 
“Exactly,” John said exuberantly. “Are you a strong swimmer?”
 
Val thought about it for a few moments. “I’m pretty good. I don’t do it regularly, but I’ve taken lessons.”
 
“Okay.” John nodded, going into business mode. “Then you’re fine without a life jacket. You’ll need to sign a waiver,” he said as he pushed a piece of paper toward her, “but I can happily say that we’ve never had a serious accident. Just stay within the area roped off by buoys so you don’t run into any boats.”
 
“Buoys, got it,” she said as she picked up a pen and scratched her signature without reading the fine print.
 
“The boards are really sturdy and do most of the work. You just need to keep your center of gravity. Float around. Have some fun. I’ll see if I can get you some private instruction in a bit.” Val’s brows drew upward as her cheeks grew impossibly hot. John laughed and added her paper to a stack on the counter that were held down by a smooth rock. “It might be me, to clarify.”
 
Her shoulders dropped slightly. “Oh. Well, no worries if you’re busy. I think I can handle not falling.” She scrunched her nose and continued with a light laugh. “Maybe.” 
 
She walked around the edge of the small building and surveyed the boards. The one on the end looked just like all the others, so she grabbed it and hoisted the board under her arm, shifting as she adjusted to its surprising weight.
 
With a wave goodbye, she headed over to an empty spot on the beach to shed her clothing before diving into the dark blue water. There weren’t many boats out, and the small waves lapped gently along the shoreline, barely making it before they fizzled out against the sand with the smallest crest at their edges.
 
Being self-conscious was second nature to Val, but she disrobed quickly and exhaled a deep breath at the lack of people around her at the still early hour. She’d never felt especially confident or sexy, but, she reminded herself, neither of those things were required to paddle around a lake in the morning sun.
 
Despite the slightest chill in the air, the sun warmed her skin, and she felt like a lizard basking on a rock as she turned her body toward the warmth, away from the water. Her stomach dropped low as heat stronger than ten suns burned in her abdomen.
 
Olivia was walking toward her, dressed in a pair of bright mesh shorts that barely covered her. They were tight and contoured around her legs as she moved down the path toward the beach, and it was the second time in a day that Val found herself jealous of something that got to be closer to Olivia than she did. The strings of Olivia’s bathing suit were visible as they followed the line of her shoulders and tied behind her neck, the rest of the top hidden under a tank top that left almost nothing to the imagination. 
 
For a moment, Val chastised herself for ever letting things go this far, for accepting her feelings for women. If this was want, she didn’t know how she’d ever go back to existing without it or succeeding in spite of it. But no one had ever captured her attention quite like Olivia, with her dark hair and piercing eyes, so she hoped it wouldn’t always be this hard. And even if she crashed and burned, she was still set on trying. In her very roundabout and passive Val way, but trying nonetheless. There was no other option as Olivia continued to move toward her, pushing her sunglasses up onto her head and squinting at Val.
 
“Morning, stranger,” Olivia said once she’d passed the hut and stood a few feet away. Her feet were bare, and she carried a pair of sneakers in her hands. Val found the whole look both sexy and endearing, and she didn’t quite know what to do with that mix of emotions.
 
“Hi,” she said after too many seconds, her voice as wobbly as her knees in the presence of Olivia.
 
“You skittered out of the bar pretty quickly last night,” Olivia said as she dropped her shoes in the sand and peeled off her shirt. Val’s mouth went dry as smooth, tanned skin came into view, and she wondered if her jaw was hanging open. Given that she wasn’t in control of her body at the moment, it was hard to tell. Olivia smiled and, surprisingly, looked contrite. “I hope my brother didn’t scare you off, but you’re here today, so that doesn’t seem like the case.”
 
“Oh,” Val said, realization dawning on her. “No. Not at all. John was great.”
 
Olivia lifted a sculpted eyebrow. “Good to know. I don’t usually get report cards from his dates, but it’s always good to know my brother isn’t the asshole he acts like around me,” she said with a laugh.
 
“It wasn’t a date.” Val blurted out the words before she could come up with something witty. She couldn’t stand Olivia thinking that Val had been into John for even a second longer than she needed to.
 
Val’s stomach fluttered when Olivia’s lips curled into a smile. “No?”
 
“Absolutely not.” Do it. Do it. Do it. “He’s not really my type.” She should have looked Olivia in the eye when she said it, but Val’s stare was trained slightly over her shoulder toward the rental hut.
 
She could feel Olivia’s bright eyes boring into hers, and she slipped her own focus back to her, even if she thought she might die with the weight of emotion tumbling wild in her body. Olivia bit her lower lip, dragging her teeth gently across the plump skin. “Well, I have two other brothers, although they may be a bit old for you.”
 
Olivia was testing the waters. Val was smart enough to at least pick up on that. Maybe there was a glimmer of interest there after all, but Val lost the point of the conversation when she said, “Wait, you have three brothers? God, that sounds awful.”
 
Olivia let out a sweet laugh and dug her toe into the sand. “It can be. They’re mostly just overly protective, but they mean well.” A few seconds passed before Olivia continued, her voice low. “So, are you?”
 
“Am I what?” Val was trying to remember what they’d been talking about now that her entire focus was fixated on Olivia’s lips.
 
“Into men.” The statement was so to the point that Val wanted to dig a hole in the sand and hide. She’d never been asked it before, and the desire to lie was swift and consuming, like the air had suddenly grown thick and was pushing in on her from all sides.
 
Why couldn’t she say it? It wasn’t that hard. It was one little word. One confirmation or rejection of a simple question. She felt like her heart was going to beat out of her chest; her limbs, both heavy and light, were buzzing to the point she worried she might pass out. Olivia had done the heavy lifting, had been braver than her and put the words out there. She’d thrown Val a rope that she was too scared to grab onto, even if all she wanted was to latch on and pull herself up with it.
 
Could she run away? Was that a thing people really did? She dug her feet into the sand just in case her body decided to go that route before her mind could work through the situation. “Right now what I’m into is learning how to paddle-board.” And then, she took a deep, calming breath, and she pushed herself as far as she could manage, given the rock sitting in her stomach was like an anchor weighing her down. “Is that something you’d maybe want to teach me?”
 
***
 
Olivia’s morning wasn’t going how she’d expected at all, but she couldn’t help leaning into how the day was playing out. She’d expected to come down and dip her toes in the water early, maybe swim across the lake if it wasn’t too busy. Instead, she’d spotted tousled blonde hair from at least fifty feet away. With it, her morning swim was already forgotten.
 
For a second, jealousy had washed over her like scalding water. She’d wondered if John had invited Val to paddle-board this morning, or if she’d found her way to the beach again of her own accord. Maybe, Olivia dared not wish out loud, to see her again, even if she’d left the bar the night before without saying bye.
 
Whether Val was interested in men, she was almost certain she was interested in women, too. Olivia had noticed Val watching her while she worked at least a few times the night before, her perception honed from constant awareness of who needed a refill before they asked or who might be gearing up to start a fight in the small bar.
 
Until last night, she hadn’t realized what a useful skill it was, to be acutely aware of people who didn’t know you were watching them back. And she’d absolutely been watching Val as she’d played pool, sure the other woman had to have noticed a few times.
 
But as they stood in the same space, Val’s body shrinking inward on itself, she didn’t know if that was the case anymore. Val was a contradicting amalgamation of perceptive and oblivious. Even while she looked at Olivia, it was like the gears were spinning in her mind, keeping her from fully experiencing the moment. Olivia wanted to help change that.
 
“I’d love to. Let me throw my phone over with John. Do you want to put yours with him as well? It’s usually pretty safe, but I try not to take chances,” Olivia said simply. Val bent over and picked up her phone from the items folded neatly in the sand, and Olivia tried not to stare at the long line of her back, her skin looking like it would feel smoother than a flat rock if she reached out and touched it. She handed the phone to Olivia wordlessly and picked up her board. “Let me throw these behind the counter and grab a board.” In about thirty seconds, she returned with her personal board and paddle that lived near the back of the shop. “Did John really not give you a paddle?” she asked, looking around Val’s general area.
 
Val looked around, too, like she hadn’t considered it. “I guess not. He did have me sign the waiver for death and dismemberment, though, so he seems at least competent at his job.” She smiled sheepishly, her straight, white teeth contrasting against her skin.
 
Olivia rolled her eyes. That was so very John. “How tall are you?” she asked, sizing Val up. For professional reasons, of course.
 
“Five-eight,” Val answered, more like a question than a statement.
 
“Of all the things in this world to be unsure about, I wasn’t expecting your height to be one of them,” Olivia teased, already dropping her own paddle and board gently in the sand to grab a paddle for Val. She picked one up from the bay and returned quickly. “So we’ll get you a paddle that’s six-one,” she said before handing it over. “Rule of thumb is that the paddle should be three to four inches taller than you.”
 
Val’s eyes grew focused in concentration, and she took the paddle from Olivia’s outstretched hand. “I didn’t realize it was so precise.”
 
Olivia took a chance. “You seem like the rule-following type. I thought knowing that would help you get comfortable. For the casual paddle-boarder, it won’t really make a difference in the long run.”
 
Olivia bit her lip when Val made the cutest little huff of indignation at her words. “Do I have Type A written all over me or something?”
 
“I mean…” Olivia stilled and licked her lips. “Which answer do you want?”
 
“The real one,” Val said with exasperation. “I’d rather you not lie to me.”
 
Olivia nodded and wondered how many people in Val’s life lied to her. “Well, the real answer is you seem kind of proper.” She pointed at the ground. “You folded your clothes in the sand. And I’ll bet,” she said, taking a small step closer, “that even when you realized you needed a paddle, it would have taken you minutes to go ask for one.”
 
Val’s lips narrowed, and for a few seconds, Olivia thought she was going to walk off. That is, until her face broke out into a comically large grin, and she scooped up her board with her free hand. “Was that so hard?”
 
“Apparently not,” Olivia said through a smile that mirrored the one on the woman across from her. “All right, let’s get these in the water before it gets busier.” She moved through the sand easily, traipsing across the uneven terrain until her feet hit the water. The beach was made of soft sand, trucked in a few decades ago when Lake Cabot wanted to become more of a vacation destination, but she loved it when she got a little farther out into the water and the pebbled stones slid against her feet.
 
For the next ten minutes, she walked Val through the mechanics of getting on the board, standing up, and a few best practices on paddling. It was a beginner’s course, but Val focused on her the entire time, like she was mentally taking notes to be as adept as possible.
 
When they were both up and moving around in the shallow water, Olivia upped the ante. “Let’s move a little farther out. The buoys are a no-boat zone, so you’re safe as long as you stay inside those.”
 
Val smiled and put her hand up to shield her eyes from the sun. “Your brother also mentioned that.”
 
And if there was one thing Olivia had learned from those three brothers, it was that things typically never happened unless you shot your shot. It was tranquil out on the lake, and they were at least thirty feet from anyone in all directions. Olivia slid her paddle silently through the water and eased her board closer. A no was absolutely a no, but everything Val did screamed yes, even if she had refused to comment on the subject. That in itself was even more of an admission, but Olivia wanted to hear it from her instead of making assumptions.
 
She dropped down on her board gracefully and dangled a leg over each side, her paddle laid out perpendicular to the board. Val paddled around in circles for another minute before she, too, dropped down into a seated position, though her movements were much slower and made with more trepidation.
 
“You’re already wearing a swimsuit, so not the worst thing in the world if you fall in,” Olivia said once Val was safely seated. She’d made it a point not to mention just how good Val looked in the simple blue bikini, but it was safe to say Olivia had noticed.
 
“I don’t like not being good at things.” Val’s words were refreshingly honest, though their goal was infinitely unattainable in life.
 
Olivia kicked her feet around, considering her next move. She also wanted to be honest, but she didn’t want to scare Val away. She seemed timid, even though she pushed beyond it and did things that obviously scared her like getting lost around the lake or showing up to the bar last night or paddle-boarding for the first time. 
 
“Seems like a pretty frustrating existence,” Olivia said lightly. “How do you manage that?”
 
It took a few seconds, but Val’s eyes finally landed on Olivia, and she looked at her seriously. “Clearly not very well if ‘proper’ is the adjective people use to describe me.”
 
“Person,” Olivia corrected. “I am just one person with one opinion, and it’s not even a bad thing. Some people just thrive on order and structure.”
 
“But not you?” Val asked, her board floating closer to Olivia’s so they almost bumped together.
 
Olivia licked her lips and considered the question. She couldn’t remember the last time someone had looked at her so unabashedly, hanging on every word like she was sharing the secret of life. “Sometimes I have to be orderly and structured, but I like to leave room for spontaneity. Like, if I swim first thing in the morning, it leaves the rest of the day free to explore things.”
 
Val ran her long fingers through the water and stared at the small waves pushing sideways in their wake. “What else?” Val asked, her voice full even if she wasn’t looking at Olivia anymore.
 
“I don’t think there’s an exact manual,” Olivia said with a laugh as an opportunity presented itself that she couldn’t pass up. “But, if you want another example, you can look at my sexuality. I came out so that I could be spontaneous, so I didn’t have to hide who I was with and what I was doing. I set the expectation with my family so that there wouldn’t be any futile attempts at setups with men.” Olivia laughed again and corrected herself. “Not that that would have been a real worry with so many brothers, but you get the point.” She smiled as she reached out and wrapped her hand lightly around Val’s oar so they didn’t float away from one another. She wanted to keep her close, whatever that meant.
 
Emotion flashed across Val’s face, something akin to disbelief and then awe as Olivia had laid it out in front of her. Val’s words echoed the same sentiment as her expression. “It’s absolutely not that simple.”
 
“It can be if you make it that simple,” she said, imploring her to understand. “And if it’s not, you can still do what makes sense for you and live your life in spite of it. Life’s too short to live by other people’s rules and expectations.” Olivia smiled as the words rolled off her tongue. “That’s really what it comes down to for me.”
 
She was honest and upfront about what she had to give. It wasn’t a relationship, but it could be a number of toe-curling orgasms and the promise that she’d always stick to her word. She didn’t lie, and she didn’t hide. She owed herself that much, even if there were many things in her life outside of her control.
 
It seemed like Val wasn’t quite sold, her suspicious stare that was more adorable than menacing trained in Olivia’s direction. “You’re assuming my family would be okay with it.”
 
“And you’re assuming you need their permission,” Olivia said with a shrug she hoped wasn’t condescending.
 
“Didn’t you just say a lot of words about living life on your terms?” 
 
Olivia laughed. “Yeah, but I’m not an idiot. I know that I’m lucky in that my family doesn’t care. If you don’t have that luxury, I think it’s still worth experiencing what you want. Lots of families disapprove of what people do, whether it’s religion or marriage or career choice. Families are a gift and a tether.” She took another chance. “Look, you’re young and attractive. Don’t hold back because Mommy and Daddy may not approve. Chances are, there’s always something they’ll hold against you, regardless of how perfectly you live up to expectations.”
 
She almost felt guilty when she saw Val’s entire disposition shift, like she’d not only hit the nail on the head but slammed it straight through the board. The only solace Olivia found was that strangely, this wasn’t just about wanting to hook up with Val. It was about empowering her to come out of her shell and live her life on her terms, since she’d never please everyone all the time. The sooner she realized that, the happier she’d be.
 
Val didn’t mention the compliment, but she did lie back on her paddle board as she began to drift in the water. “Conditioning breeds conditions,” she said simply, her head turned to the side so she could look at Olivia again. “But I like your ideas on things. I might keep them in my pocket for a rainy day.”
 
Olivia lay back on her board and looked toward Val, their stares meeting just a few inches above the lazy currents pushing them slowly toward one another. “There are a decent number of rainy days in Lake Cabot, so maybe you’ll have a chance to use them.”
 
It was then that Val tilted her head upward and scanned the clouds rolling slowly across the sky, like she was talking to the heavens. “I hope to take you up on it one of these days.”



CHAPTER FOUR
 
It was Wednesday before Val had the chance to head into town again. Her family had insisted on throwing a barbecue with their lake friends on Sunday, most of whom Val had met years before but had no interest in socializing with. The day should have made her want to run toward normalcy as fast as her legs could carry her, but she spent the first part of the week cocooned in her room, reading as rain fell outside her window.
 
The shock of going from spending a fun and flirty, if not anxiety-inducing, day to hanging out with her parents and their friends had made her retreat inward, again afraid of the path she wanted to walk down. Olivia’s words echoed in her mind, punctuated by the gentle timbre of her voice, like she was still there with Val.
 
But she wasn’t. Olivia was off living her life of planned spontaneity, and Val was trapped in her own prison, less than a week into a vacation that was beginning to feel interminable.
 
Her parents, now that there was a semi-adult presence in the form of their eldest child, had headed back to their suburban home for the commute into New York for the rest of the week, leaving Val to wrangle her brother and sister. If she hadn’t been looking forward to sneaking away, she would have fought it harder, but the idea of getting out from under their thumb was too enticing to reject.
 
As she stood at the kitchen island, she surveyed Carly and Declan. She hadn’t spent much time with them since going away to college, and her times at home didn’t alleviate her feelings that she was probably adopted and not truly part of their family.
 
“So…” Her parents hadn’t really laid any ground rules, but she assumed keeping them alive was the bare minimum. “What are you guys doing today?”
 
“Gonna narc on us to Mom?” Carly asked without looking up from her phone.
 
Val scowled, but it went unnoticed. She tempered her voice before speaking. “I didn’t plan to.”
 
Carly looked up, like she was truly surprised at the response. “Well, I’ll be a monkey’s uncle.”
 
“No one says that anymore,” Val said, sticking her tongue out immaturely. God, which one of them was sixteen?
 
“Don’t do this, Val. I guarantee I’m better at it than you,” her sister answered as she shoved a bite of toast into her mouth. She chewed as she eyed Val skeptically. “I’m hanging out with friends today. Declan, I assume, is also hanging out with friends. How is hanging out
with friends going for you on this fine day?” Damn, Carly knew how to twist the knife.
 
Val cleared her throat and tried to find any semblance of control over the situation. “Good news is you don’t need to worry about that.”
 
“Because you don’t have friends,” Carly supplied, earning a snort from Declan.
 
“Because it’s none of your business,” Val answered more harshly than intended.
 
“Ooh… feels like I struck a nerve.” Carly was entirely nonplussed by the situation, and Val began to fear for the whole of a generation with her sister’s ambivalence. Her sister looked back down at her phone, which spoke volumes about who really had the upper hand in the conversation.
 
“I’ll be back later,” Val said before she could get into a fight with a sixteen-year-old that she’d probably lose. “There’s food in the fridge. Please text me. Please don’t come home drunk.” It took a few beats for her to course-correct. “Scratch that. If you get drunk, please come home safely. Or call me if you need a ride.”
 
That got Carly’s attention, and she looked up curiously. “Is that you condoning us having a party?”
 
“Absolutely not.” Val had never come close to pushing any of the limits her siblings had already blown past with reckless abandon, but she knew better than to think Carly was joking.
 
Carly rolled her eyes while Declan whispered, “Lame,” under his breath.
 
Weren’t younger siblings supposed to idolize their older siblings? How was it that she was seen as some archive relic when she was barely six years older than them? Instead of asking her to buy them booze, they seemed to relish in mocking the fact that she’d focused and been studious. It wasn’t like they were idiots. Declan was a star forward on the school soccer team and Carly was adept at almost everything from science to art. They wanted for nothing, and yet they still got their kicks from knocking others down. 
 
It wasn’t the age difference that kept them apart, as far as Val was concerned. It was their shitty, self-centered perspective. She hoped they’d grow out of it, although she couldn’t remember going through this phase.
 
Pandering for their attention or affection hadn’t worked before, and as she stared at Carly, who was still focused on her phone, and Declan as he watched sports on a television mounted behind them, she decided it ended today.
 
Life was too short to live by other people’s expectations. She put her palms down on the granite countertop and took a quick breath, steeling her voice in a way she didn’t often manage. “I’m not going to baby you, and quite frankly, I don’t want to waste the effort trying. Have a good day. Don’t get arrested. Don’t embarrass the family. See you both later, and text me if you need anything.”
 
She’d never imagined how gratifying it would be to leave them sitting in a room, finally paying attention as she walked out.
 
***
 
Val was still flying high on getting the last word in when she rounded the lake and began to meander through the downtown area. It was picturesque, a few parallel streets with small stores, the cross-streets boasting cottages of varying sizes and degrees of wear. She loved how they were all painted vibrant colors like cerulean blue or salmon, a mismatched palate that felt perfectly complementary lined up next to one another. The houses had so much more character than the monolithic compounds on her side of the lake, and their inhabitants kept kitschy lawn ornaments in the yard that gave each home a distinct personality.
 
There was a decent chance Carly and Declan would make her regret what she’d done, in a way she probably wouldn’t be able to conceive of until she was on the receiving end of it, but none of that mattered right then. Instead of following a side street and bobbing along the sidewalk outside the cute homes, she decided to follow her whims for the first time in her life and walk down the main drag, where she’d been last weekend.
 
Everything about Lake Cabot was inviting, from the cute, original signs above the shop doors to the fish painted sporadically on the sidewalks. She’d only been walking the main street for a few minutes when a coffee shop with a punny name grabbed her attention. 
 
“Bean There, Done That,” she said quietly, letting the business name roll off her tongue. The people in her world didn’t seem to have any sense of humor, save for making jokes at the expense of others. They were boring, and not very original, even if she’d never tell them that.
 
The small cafe was bustling, and she had to wait as almost half a dozen people trickled out, talking animatedly with one another as they gave their drawn-out goodbyes. And then, even when they made it to the front sidewalk, they still hung out in groups, chatting, lingering in a way Val didn’t know if she’d ever done.
 
It was a curious thing, the obvious differences in a place like Lake Cabot. Things moved more slowly here. There wasn’t a frenetic energy to always be chasing the next thing, like the days were meant to be enjoyed and not survived. It was refreshing, and Val let out a deep exhale as she waited patiently for an opening in the doorway. 
 
Now or never, she thought as she slipped past a group that had moved slightly down the sidewalk. Inside, the cafe was more spacious than it looked outside, with a long, wooden booth running along the left wall and a smattering of tables situated in the front at the large window facing the street.
 
The scent of freshly baked goods hit her nostrils, and her stomach growled in response. She’d been so frustrated with her brother and sister that she’d left the house instead of grabbing breakfast.
 
Closer to the back, where the long counter for service was set up, an orderly queue was forming, with about four people in front of her as she joined it. From her vantage point, she could see what was causing the delicious aromas: pies of varying sizes, a tray of cinnamon buns with only a few left, and cookies and cupcakes that were decorated in a skillful style that rivaled even the most expensive bakeries in New York City.
 
She inhaled again. And then she waited. It was such a weirdly comforting experience. She had nowhere to be and nothing to do. There was no paper to submit. No deadline to be met. There was nothing but the smells and the quiet chatter around her to occupy her time. She didn’t even take out her phone, instead enjoying the ability to watch people absorbed with one another on the bright May morning.
 
Val wondered if—or maybe, more accurately, hoped that—she’d run into Olivia. How could she pretend she hadn’t been thinking about her days later? Not just because of how Olivia’s green eyes had focused on her like she was the only thing in the world but because of the implication of her words. It was so much more than that.
 
You’re assuming you need their permission repeated over and over again to the point her brain felt dizzy. When Olivia had said it, it seemed so easy. So attainable. Now, outside of the comforts of a conversation with a practical stranger, the words felt more like a sentence than a pardon. 
 
I don’t need their permission, but I’ll never get it were the unsaid words to finish the thought. And with those tacked on, she was back to battling her thoughts with shifting veracity. Sometimes she could be honest with herself about how she’d probably never live up to her parents’ expectations. Other times, she felt like if she just stayed the course a little longer and graduated from law school, she’d prove something to them.
 
It felt like her path had placed a giant fork before her, and there was no way she could safely explore each branch without committing to one and walking too far down it so that the other was nothing but a distant memory. She took another step forward, in the real world and not her hypothetical and hyperventilating mind, reminding herself to enjoy the whir of the espresso machine.
 
“Sorry about the wait,” a chipper voice rang out as Val stepped up to the counter within ten minutes of arriving. The woman looked middle-aged, with light brown hair that fell just above her shoulders in a cute bob and a smile that made her eyes crinkle. She exuded warmth in a way Val hadn’t experienced in a long time.
 
She smiled reflexively, mirroring the woman’s look. “It’s totally fine. It’s good to be busy, great for you guys,” Val said as she took another look at the pastry display. Up close, there was so much going on. The cinnamon buns had a mouth-watering drizzle of icing on top and what appeared to be nuts inside the gooey filling. There were also brownies, which she’d completely missed on her first sweep. And the cupcakes were even more ornate than she’d given them credit for, with small flakes of gold leaf on the crests of icing that made them catch her attention when her gaze shifted. She pulled her stare back to the warm brown eyes waiting patiently for her order. “I’ll do a drip coffee. Are there any desserts you’re known for? I’m happy to try whatever you recommend.”
 
The woman smiled like it was the best question she’d ever been asked. “I have to say I’m a little biased, but people rave about the brownies,” she said, pointing to the marble brownies in the middle of the case.
 
“Sold.” Whatever Val had tasted in the past seemed to pale in comparison to the decadence before her now.
 
“Wonderful,” the woman said, like it was the most truthful statement she’d ever made. She busied herself behind the counter, grabbing the brownie and placing it on a small plate before setting to work pouring the coffee. 
 
“It smells so good in here,” Val said with a deep inhale before she’d really thought about the statement. It wasn’t that she didn’t bestow compliments, but there was something about Lake Cabot that made her want to savor the moment in a way she didn’t normally.
 
“We bake everything fresh each morning.” The woman beamed.
 
Val pointed at the glass case. “The cupcake and cookie decorations are wonderful. Do you do those?” 
 
An even deeper smile etched itself across the woman’s face, leaving her eyes bright and excited. “I do. I try to switch it up, although champagne problems,” she said with a broad gesture toward the shop, “are that we’re busier than ever, so I have less time to dedicate to them.” 
 
Forsaking passion for function was a very common problem in Val’s world, even if the specifics of the conversation were a bit different. “Well, they’re absolutely lovely. The gold flakes to mimic the lake sunrise are a great touch.”
 
“Thank you. I’m Dee, by the way. It’s lovely to meet you. Are you in town for the weekend?”
 
“For the summer. I haven’t been back in a few years, but I’d forgotten how much I miss it here.”
 
Dee nodded in understanding. “It’s really a special place. You should see it in the off-season. We get a lot of winter enthusiasts, too, but fall is a beautiful time of year here.”
 
Val’s brows furrowed as she considered the words. Life didn’t stop being lived, even if many of the tourists had gone back to wherever they’d come from. She thought for a moment about what a nice stroll in the fall would be like along the lake path or what the delicious scent of a campfire would smell like with the harsh bite of winter nipping at her nose. If she had a blanket, she’d have wrapped herself in it right then as she imagined snuggling into a chair outside in the colder weather. 
 
“I’m sure it’s beautiful,” she pushed out when she noticed Dee looking at her strangely, probably because she’d monopolized so much of her time. “Anyway,” she said, picking up her coffee and brownie after she’d paid, “I’ll let you help the other guests. I’d hate for them to have to wait another second for this.” She held the brownie up and took another indulgent smell, almost disbelieving that she’d get to consume it in a matter of minutes.
 
Dee waved her hand. “I hope we do more than sell coffee and pastries. I want people to feel welcome here. If that pushes the line back a little farther, it’s a sign that everyone feels well taken care of once it’s their turn at the front.”
 
Val smiled at her sweet outlook. “I’m sure I’ll be back. Thank you.”
 
“You too, sweetie,” she said like they were old friends. “Have a good day.”
 
Luckily, Val was able to snag a seat that opened up as she turned from the counter, Dee already busy and chatting with another customer like it was her mission in life to make everyone feel welcomed. It was the end spot, farthest away from the door, and she slipped into the booth against the wall. She had a mission, and it was to savor the brownie before she devoured every crumb of decadence on her plate.
 
Focusing on the line that continued to hold steady, multiple people deep, allowed her to slow how quickly she consumed the dessert, which was impressive given the sweet and salty flavors that made her tongue feel like it was living for the first time. 
 
About two people back from being served, a man stood patiently, though he shouldn’t have stood out. Val noticed the dark hair and green eyes immediately, awareness prickling through her body even if he had no idea who she was. It was Olivia’s father, the man she’d seen the first morning they’d met.
 
On the positive side, he had no idea who she was, probably, so she could watch him with curiosity. She knew barely anything about Olivia, save for a deeply personal conversation in veiled terms about her sexuality. Still, it felt strange to see the father of a woman she was lusting after—and she’d admitted to herself that’s what it was—out in the world like her life was completely normal, like what she was feeling wasn’t some strange, cosmic joke at her expense.
 
Lake Cabot was just a tiny, charming town, and she was just an insignificant, confused woman. There was no bigger meaning, no great story. Even still, her heart beat slightly faster when he stepped past her spot, and she looked down at her phone to make sure she wasn’t caught staring.
 
It wasn’t an issue. His eyes stayed trained on the woman behind the counter, their gazes meeting a few times even as she helped other customers. Val tried not to, but curiosity overtook her as she watched the budding scene play out, feeling strangely voyeuristic.
 
When he finally reached the counter, he smiled in a way she already recognized from her few interactions with Olivia, his whole face lighting up. Their conversation wasn’t audible, but Val wasn’t an idiot. They both leaned forward. Dee’s face was slightly flushed in a way it hadn’t been when she’d talked to her. They spent even longer, if that was possible, mulling over the possible food options.
 
Finally, Dee set a bag of pastries and a to-go hot coffee and iced coffee in front of him, a radiant smile on her face that glimmered with at the very least interest, if not something deeper. Val didn’t typically bother with the nuances of human emotion, her life ruled by the laws and practices that guided her. Sure, things would be easier if she was more savvy about the people she met, but there was only so much bandwidth she had to dedicate to any situation.
 
Something about being in Lake Cabot was making her more open, more aware than she’d been before. She wanted to chalk it up to the reduced stress of finally graduating, but that assessment felt slightly hollow. It didn’t really give credence to the magic of the town, like everything was constantly suspended in a state of possibility, where nothing and everything could happen all at once.
 
Before she knew it, the best brownie she’d ever had was nothing but a distant memory, and Olivia’s dad had finally made his way out of the shop with his items. She wondered if the iced coffee was for Olivia, like she’d had the first time they met, and a nervous thrill shot through her body.
 
Val didn’t want to want her, but she also didn’t know how to stop it. And now that it had started, she didn’t know that she wanted to. It had been a long time since she’d met someone so forthright, and even with only a few meetings between them, Olivia’s words echoed in her mind as steadfastly as some of her favorite quotes from books. 
 
Maybe she’d be brave one of these days. Maybe she’d run her hand along Olivia’s smooth jaw or tangle her fingers into dark hair. It felt extravagant to even dream about what those lips would taste like, sweet and warm in a way that caused her stomach to bottom out.
If she’d been braver, maybe she would have kissed her in the lake and found out, when Olivia had told her she was into women, had basically laid out the possibility for something more on a silver platter.
 
She wasn’t dumb, just cowardly. 
 
For the first time in her life, the idea annoyed her, being so unsure of herself that it kept her from taking chances. She’d always been practical, almost dogmatic in her approach to goals, and even though she had a new goal in mind, she still couldn’t pull the trigger.
 
But she realized then that it wasn’t about her family in this particular instance. It had been about Olivia finding her lacking, that maybe she’d realize Val wasn’t someone worth getting to know. All she did was study and intern, her life nothing more than a series of events that left little to the imagination. She wasn’t very interesting, so why would anyone be interested? Even if just for a fling, what did she have to offer? She wasn’t sexually experienced with women, and she didn’t have a unique perspective to lend to the world, much less to her conversations. The idea cut through her, the low tumble of her stomach replaced with a hollowed-out feeling that, for the briefest moment, made her regret eating the brownie.
 
She couldn’t know for sure without talking to Olivia, but she didn’t know what it would take for her to pluck up the courage to do it.
 
***
 
Olivia had spent the morning watching the sunrise on the lake, barely able to see her words as she’d scribbled in one of her notebooks. Once the sun had crept safely above the horizon to light her way, she’d taken a long swim to burn off some of her restless energy. Now, as her hair tangled and dried around her shoulders, she sat nestled against a large rock and watched tourists maneuver their bodies around on the paddleboards with varying degrees of success.
 
Her dad was on his way with a coffee, though he was taking longer than usual. He’d never searched for romantic companionship after her mother had died, but he was quite a sociable person, striking up conversations with neighbors and strangers alike almost anywhere he went.
 
Even though they didn’t live together anymore, she saw him almost every day, whether at the rental hut or to stop over for dinner a few times a week. The two youngest brothers still lived at home, but Steve had a little house near the edge of town, just a few blocks from her own. In reality, all their homes were within a mile of one another. Even if she drank more than expected at a family dinner, one of her brothers would simply walk her home and then make the quick trek back to their own house, less than fifteen minutes away on foot.
 
The brothers who lived at home could have gotten their own places, or they could have all moved in together, but they all had a good relationship with their dad and would generally prefer to spend their time at his house anyway. 
 
She smiled when she thought about how seeing them every day didn’t feel like a chore. Sure, they drove her insane, but they were always there for her. Rain or shine. Good or bad. They’d pop into the bar regularly, and though they mostly worked opposite days at the rental hut since it wasn’t too busy, except on the weekends, it wasn’t unusual for at least one of them to stop by on the days she worked.
 
Today, it was she who was intruding. Kyle was behind the counter, chatting amiably with a couple with two young children. His light hair was cut short, almost a buzz, and he looked far more menacing than the teddy bear she knew him to be. If John was the showman and Steve was the leader, Kyle was the dreamer. He could conceptualize spaces better than anyone she’d ever met, and he had an absolute knack for matching and understanding color palettes. As a kid, he’d always loved going shopping with their mom and buying things for the home, something Olivia had only done begrudgingly.
 
Now, at twenty-seven, Kyle worked full-time with their brothers to ensure each and every ritzy home was ready for its inhabitants to arrive for their summer of fun. She felt like it was a waste of his talents, working on a space that so few got to see, but he seemed to enjoy it. Luckily, he didn’t struggle with his place in the world in the same way she did. 
 
The sibling closest to her in that respect was Steve, but he’d built a business doing the exact thing she loathed, channeling his frustration for the town’s dichotomy into something he could profit from. Maybe he had the right idea, but her answer to that question depended on which day of the week you asked her.
 
Slipping her sunglasses on, she popped up and moved over to Kyle once the couple had signed their waivers and the kids were safely suited up with life jackets.
 
“Hey, loser,” she said with a loving smile.
 
“I almost started to wonder if you were ignoring me,” he said, stacking the signed paperwork on the pile at the edge of the counter before placing the rock that held it in place back on top of it. His hands were so big the rock didn’t become visible until he’d released it from his grasp, placing it gently on top with care.
 
“I’d never make your life that easy.” She ran her fingers through her wild hair. “Do you know where Dad is?”
 
“Oh, you’re here for coffee, not sibling chitchat. I see how it is,” he teased. Kyle treated his body like a temple, and she couldn’t remember the last time she’d seen him drink alcohol or caffeine.
 
“Why not get two birds stoned at once?”
 
That earned a laugh from her brother. “I don’t know what that man gets up to. He has twice as many friends as I do. I swear to god I’ll be ‘the middle Carver boy’ or ‘Ben Carver’s son’ for as long as I live,” he said, affecting the accent of the older townspeople. But if his tone was any indication, the idea didn’t seem to bother him much. “Oh look, there he is now with a new friend in tow.”
 
Olivia turned around and spotted her dad meandering down the path, none other than Val walking in step with him, holding a coffee in her hand. And really, it wasn’t fair how good Val looked, dressed in a pair of distressed denim shorts and a dark V-neck T-shirt that contrasted against her fair skin. Her hair was pulled back into a high, preppy ponytail, her eyes and angular face more pronounced than when her hair was down, even from twenty feet away.
 
“Who’s that with him?” Kyle asked, which was a completely normal question.
 
What bothered Olivia was how not normal her reaction to seeing Val was. 
 
She cleared her throat as her dad and Val got closer and turned toward her brother. “That’s Val.”
 
“She’s pretty,” Kyle said matter-of-factly, the king of obvious right now. “How does she know Dad?”
 
Olivia shrugged and tried to hide her surprise. “I’m not sure she does.” It was weird that Val had already become enmeshed in Olivia’s world, even if they’d only met a few times. At this point, all she needed was to meet Steve, and she’d have collected the whole Pokémon deck of Carver family members.
 
“Hey, kids,” her dad said as he stepped up to the front of the hut. 
 
It wasn’t until Val was almost next to her that Olivia noticed the hesitation on her face, how her fingers were wrapped tightly around her coffee cup. Her eyes darted from Olivia’s dad back to Olivia, like maybe she wasn’t as comfortable being around her family as Olivia had first thought when she’d spotted them walking up.
 
Her dad handed her the iced coffee. “For you, honey.”
 
“Thanks, Dad.” She’d never been embarrassed at his terms of endearment before, but it felt like Val was glimpsing a strangely personal family interaction, and she didn’t know how she felt about that. She shrugged the thought off. It was only weird if she made it weird. “Hey, Val. Nice to see you again.”
 
Val looked at her with those big eyes, like Olivia had just asked her to have sex on the beach. “You too,” she stammered, her coffee cup almost crushed between her fingers.
 
Olivia turned her attention to her dad. “And how is it that you and Val came into one another’s company this morning?”
 
“Well,” her dad said, like he was gearing up for a dramatic story, “I was at Bean There, Done That, and as I was leaving, I said to myself, ‘I know her from somewhere.’” 
 
Story of the century, Olivia groaned internally.
 
“Riveting,” Kyle said with the deadpan effect only he could produce.
 
Her dad waved them both off. He was never one to be deterred from telling a story. The reason he got away with stories like this was because some of the tales he told were mesmerizing. Suspenseful, scary, enthralling, romantic. They were the stuff of legends in her family. But sometimes, he told the most banal, boring anecdotes. The problem was, no one ever knew until a certain point which type it was going to be.
 
For once in her life, Olivia hoped it wasn’t an interesting one. She didn’t know if she could deal with that right now and, more importantly, whether Val would survive the retelling of whatever had transpired.
 
“Anyway,” he said after a leisurely sip of coffee, “I had to ask. You know? I couldn’t just leave not knowing. Would have driven me crazy all day.” He paused dramatically. “I’m getting older, but the steel trap hasn’t failed me yet. Still though, I couldn’t quite place her.”
 
“Sounds like a real conundrum,” Olivia muttered before adding, “Although you are getting crazier by the day.”
 
“I prefer the term ‘eccentric,’” her dad said quickly, which earned a laugh from her brother.
 
“So,” he continued, giving them both a pointed look, like they’d interrupted a once-in-a-lifetime speech, “I asked her.”
 
“No!” Olivia chimed in, unable to stop herself from playing into her dad’s enthusiasm. It had always been like this, his ability to rope people in in spite of their best efforts. “I could have never guessed that’s how it went, considering she’s standing here now.” Olivia chanced a glance at Val, unable to sense her emotional state. This was a very normal conversation in their family, but to an outsider, it probably seemed insane.
 
Her dad looked at Val and smiled an impossibly charming smile. “Do you want to tell this part? It’s the best part. I’ll let you have it if you want,” he said, roping poor Val into it too.
 
Val shook her head, but she smiled slightly. “I’ll let you tell it. I don’t think I could do it justice.”
 
“If you insist.” He turned his attention back to his kids. “She told me that she’d stopped by the hut a few days ago, and one of my children had been kind enough to grace her with a bottle of water.” He looked on proudly. “The lights of my life, my daughter no less, helping a stranger in need. I wanted to throw myself on the ground and weep with joy.”
 
Olivia was ready to throw herself down on the ground and cry tears of sorrow with how long he was dragging this out. He must have been having a great morning, because usually he would have wrapped it up by now. “Since she didn’t run away from the lunatic, I’m assuming that didn’t happen?” Olivia asked hopefully.
 
“It did not. So we get to talking, and she tells me that she ended up coming by and paddle-boarding the next day. What are the chances?”
 
That she wanted to sleep with one of your children? Pretty good, Olivia thought but was again smart enough to keep it inside.
 
Kyle was really showing up for the team today. “One in a million. If that.”
 
“Sounds reasonable,” her dad said as he nodded in agreement. “Now, I’m unexpectedly faced with a real live customer, new to the wonders of paddle-boarding, and I have so many questions. We were walking in the same direction, and she was kind enough to let me pick her brain.” He finished his story with a flourish, Olivia almost surprised that he’d made his way to the end.
 
“So, I’m going to recap that five-minute story in about ten seconds, just so you get a sense of what that would be like if you ever wanted to try it this way in the future.”
 
Her dad looked skeptical. “You can try.”
 
“You ran into Val. You asked how you knew one another. Val explained it. You asked her to walk with you to ask her questions about paddle-boarding. Does that sound about right?”
 
“I mean… You skipped all the nuance, but technically yes,” he said with a wink.
 
Olivia rolled her eyes and smiled before she turned her attention back to Val. “I am extremely sorry you had to go through that experience as well as hear him retelling it and then hear me retell his retelling.”
 
Kyle cocked his head to the side. “This is getting very meta.”
 
“It’s all right,” Val finally said. “Your dad’s really nice.”
 
“Don’t say that to him. It only encourages his behavior,” Olivia said, unable to hold back her smile. She turned her attention back to her dad and tried to glower. “I am going to walk away with Val now, and I need you to promise you’ll stop accosting random strangers in town.”
 
“No can do, kiddo. They’re only strangers until they’re friends,” he said as he nudged Val.
 
“Imagine if I’d taken that advice when I was a kid from you. Ever hear of stranger danger?” When she said the words, she’d immediately regretted them. Her dad could debate all day, and she was only fueling his fire.
 
“Well—”
 
Olivia held up her hand. “I’m sorry I said anything.” 
 
Before her dad responded, which he was bound to do if enough time elapsed, she grabbed Val’s hand and dragged her around the side of the hut to where she’d set up her nest earlier in the morning.
 
They stood next to the rock, Val with a strange look on her face that Olivia desperately wanted to understand. Confusion? Frustration? Anger? Only one way to find out.
 
“I am extremely sorry if my dad corralled you into talking to him. He can be quite persuasive when he wants to be.”
 
She was caught off guard when Val’s lips slipped into a wide grin. “He was very sweet. I really liked talking to him.”
 
Well, knock her over with a feather. “You really don’t have to say that.”
 
“I promise I’m not. He was nice and funny and engaging. Apparently, it’s a family trait,” Val finished softly.
 
Olivia absolutely didn’t know what to do with that information. And she could never tell if Val was flirting with her or not. “Why were you practically crushing your coffee cup when you got here?”
 
Val looked down then to the misshapen coffee cup in her hand. “Oh… um…” She took a deep breath, and Olivia watched appreciatively as her chest rose and fell. She was only human after all. It was difficult, but she let the silence linger, waiting patiently for Val’s answer.
 
They hadn’t ended things on bad terms on Saturday, but there was no promise of another meeting, no further admission of Val’s feelings on anything. Maybe feelings was too strong a word to use. Hell, she didn’t even know if it was normal to have these conversations with someone whose phone number she didn’t have.
 
Olivia didn’t do feelings, but it was obvious that Val was struggling with an issue beyond her grasp, whether it was her attraction to women or something else.
 
“Did you not want to run into me?” Olivia finally asked, Val’s face shifting in a way that told her all she needed to know. It was only then that she realized their hands were still clasped together, and she let go and took a small step away. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to make you uncomfortable.” Embarrassment, something she wasn’t used to feeling, welled up in her gut, almost painful as it worked through her body.
 
“It’s not—”
 
Olivia put up her hand, finding it surprisingly difficult to have this conversation. It wasn’t like she’d never been rejected before. Okay, maybe she really hadn’t when she thought about it quickly, except if the woman was straight, but this was something else, a thought she refused to follow through to the end. “Really, it’s no big deal. Again, I’m sorry if I did or said anything. I really just brought you over here to help you escape from my dad. I didn’t have ulterior motives. You should get back to your day.” 
 
Nestled behind the hut and at the edge of the beach, she could see how it may have seemed like she was dragging Val back here for a secret rendezvous away from prying eyes.
 
Val shifted back and forth, from foot to foot, and Olivia tried not to find it endearing. But it was clear they weren’t on the same page, so she worked to keep her face blank.
 
When Val took a deep breath but didn’t leave, Olivia remained still. She was constantly surprised by Val, and there was no point in assuming the next words out of her mouth. She’d already learned that much in the short time they’d known one another.
 
“It’s not that I didn’t want to run into you.” It was like Val’s eyes implored her to understand, but she couldn’t decipher the subtext.
 
Mixed messages much? She tried to keep the confusion from her voice, but the smallest sliver slipped in, and she hated how vulnerable she sounded. “I’m really not trying to be difficult, but I think you’re going to need to spell this out for me, Val. Do you want me to just give you a passing hello when we see one another?”
 
Val let out the smallest whine in a quick puff and stamped her foot into the sand. She took a long breath, and when she opened her amber eyes, Olivia couldn’t do anything but stare into them. “You’re very gorgeous, and you make me very nervous.”
 
Warmth washed over Olivia’s body, even if she didn’t quite believe what she was hearing. It was what she’d wanted to hear, which made it all the more likely it was just a figment of her imagination. She repeated Val’s words, in the way she’d understood them. “So, you aren’t avoiding me?”
 
Val blinked, her eyes impossibly large. “I mean, technically, yes? But also, no,” she continued quickly. “I was busy with my family after Saturday and then it was raining, but I didn’t know what to say to you anyway.”
 
Olivia tried to still her haphazard heart, working to keep up with how quickly the conversation was changing. “And have you been able to think about what you would say?”
 
Val blushed and licked her lips, and it was the sexiest thing Olivia had seen in a long time. “I told you. You’re very gorgeous, and you make me very nervous.”
 
Heat licked through Olivia’s body when she heard the words again, more intense than the first time Val had admitted them. At least this thing, whatever it was, wasn’t one-sided, and even if Val wasn’t sure about some things, she had called Olivia gorgeous. And on top of that, she was nervous because she was attracted to her, not because she didn’t know how to let her down easily.
 
Olivia could work with that, finally back in territory she understood. Want and attraction were her bread and butter, and she could think of nothing she’d enjoy more than getting to know Val a little better for the summer. 
 
With a quick step toward Val, their bodies were almost touching, and the only thing she could hear was the roar of blood in her ears. “Since we’re putting our cards on the table, I think you’re gorgeous too.” Olivia stared intently, dropping her gaze down to Val’s lips before dragging it back up to meet her eyes. “But I think the real question is, what are we going to do about it?”



CHAPTER FIVE
 
It didn’t feel right that Val could be so inexperienced but have such indecent fantasies, specifically about the woman who’d monopolized her thoughts the past few days. She hadn’t run away from Olivia on the beach, which was a huge win, but even after admitting her attraction, she still found it difficult to nail down concrete plans, to take things a step further.
 
All she’d done was think. And dwell. And ruminate. She was worse than some lovesick schoolgirl without a spine.
 
John’s words also made their presence known, that Olivia wasn’t really a relationship person, that she had summer flings with no promise for tomorrow. That should have been exactly what Val was looking for, it was what she’d told herself she wanted, but as she lay in her bed on Saturday morning, the idea made her stomach roll uncomfortably.
 
She didn’t know anything about Olivia, really, even though she’d already met multiple Carvers, which she now knew was Olivia’s last name. Could she have really slept with someone without knowing their last name? In her world, people met through introductions. She didn’t know any other lesbians, at least not any that were out, and even if she did, it wasn’t like she wanted to broadcast her newly minted identity to her social circle.
 
Could she even have a fling? It was all she had room in her life for, if that, but she didn’t know if she was capable of casual sex.
 
We see where things go was what she’d said to Olivia by the water, and she still cringed when she thought about it. She’d have dropped herself and run as far as her legs could take her if the roles had been reversed.
 
They’d at least exchanged numbers, though neither had texted the other since that day. Her phone had become her most precious possession. She carried it everywhere, afraid Olivia would text her but also terrified she wouldn’t.
 
Was the ball in Val’s court? Did Val even know how to dribble? She put her pillow over her face and smothered a scream.
 
It didn’t have to be this hard. Olivia was beautiful and available. And most importantly, she’d expressed an interest in Val, for whatever reason. She was pretty sure that in spite of Lake Cabot being a small town, Olivia did all right for herself. She’d had Val’s attention from the first time they’d met, and that was probably without really trying.
 
She’d been here for a week, but she already felt the days ticking by, every day she had to report to law school drawing nearer with every message she didn’t send. Every chance she didn’t take.
 
It took a few seconds to psyche herself up, but she rolled over quickly and grabbed her phone before she chickened out.
 
Any fun weekend plans? She pressed send and threw her phone away from her body like it had electrocuted her. God, she was a fucking disaster.
 
Her phone chimed a few seconds later, and she grabbed frantically at the comforter to find where it had been thrown. She peeked at the screen with one eye open, a nervous thrum settling in her body that made her want to throw up.
 
Are you asking or inviting? Another text followed shortly after. I was almost worried you lost my number.
 
Texting made her slightly braver than in-person conversations. She didn’t have to maintain focus with Olivia’s green eyes looking at her so deeply she wanted to get lost in them. 
 
Oh, you know me… She cringed again, in spite of there being no one to see her abysmal performance right now.
 
I don’t yet, but I’m trying ;) 
 
Val’s stomach dropped low as she reread the message at least five times, seeking out every possible ounce of understanding. She ran her fingers along the screen and tried to think of something witty to say, coming up empty as usual. 
 
I appreciate that. Does your back hurt from carrying the team? was what she managed, and she immediately wanted to crawl into a hole and die after hitting send. Who let her do this? Why was she like this?
 
How about this… Val would have held her breath until she passed out, unable to think clearly until Olivia finished her thought. Thank god she didn’t make her wait too long, the message coming seconds after. I don’t work today. Why don’t you come hang out at my apartment? No pressure. Or we can go to the lake or grab a coffee. Your choice.
 
This was a moment. A moment she was woefully unprepared for, but a moment nonetheless. Why she thought now, of all things, that she hadn’t brushed her teeth yet, even if Olivia wasn’t in the same room with her, was beyond Val’s comprehension.
 
Maybe because you want to kiss her, stupid.
 
The little voice in her head was screaming at her so loudly she wondered if someone would knock on her door and tell her to be quiet. She wanted to see Olivia’s apartment. She wanted to be alone with her. She wanted to kiss her and run her fingers along her skin. She wanted all of those things, but she was deathly terrified of asking for them, even if Olivia was offering them up on a silver platter.
 
How about a coffee? Her fingers felt like they were flying across the screen, and she added the last part before her mind had caught up. With an optional clause to maybe hang at your apartment later?
 
Once she looked back over the words, her body felt like it was beyond her control, even though she hadn’t really done anything yet.
 
Coffee works. :) Bean There around 1pm? 
 
She took a deep breath and made herself count to ten before responding. She couldn’t trust her brain or her fingers not to betray her. 
 
After she reread the message that said, in fact, that Olivia did want to meet up with her, she tried to keep her response as calm as possible, deleting the three exclamation points she’d originally added to the end. Sure thing. I’ll see you then.
 
Now, all she had to do was figure out how she could get out of the house without the Spanish Inquisition coming down on her.
 
***
 
What did a person wear to a coffee hangout with someone they may or may not sleep with? That was the question that had been tumbling around in Olivia’s brain for the better part of the morning as she moved through her apartment. And truly, it was a question she hadn’t needed to ask herself before.
 
Really, the question she needed to ask herself, but refused to, was why she’d gone along with this in the first place? When a woman at the bar last night had given her a few appraising glances as she worked, her intentions clear, Olivia had barely registered the action. It wasn’t like her, and she didn’t know what to do with that.
 
Worse still, when she’d gotten Val’s text this morning, she’d held on to her phone a little too tightly, rereading the message to make sure she hadn’t been mistaken. After not hearing from her for a few days, she’d assumed Val had changed her mind, that she was forcing herself back into her shell and that maybe they’d see one another in passing, but that would be the end of it.
 
She’d thought about texting her of course, but that had felt like something Val needed to do first. Olivia didn’t want to feel like she was pushing her into it. This situation was one of many reasons she didn’t do relationships. The nagging thought in the back of her mind would crop up, but she’d force it back down swiftly. It was like a buoy in the water, though, always finding its way back into her consciousness, stronger than the forces that held it at bay.
 
Val was beautiful and smart and earnest and slightly awkward in a way that made Olivia want to protect her. Even if there was no future, she didn’t want Val to move through the world afraid of her sexuality, afraid that she’d be rejected by people because of it.
 
She didn’t know much about Val’s life except for the moments they’d shared together, but in spite of everything Val had going for her, it was clear she was trapped in a prison of her own making, and Olivia hated that. It wasn’t like she was the biggest cheerleader in the world, but there was something about the situation that got under her skin, and that made her want to take Val under her wing and show her just what she’d been missing.
 
Selfishly, she knew she’d get a lot out of it, too, her mind drifting to Val’s smooth skin and soft smile. If it ever got to that point, it couldn’t be more than sex, but maybe there was a chance to help Val understand herself a little better, to not be afraid to have agency over her life.
 
There were a few errands she needed to run before she met up with Val, so she forced herself out of thinking and began to move around her apartment. The box of tea she’d ordered for Mr. Hutchinson was on the kitchen counter, and she’d swing by his house before heading over to the coffee shop. It was technically in the opposite direction but would only take about ten minutes there and back to execute her mission. Her brothers did his yard work for him throughout the year, but she tried to make it a point to stop by at least once a week and check in on him.
 
Her dad lived a few houses away from Mr. Hutchinson, though farther down. After careful consideration about stopping by, she decided that wasn’t a wise move. Her dad wasn’t one for brevity, and she didn’t really want to explain where she was going or what she was doing. Secretive wasn’t exactly a word she used to describe herself, but there was very little room in her brain for any questions. Mostly because she didn’t have answers to them. 
 
Were she and Val friends? Would they end up hooking up? How was it possible that Val was so incredibly gorgeous and clearly smart, yet she lacked any type of confidence in herself?
 
These should be questions she was asking about the characters in her notebooks, not about herself. Introspection, for her, was a means to creation, and nothing about her racing thoughts lately had lent itself to any sort of tangible progress on the writing front.
 
That was another thing she’d been avoiding, the difficulty she’d been having lately in capturing her thoughts into words, exploring worlds through the stories she’d told so easily before. Writing was usually cathartic for her. When her mom had died, focusing on the lives of people she invented had become a welcome distraction from her own pain. 
 
As she’d learned to cope with a hole in her heart that was never going to fully heal, writing had stuck with her, and she’d even managed to get a bachelor’s from an online program in creative fiction. Most people didn’t know, save her family, but she’d graduated last year. Embarrassingly, but quite predictably, her dad had thrown her a small graduation ceremony in their backyard, complete with him giving a commencement speech to the attendees, who consisted of her brothers and Mr. Hutchinson. 
 
Since then, she’d shopped a few manuscripts and long-form articles around, and though she’d been told she had promise, whatever that meant, nothing had materialized yet by way of a publishing contract.
 
“Them’s the breaks, Jelly Bean,” her dad had said with a sincere hug when she got her first rejection. After the fourth or fifth, she didn’t mention them anymore, knowing the process would be an uphill battle.
 
She shrugged inside her homey second-floor apartment and remembered to be thankful for all the things she did have. Her dad. Her brothers. Her jobs that gave her the time to write. She had obligations, but she wasn’t plagued to run a rat race she knew so many others did, always searching for something they may never find.
 
Happiness was a state of mind as far as she saw it. She was content most days, and if she was keeping score, that already put her ahead of the pack. 
 
Except in this moment. Right now, she was not at all content, still undecided between her overall shorts or her light denim capris that cuffed at the hem. And that bothered her. She scrunched her nose in frustration as she surveyed both outfits on her bed. No matter which one she chose, it was going to be well complemented by her T-shirt that hugged her in all the right places. She’d gotten many compliments on it over the years from men and women alike.
 
Today, there was only one woman’s attention she wanted to capture, if for no other reason than to help Val get out of her own head and live a little. 
 
She glanced at her phone. Fuck. It was only thirty minutes until she needed to meet Val. She shimmied into the overalls and slipped on a pair of white sneakers.
 
Her hair was down and wild around her face as she grabbed a bag and threw the box of tea inside before locking her apartment door behind her. The steps she bounded down were no match for her energy. She took them two at a time, and as she eased into the bright sun, her lips smiled reflexively as she inhaled the fresh air. It was piney and sweet and clean. Not a trace of exhaust fumes or garbage to be found.
 
After she turned off Main Street, the neat little rows of houses began, cottage after cottage of similar sizes and builds. There were a few other home styles interspersed on the streets, Cape Cods and bungalows that had been built more recently, after Lake Cabot had become mostly a tourist destination and the mining industry had died out in the mid-1900s.
 
Mr. Hutchinson was on his front porch when she walked up, sitting on a swing with what she knew was a copy of the New York Times.
 
“Doing the crossword without me?” she asked while opening up the gate on the three-foot-tall white picket fence that surrounded his property.
 
“If I’d have known you were coming, I still wouldn’t have waited,” he said with a gravelly tone, though his gray eyes were light. “You and your brothers just show up unannounced like you own the place.” 
 
She loved that Mr. Hutchinson always refused to be effusive. It was almost a game they played at this point. As teenagers, she and her brothers hadn’t been the easiest kids on the street in terms of behavior, and years later, her neighbor still didn’t let her forget it.
 
Mr. Hutchinson’s wife, Mary, had died around the same time as her mom, and it had sparked a sort of camaraderie between him and her dad. He started coming to holidays at their house, and even if she’d never admit it to him because he’d absolutely hate that, he’d become a surrogate for the grandparent she’d never had.
 
“I can’t stay long. I brought you that tea I was telling you about.” She eased the box out of her bag and handed it to him. “It’s good for relaxation.”
 
He gestured to the swing and his paper. “Do I not look relaxed?”
 
Olivia raised an eyebrow in challenge. “My dad said you were yelling at the Matthews’ kids the other day.”
 
“Your dad should mind his own beeswax.”
 
She laughed at that and placed the box of tea on the small table next to the swing. “I’ll be sure to give that message to him. I’ve gotta run, but you’ll stop by for the Memorial Day picnic, right?”
 
He turned the page and began to read a different article. “I’ll check my calendar.”
 
Olivia pointed at him and narrowed her eyes. “I know where you live.”
 
“Which is exactly why I keep the valuables locked in the safe at all times.”
 
“Tell me again why I bother with you?”
 
“Your guess is as good as mine.” At least she’d finally gotten him to smile. “And when can I read some new pages? I’m sick of the news. I’m too old for this shit.”
 
Olivia laughed and put her arm around the porch column. “We’ll see. I’m working on some stuff right now, but nothing that’s ready yet.” 
 
He pursed his lips and looked at her critically. “If you don’t want to let me read it, just say so. You aren’t gonna break my heart. I know you write faster than a kid chasing an ice cream truck.”
 
This wasn’t the time to get into a conversation about how her writing had stagnated, that she was out of her groove. “It’s not you, I promise. I’ll bring you something next time.” She glanced at her phone. “I’ve gotta run, though.” She hopped down the two steps to the concrete walkway and moved back to the gate. “Try the tea, and stop yelling at those poor kids!”
 
He didn’t respond, just waved her off and looked back down at his newspaper.
 
The first time he’d read her writing, it had been because a notebook was sitting out on the kitchen table at her dad’s house when she’d still lived at home, one of the nights he’d joined them for dinner. She’d been embarrassed initially when he’d asked her about the character’s motivation for making a particular decision. He’d been the first person to give her critical feedback, but his probing questions had allowed her to create a better backstory for why the character had made that series of choices.
 
After that, he’d started asking to read her work, in his very Mr. Hutchinson way, saying that he had nothing better to do and at least this would keep his mind sharp, since she obviously needed a lot of help. Weirdly, she liked that he wasn’t sweet and doting, that he was gruff with his words but kind with his actions. He reminded her a bit of herself, if she was being honest; words, except those on the page,were  more difficult than doing kind things or showing up for people. 
 
It wasn’t until she was almost at the coffee shop that she realized he hadn’t been wearing his hat of the day. She didn’t have time to dwell on it, taking a deep breath before she pulled the door of the coffee shop open and stepped inside.
 
***
 
When Val had the chance to enjoy them, she liked simple things. Reading a book on a rainy day. Trying a new recipe. Nurturing plants that took months to bloom. Sometimes, she worried she had fantastically overhyped the simplicity of the mundane, given that her life was a never-ending series of papers and studying and grasping for the next thing in her life that she hoped would make her happy.
 
As she sat in the coffee shop, five minutes before Olivia was set to arrive, it was difficult to focus on anything except her racing heart and sweaty palms. Any hopes of enjoying this moment, on a bright and sunny early afternoon in May, seemed wildly improbable.
 
Should she get a coffee before Olivia arrived or should she wait for her so they could order together? She’d already stood and sat back down three times in the last ten minutes, so she forced her butt to remain in the chair in spite of her body’s protests.
 
Was her outfit appropriate? She’d wanted to be indulgent today, wearing a floral dress that fit her body snugly, with straps that criss-crossed at the chest. Now, she second-guessed her choice, wondering if it looked like she was trying too hard. Olivia would probably show up in something effortless and intimidating. She had an ability to make even the most basic clothing feel lucky to have her wearing them.
 
She ran her tongue along her teeth and then applied a fresh coat of lip gloss. At two minutes after their scheduled meeting time, the erratic tempo of her heartbeat morphed into a dull thud, and she wondered if she was being stood up. Stood up for what, exactly, she wasn’t even sure of herself. All she knew was that she was nervous, an emotion she recognized all too well. But there was something else peppered in, too, making it difficult to focus on anything or anyone in the coffee shop for longer than a few seconds.
Her eyes darted to the door, then to the display with the decadent pastries and desserts housed inside, and then her stare flitted from person to person as she tried not to get caught watching them.
 
With each second, each shift in her focus, her stomach grew heavier, her legs more restless. All she wanted to do was run out of the coffee shop as fast as her long legs would carry her. She wouldn’t stop until she was back at home, her bedroom door shut tightly behind her while she wallowed under the covers, willing herself to forget this day had ever happened.
 
She was beginning to fantasize about it. First, the standing. Then, the moving. After that, it would be pushing past the random faces as she tried not to cry.
 
“Hey. I’m so sorry I’m late.” Olivia’s face was slightly flushed, like she’d been jogging. Her hair was up in a high ponytail, and she looked frustratingly cute in a pair of denim overall shorts with a maroon T-shirt underneath. 
 
It was just as Val had suspected. Olivia looked unfairly good in whatever she wore. 
 
And then, like a rubber band had snapped against her skin, so real she felt actual pain, she put a name to that prickly, evasive emotion she’d felt earlier. Disappointment. That she wouldn’t get to see Olivia. That she’d been found lacking before she’d had the opportunity to well and fully embarrass herself on her own terms.
 
Olivia smiled at her then, but she didn’t move to sit. Only then did Val realize she hadn’t spoken yet, distracted by the green in Olivia’s eyes that popped against her tan skin, not to mention her own inner turmoil.
 
Val cleared her throat. For as busy as things were inside her head, she hadn’t spoken to another living person today. Her parents had been blissfully busy with someone out back when she’d snuck away, so that she didn’t even need to use her rehearsed excuse. “No problem.” She gestured toward the empty table in front of her. “I waited.” And almost died doing it, but that wasn’t the point. Olivia was here, and they were going to have a nice, anxiety-inducing time, goddamnit.
 
Olivia flashed her a radiant smile that made her glad she was already sitting down. “What can I get for you?” It wasn’t like Val meant to frown, but she couldn’t stop it. “Something wrong?” Olivia’s voice was a little high, a little breathy in a way that Val felt through her entire body.
 
Val shook her head and moved to stand up. “I should buy you coffee. I invited you here.”
 
“Technically, I put coffee on the table as an option,” Olivia said, holding up her hand and motioning for Val to stay seated. And then, she winked at Val. She honest to god winked at her like they were in a rom-com.
 
“Drip would be great,” Val squeaked out. How could Olivia do that with just a wink? Make Val lose her voice and get heart palpitations? She needed to get it together, like, ten minutes ago, or she’d never make it through this day.
 
Olivia set off on her mission, giving Val a few much-needed minutes to get her thoughts in order. It didn’t help that she now had a perfect view of Olivia’s tanned legs as she waited patiently in line. When Val wondered if Olivia had a tan line from her bikini, her face flushed with heat, and she thought maybe she’d melted into a Val-sized puddle where her body used to be.
 
She looked down at her hands. Nope. Still solid. Still unbelievably awkward. 
 
What did people talk about when getting to know one another? It had been so long since she’d done it, she wasn’t sure if she remembered how. School? Hobbies? Friends? She ran through the Rolodex of options. Hopefully Olivia would lead. And honestly, she wanted that to extend to other avenues of their engagements as well.
 
“Drip,” Olivia said as she placed the coffee down in front of Val. She’d spaced out again and hadn’t even seen Olivia order.
 
“Oh, do you know how I like it?” Before the words were even out, Val clamped her hands over her mouth.
 
Olivia, to her credit, only raised a manicured eyebrow and took a sip of her own iced coffee. “I do not, so I figured I’d let you take care of that part.” She stilled for a beat, a smile tipping her lips. “Or you can tell me. I’d be happy to learn.” Olivia’s words dripped with innuendo, but Val didn’t have the same reaction as when a guy hit on her, that she wished they’d focus their attention on someone else. That they’d go away so she didn’t have to placate them or find something to say to let them down gently.
 
Olivia’s words made her want to crawl inside them and surround herself with this feeling forever. Or at least for the summer, if she was lucky. Olivia was flirting with her, but she had no idea how to flirt back. 
 
She stood up quickly. Her arms felt gangly, like they were too long for her body as they flailed at her sides. “I’ll take care of it.”
 
They stood next to the table, and Olivia needed to move so that Val could extricate herself from the booth against the wall. But she didn’t. Not at first. She bit her lower lip gently and dropped her stare down to Val’s lips. “Who knows what you like better than you?” Olivia murmured, the moment charged in a way Val had never experienced. Her stomach rolled like a ship on a stormy sea as Olivia’s eyes dragged their focus back up to meet hers. And then, she gracefully slipped into the open chair across from where Val had been sitting and took a leisurely sip of her coffee, looking upward with those dangerous emerald eyes. “I’ll be here when you get back.”
 
***
 
Val was an adorable mess. She’d barely touched her coffee, but that was probably because every time she tried, she almost spilled it. Olivia got nervous, sure, but it was never as outwardly visible as Val’s behavior now, when she looked like she wanted to crawl under the table or run out the door depending on the topic of conversation.
 
Olivia was trying to make things as easy as possible, but it still felt a little like pulling teeth. “You know what I do, and have seen me in my element at this point, so what about you?”
 
“What about me?” There was that adorable puppy-dog head tilt again.
 
“What do you do?” Olivia clarified, even though she knew Val understood her the first time.
 
“I—” Val stopped and considered the question in quiet concentration. Her brow was furrowed, and she ran her tongue across her bottom lip absently. Olivia got the sense Val had no idea how alluring the action was. Or what it was doing to Olivia’s body. When she finally composed her thoughts, Olivia was almost sad. “I was in college. I graduated in the spring. In the fall, I’ll head to law school.” This wasn’t surprising information. Val seemed like the ‘on a track’ type.
 
Olivia nodded. “Congrats on graduating. Are you relieved or scared?”
 
Val ran her long fingers around the rim of her coffee cup. “Both? At least I know what I’ll be doing for the next three years.”
 
“I can imagine having a plan can be comforting.”
 
“For someone like me, you mean?” Val said with the slightest hint of a challenge in her voice. Olivia liked it.
 
Olivia took a sip of her iced coffee and let Val squirm for a second before answering. “For someone who likes plans.”
 
Val bit at the corner of her lip, her cheeks flushed a dusty shade of pink that contrasted with her fair skin. Olivia wondered if they’d be hot to the touch if she ran her fingers over them. “I can be spontaneous.”
 
“I’m sure you can.” There was only a hint of teasing in Olivia’s voice. She was sure, if Val got out of her own head, she could be plenty of fun. And the dress she was wearing wasn’t helping Olivia’s mind stay focused on anything. It was taking every ounce of willpower to keep her eyes trained on Val’s face instead of roaming her gaze along the expanses of skin. Olivia tamped down on her uncharacteristically out of control want and slung one of her arms around the back of her chair. Space. Space would be good. So that they could have a normal conversation and so that maybe Val could finally relax. “What do you do for fun? What brings you to Lake Cabot?”
 
“I’m here for the summer with my family. As for fun, I haven’t had the chance to do a whole lot of that lately. I’m hoping this summer is different. It’s back to the grind come August, but this is the first time I can remember not having anything due or any extracurricular events hanging over my head.” 
 
Olivia didn’t know if she’d heard Val ever speak so many words consecutively. She wanted to keep her talking. “What did you major in, prelaw?”
 
Val shook her head. “I double-majored in business and economics.” Oh, so she was smart smart, but the way she said it made her sound almost embarrassed by the admission.
 
“Makes sense why there wasn’t a lot of free time.”
 
“I thought it would help me stand out.” There was no way Val didn’t stand out wherever she went, for so many reasons.
 
“I don’t think that’s an issue for you,” Olivia said with a gentle smile, instead of her usual flirtatious grin.
 
“I just—” Val stopped herself, her fingers fidgeting against her coffee.
 
“It’s okay, I promise I’m not going to tell your deep, dark secrets to the lake monster.”
 
Val laughed then, a sweet sound that was lower and heartier than Olivia expected. “That’s not a real thing.”
 
“Loch Ness has Nessie, Lake Placid has Champ, and we,” Olivia said proudly, “have Terry the Turtle.”
 
There was a second where Val looked at her with a completely blank face before she broke out into laughter again, harder than before as her whole body shook from the weight of it. “So, you mean to tell me that the monster who inhabits Lake Cabot, even if I were to get on board with this, is a turtle?”
 
“He goes by Terry.”
 
Val pursed her lips and tried to stop laughing. “And what about Terry is so monstrous?”
 
“Well,” Olivia said, leaning closer and lowering her voice, “he bites off the toes of children in the lake. He’s not big, like some other monsters, but he uses it to his advantage. He slips through the water, unnoticed until he’s directly below you. And then... chomp!” She said the last word loudly, smacking her hand on the table at the same time.
 
As credit to Olivia’s storytelling ability, Val did jump slightly, but her lips cracked wide into a smile, her eyes shiny from laughing. “A terrifying sea creature, and Terry was what the town came up with?” 
 
Olivia held her hands up. She loved talking about Terry in all his mythical wonder, mostly to children spending the day at the lake. “I’m just telling you what I know. Do not trifle with Terry.”
 
“I think Terry is just misunderstood,” Val said sweetly. 
 
Olivia stifled a groan. She could not with this wholesome goodness at every turn. “Tell that to Nine-Toed Ned.”
 
“You’re fucking with me.”
 
“Would I do that?”
 
Val dragged her teeth across her bottom lip and leaned forward, her eyes mischievous. “I’m pretty sure you would.”
 
Olivia smiled and refused to think about Val dragging her teeth across Olivia’s skin. She focused on the conversation again, upping the ante. “Okay, yes. You’ve got me there. But that doesn’t make the story any less true. Poor Ned, he never could walk the balance beam the same again.”
 
“Olivia…”
 
“Toes are the fulcrum of support for the entire body. It’s science,” Olivia said with a laugh and a shrug. “You’re the one letting Ned’s toe loss be for nothing. If we don’t learn from the mistakes of our past, we’re doomed to repeat them.”
 
Val wiped tears of laughter from the edges of her eyes before they rolled down her cheek. “I hope you write on top of everything else you do because that’s a story worth sharing, especially told by you.”
 
Olivia stilled as an uncomfortable sensation bubbled up into her chest. How was it that Val had seen her so quickly? Not the Olivia she showed to everyone outside her family, but the person she truly was. The person who told stories. Who wove tales. Who built a life bigger than her own with words on a page.
 
It was disconcerting, Val looking at her so earnestly, not understanding the weight of her words. Of all the things Val could have said, why those? She almost wanted to believe there was another explanation. Maybe she’d seen Olivia’s notebook at the beach. Or maybe John or her dad had mentioned it to her.
 
All she knew was that, for the first time in a long time, she dropped her stare, finding it difficult to make eye contact.
 
When Val cleared her throat, she looked up again to find her staring. “Did I say something wrong?”
 
Not wrong. So frustratingly right. “Kinda random,” Olivia said, working to keep her voice light, “but I do actually write quite a bit.”
 
“That makes sense. You have a knack for it.” Val’s words were more restrained than they’d been before, when the biggest thing between them had been Terry the Turtle, not the unnerving feeling that had taken up residence in Olivia’s chest.
 
But Val didn’t know that. More importantly, didn’t need to acknowledge it.
 
“Terry would be pleased to know that I’m giving honor to his legacy,” Olivia said with a dismissive shrug.
 
There was a look on Val’s face that she couldn’t quite place, like her mind had been suddenly thrown into turmoil. Olivia absolutely knew the feeling once she searched inside herself, hating how quickly it came to her. Val bit her lip and looked down at her hands, but she lifted her eyes again, schooling her stare on Olivia intently. “So…”
 
Olivia recognized that tone, but she’d never expected to hear it from Val. It was want. Hope. Desire. Maybe a little anxiety. It was the sound of possibility, about what came next. She touched her tongue to the back of her teeth. She liked that sound. A lot.
 
When a hand came down on her shoulder, she almost fell off her chair, so engrossed in Val sitting across from her that everything else had faded away. 
 
“Shit.” It came out louder than intended, and Olivia turned her body to see her oldest brother, Steve, standing behind her with an idiotic grin on his face.
 
“I didn’t know you scared so easily, Liv.”
 
She glared at him and tried to focus on getting her breathing to return to normal. “If our mother wanted me to be called Liv, she would have named me that.”
 
Steve squeezed her shoulder and then tried to ruffle her hair, like she was still a kid. It was absolutely not the look she was trying to convey right now to a woman she wanted to sleep with. “Don’t be crabby just ‘cause I got the jump on you.”
 
“Don’t touch my hair just because yours is already starting to fall out.” Maybe harsher than she should have been, but her mood was quickly souring with his unexpected presence.
 
Undeterred, he rubbed his stubbled head. “I can still work it. I was thinking of growing out a ponytail one of these days,” he said, almost gleefully.
 
Olivia rolled her eyes. “You’d look like a total perv.”
 
Steve’s focus shifted to Val, who had been silent during their sibling exchange. “I think I saw you earlier today.”
 
Val’s eyes went slightly wide. “Um…”
 
“It’s a small town, dummy,” Olivia cut in. “That’s not the most surprising thing in the world. I’m sure you remember Val a lot more than she remembers you.” 
 
Steve ran his fingers along his well-groomed beard. He snapped his fingers when he worked out the idea. “At the Maycomb estate, over in Westlake. I was talking to Mr. and Mrs. Maycomb earlier today about their landscaping.”
 
Olivia looked at Steve and then toward Val. Val Maycomb. Who lived in Westlake, in the mansions secluded from the rest of the town like they would catch something if they fraternized with the local riffraff. Only, that didn’t quite apply to Val, who’d constantly been wandering around town since she’d arrived.
 
She tried to stop her frown, but it worked its way across her face anyway. How hadn’t this come up? To her credit, Val looked slightly sheepish, like she knew her neighborhood wasn’t very well thought of by the locals. Maybe that’s why she hadn’t told her.
 
“I’m right, right?” Steve asked Val, completely oblivious to how Olivia’s shoulders had straightened against the back of her chair. 
 
Val’s jaw was tight, her stare trained on Olivia. “Yep. That’s my parents’ house. I’m staying with my family there this summer.”
 
“And…” Steve looked between Val and Olivia then, finally realizing it wasn’t characteristic for Olivia to hang out with anyone from that side of the lake. “How do you two know one another?”
 
“We met at the rental hut.” Olivia supplied an answer when it was clear Val was done answering questions. It bothered her how much it bothered her, being surprised by this information. Maybe it was because it shouldn’t have been a surprise. Or because she hadn’t really tried to ask any questions that would have let her learn the information, willfully oblivious because it suited her wants at the time. 
 
“I’m surprised. Your family has a beautiful dock. Why paddle-board around the shallow end of the lake when you can jet ski across gorgeous water?”
 
“What are you doing here, Steve?” Olivia knew she sounded exasperated, and that was because she was.
 
He gestured broadly. “Well, I am at a coffee shop in the simple hopes of grabbing coffee.” Her brothers, and there were absolutely too many of them, had the world’s worst timing.
 
Olivia clicked her tongue. “Looks like the line’s getting long. Wouldn’t want you to have to wait.”
 
“Ouch. My own kin.” He waved his hand at someone he knew in line, because of course he did, before turning back to the table. “Val, nice to officially meet you. See ya, sis,” he said as he punched her lightly on the arm.
 
When he wandered away, Olivia realized her mistake. With the buffer gone, she was left looking at Val looking at her, confusion written across her face. “Seems like you don’t really like Westlake?” she supplied, saving Olivia from having to find kinder words for it.
 
“I didn’t know you lived there.”
 
“I didn’t know it mattered. If it’s any consolation, it’s not like I was trying to keep it a secret. I don’t like it a lot over there, hence hanging out in town so much.”
 
Olivia didn’t know if that made it better or worse. That Val had so much at her disposal yet didn’t want to utilize it. She knew it was hypocritical, given how much she lambasted the neighborhood for not doing exactly what she was now annoyed with Val for doing. She felt tricked. Maybe it wasn’t fair to feel that way, but she couldn’t move past the feeling as quickly as Val’s eyes implored her to.
 
It was like all the moments they’d been building up to until Steve had walked up had been washed away by the tides. She dug her fingertips into the wooden tabletop, looking for purchase. “Yeah, no, it’s fine.” Was a poker voice a thing? Because if so, she needed a better one.
 
Val’s brows drew upward. “Doesn’t quite seem like it.”
 
“It’s just weird.” Olivia was almost talking to herself, staring down at the table as she spoke.
 
“Why?” 
 
She looked up, surprised Val was pushing this. Val, who could barely string two words together and keep her coffee cup upright when they’d met today. 
 
When Olivia didn’t speak, Val stood up before she leaned down into Olivia’s space. “I like you. I think you’re pretty and smart and funny, and I felt incredibly flattered that you were even remotely interested in spending time with me. For whatever reason, knowing who my family is changed that.” She leaned in even closer and placed a chaste kiss on Olivia’s cheek that she felt down to her bones. Olivia could feel Val’s breath on her face like a gentle breeze when she spoke. “It was you who told me I shouldn’t seek other people’s approval, and I’m trying to take that to heart. Text me if you change your mind.”
 
And then, Val left the coffee shop, and not for the first time since they’d met, Olivia was left wondering what the hell had happened.



CHAPTER SIX
 
It had been a week since Val had walked out of the coffee shop. A week with no follow-up or communication from Olivia, so she had to accept that that was the answer. It bothered her for so many reasons. They’d been getting along until Olivia found out she lived in Westlake. A part of Val was angry that Olivia held something she couldn’t help against her, but at the end of the day, Olivia’s choices were her own to make.
 
In reality, she was more frustrated that the tenuous chance she’d had to meet a woman had slipped away, just like the days of summer vacation. The only solace she’d found was baking all week, recipes of varying intricacy, everything from sweet to savory and a few morsels that had both. The abundance of baked goods curried the slightest of favor with her siblings, who seemed to show up in the kitchen more than they normally did now that there were snacks.
 
She’d even had a half-hearted conversation with Carly on Wednesday, who’d lamented about a boyfriend or a boy she was seeing or a boy she liked. Was his name Chad? Chet? Chewbacca? She’d tried, but it was difficult to keep up with Carly’s rapidfire conversation stream that switched gears faster than she could keep up with.
 
Now that she was persona non grata in town, she hadn’t been back except for a trip to the grocery store earlier in the week to pick up baking supplies. And that bothered her too.
 
As she sat at dinner on Friday night with her parents and siblings, she could barely keep her attention on the conversation. To be fair, it was boring, not that they’d ever accept that excuse.
 
Her dad, with his salt-and-pepper hair and trimmed mustache, sat at the head of the table, drinking a beer. Her mother, at the other end of the table, sipped a glass of red wine and, thankfully, eyed Carly and Declan suspiciously instead of her.
 
Next week, the terrible twins and her parents would head back to Connecticut so that her siblings could attend a weeklong academic camp at their prep school. While many of the school families summered in other places, the week was prestigious, and those with the means, which was most of them, ferried their children back if they hadn’t left already to participate.
 
Their home in Connecticut, about an hour outside of New York City by train, felt like even less of a home than this one. Val was surprised to find that she hadn’t missed it when she’d left for college, and even though she lived there during summers, her days were spent commuting into the city for her internships.
 
When people talked about home being a feeling, she’d never quite understood what they meant. She had more than she could ever need in terms of creature comforts, but she’d never lounged on the sofas in any of their homes and just enjoyed the day. She’d never woken up and padded downstairs in her pajamas to have a conversation with her family.
 
She’d hoped for a better result in college, but it hadn’t materialized. Her freshman roommate had absolutely detested her because she’d tried to keep a set schedule and hadn’t gone out on the weekends. By sophomore year, she’d convinced her parents she needed her own apartment to study, so she’d gotten a small one-bedroom off campus. To her word, she had studied and thrown herself into academics. She saw even fewer people than before, the chance to strike up a conversation with a random stranger growing smaller every year.
 
It was her own fault, but she felt like she’d missed out on a part of her adolescence. Even without her parents around, she’d stayed the course. She didn’t drink heavily, except for a few glasses of wine with dinner sometimes. She’d double-majored and still graduated in four years. 
 
Why, at the end of it all, didn’t she feel a deeper sense of satisfaction in achieving her goals?
 
As far back as she could remember, it had always been like this. Was it her? The closest she’d ever come to feeling at home and truly enjoying her time was in Lake Cabot, and even so, the people she’d connected with didn’t much seem to appreciate what she had to offer once they found out who was offering it.
 
She took a sip of her own glass of wine and wished it was a cucumber mint gimlet. 
 
Her mother was eyeing her sister when she finally zoned back into the conversation. “It looks like you got burnt, Carly. Did you not put your sunscreen on?”
 
Carly rolled her eyes in the way only a sixteen-year-old could really pull off. “Yes, Mom,” she lied, the pinkish tint of her skin a clearer barometer than any truth serum.
 
Grace Maycomb had been a stay-at-home mom for much of Val’s childhood, although she’d returned to the workforce when the twins went to school. In spite of Grace’s relentless expectations for her children, Val respected her mom’s desire to carve a life outside of her family for herself. She’d returned to the world of publishing, and Val caught glimmers of the person her mom was to the rest of the world. A fun, witty, vibrant woman, who, for whatever reason, she didn’t show her children often.
 
Her father, a corporate lawyer, worked in-house for a large Fortune 500 company, spending his days advising instead of litigating. His hours had scaled back since she was younger, although both he and her mother still spent significant hours at work.
 
She looked at their life, her life, and all the things she had because of it, but she still wondered if it was worth it. They’d done all the things, checked all the boxes, and still, she wondered if they were happy.
 
What was happiness anyway? Fleeting from one moment to the next, for sure. Goals were attainable. Happiness, as she saw it, was just a construct. It was some yielding, ephemeral thing that helped people take comfort in their lives at any given time.
 
Without a purpose, without a plan, what was she doing? The world became so much more nebulous with that thought in play, and even if the daunting focus of plans made it feel like she was being crushed, the alternative scared her even more.
 
She’d had a plan, up until a week ago. 
 
As she took bites of salad and steak, cooked rarer than she liked because that was how her family insisted on making it, her frustration mounted.
 
Stilted conversation happened around her, but all she could think about was how much she’d enjoyed town and spending her days outside the little bubble of her neighborhood. Olivia shouldn’t get to take that from her just because she didn’t like where Val lived.
 
With each stab of her fork into the too-pink meat, the balloon in her stomach swelled, taking up all her attention. She stood up before she could doubt her anger or wrangle it into something more productive and took her plate to the sink.
 
“I’m going out.” She was already headed toward the door.
 
“Out?” her mom asked absently, like she didn’t understand the words.
 
“Yes. Out. Where young people go. I’m taking a walk.” That could be the truth. She wasn’t sure yet.
 
“Okay?” Everything her mom said was a question right now.
 
“Great. Love you guys. I’ll be home later.” She grabbed a light jacket and headed out the door before anyone thought to try and stop her.
 
***
 
“No.” Olivia wasn’t budging. She felt like she had control of almost nothing right now, and this was the last straw.
 
“Damn, sis. Really?” John looked at her expectantly over his empty pint glass. “I’m not even opening tomorrow. Kyle’s helping Dad in the morning before the picnic.”
 
“‘No’ is a complete sentence, John.”
 
“You’ve been in a foul mood all week, Jelly Bean.”
 
Olivia gritted her teeth. She didn’t need this shit right now. And her mood was none of his business. “Don’t call me Jelly Bean.”
 
Thankfully, the bar wasn’t busy yet. Or was it cursedly? At least if it had been busier, she’d have been able to more easily avoid her brother, stationed at his usual stool.
 
John smiled, and she thought about punching him. “A childish name for childish behavior.”
 
“Me not giving you free beer is not childish.”
 
“Come on, J.B. It’s our thing. You pretend like I annoy you, and I pretend like it doesn’t hurt my tender little heart.” His words earned a smile, begrudgingly, from Olivia.
 
“I’m not pretending to be annoyed.”
 
“Yeah,” John said deftly, “but I get the sense it’s not about me. What’s up?”
 
“Nothing.” Olivia avoided eye contact and washed a pristinely clean part of the bar over and over. The action calmed her as she made small circles with the towel, her fingers digging through the cotton and into the polished wood.
 
“It’s good to talk about your feelings, Olivia. All the self-improvement books say so.”
 
Olivia looked up and lifted an eyebrow. “Since when do you read self-help books?”
 
John scoffed. “I am a man of many mysteries and also a person who believes in improving myself. Kyle has his whole fitness thing. Steve’s built to run a business. And me, I’m here to learn and absorb.”
 
When a customer at the other end of the bar gave her a nod, Olivia put her finger up toward her brother. She was taking the order and back to John within a minute. She tried not to smirk. “And what’s the going salary for a lifelong student these days?” 
 
“Can you really put a price on knowledge?” He never seemed deterred, constantly willing to try new things. He loved to talk to people. He loved to learn. 
 
Olivia wondered aloud, “What’s my thing then?”
 
John smiled his stupidly charming smile, now set against a chiseled jaw, although Olivia remembered the peach-fuzz beard days, the acne and braces from his youth. “Your thing is to give people a hard time.” Olivia frowned, but John was speaking quickly again. “I’m sorry. Wrong thing to say. Your thing is to tell incredible stories.” He leaned in closer and lowered his voice. “Don’t tell Dad, but I think you might be better than him.”
 
Olivia tried to not respond outwardly, but inside, John’s words made her heart happy, so that she felt the smallest amount of forgiveness toward him. 
 
She was surprised when he continued. “And your thing is to struggle with big ideas. You love it here but you never gave this town a pass. You’ve always tried to figure it out, and for as much as you pretend to hate them, you’ve always tried to figure people out too.”
 
“People are idiots,” Olivia responded as she grabbed John’s pint glass and filled it up.
 
As usual, he waited until she pushed it back to him before he spoke again, just in case he said something that would earn a quick retraction of her kindness. “Anyone in particular?”
 
It was difficult to make eye contact again, and she busied herself filling a small glass of beer for herself. “Nope.”
 
John didn’t speak. Instead, he took a leisurely sip of his beer and stared at her over the rim.
 
That was the thing about small towns and big families. You couldn’t escape them. As much as it grated her when people knew her business, she’d tried the ‘anonymous speck of dust in a city’ thing, and she’d hated it. Some people thrived on the anonymity, and she thought she’d be the same. Instead, all she’d felt was loneliness, even if her brothers made her want to smack them on the back of the head at least once a day.
 
They were playing chicken, and she didn’t know who would cave first. She could just tell him, or she could make him pry it out of her slowly, with roundabout questions until she finally opened up. In that moment, though, she realized the game would end the same.
 
She eased her forearms down onto the bar. Even if she was private, she’d never been secretive. “Val lives in Westlake.”
 
John didn’t seem surprised. “So?”
 
“Did you know that?”
 
“Does it matter?”
 
Olivia schooled her gaze on him. “Are you asking does it matter where she lives in the hypothetical sense or does it matter if you already knew?”
 
John shrugged. “Either?”
 
She was surprised when she laughed and held her glass up to his. “You’re so annoying.”
 
He flashed an even broader grin. “Hard same, sis. Are you going to answer?”
 
“Which question?” Olivia smirked. She could do this back and forth with him all day. Many days, they did.
 
“Dealer’s choice.”
 
Olivia held up her finger again. “Hold that thought.”
 
She slid down the bar and refilled the glasses of another two regulars, taking a few much-needed minutes to regroup her thoughts. It wasn’t like she hadn’t thought about it. How she’d behaved, how surprised she’d been to find out that little tidbit of information.
 
She’d spent the week wondering if she should text Val, vacillating between apologizing for her behavior and telling herself she'd dodged a bullet by finding out before things had escalated. And, if she hadn’t found out, they would have absolutely escalated if she had anything to say about it.
 
Did it matter, really, when she wasn’t interested in something serious? Why did where Val lived, when it hadn’t come up anyway, factor into their friendship, or whatever it was, at all? 
 
At the end of the day, she could admit that she was annoyed she hadn’t seen it. It was right there, begging to be noticed, to be asked, but she’d avoided it. She’d let the question skirt past her consciousness because she’d enjoyed getting to know Val.
 
With the drinks all refilled, she trudged back to John, who was texting as she approached. “Girlfriend of the week?” she asked, only half kidding.
 
John didn’t look up. “Don’t change the subject. We’re here to talk about you.” His fingers flicked rapidly across the screen for a few more seconds, and then he gave her his full attention.
 
She’d tried to focus some of her messy emotions into stories over the past week, working out the situation as she understood it by torturing the characters she created like they were Sims. It hadn’t quite helped, and she felt worse, not better, after her week of self-imposed solitude. 
 
“I just hate how people from Westlake think they can do whatever they want,” she admitted, also hating the whine in her voice.
 
John stared at her for a few beats. “Has Val ever given you that impression?” He had an inscrutable expression that made him look older, like he knew the secrets of the world. It annoyed Olivia to no end.
 
Didn’t he get that wasn’t the point? “Well, no…”
 
“Then, are you maybe stereotyping her unfairly?”
 
“It’s not that simple.”
 
“I’ve read in all the books it never is,” John said with a light laugh.
 
“If you’re going—”
 
John held up his hand and cut her off. “Don’t be stupid, Olivia. She’s very nice, and from what I can tell, she’s interested in you. What more do you want?”
 
For her to not be from Westlake. “I just wasn’t expecting it.”
 
“Look, she’s not inviting you to weekend on the yacht. You’re overthinking this.”
 
Olivia rolled her eyes at his sensibility at the same time that her mind caught up with her. “What do you mean, she seems interested in me?” John made a fist in front of his mouth like he was covering up a burp, but she knew he was buying time. “John…” she pressed.
 
“Part of being a lifelong learner is noticing things. She seemed into you last week at the bar, that’s all.”
 
“That’s all?” Olivia didn’t buy it.
 
“The point is, how many beautiful, eligible women interested in women wander into Lake Cabot?”
 
Olivia couldn’t resist the smirk that blossomed across her face. “You might be surprised…”
 
John blanched. “I didn’t need to know that. What you need to take away from this is that I don’t know why you’re torturing yourself.”
 
“I’m not torturing myself.” Olivia made air quotes around the phrase to show John just how idiotic he sounded.
 
Unfortunately, her fingers fumbled and hit the bar like a soldier looking for cover as a flash of unmistakable blonde caught her attention.
 
When he noticed Olivia’s focus, John turned toward the door before turning back toward his sister. His grin, already annoyingly broad most days, threatened to overtake his entire face. “Well, I’ll be.”
 
Val stepped into the bar, looking infuriatingly good in a pair of black jeans and a white T-shirt, a navy blue windbreaker on top. All she needed was a pair of aviators to be something out of a magazine Olivia wanted to flip through until she wore out the pages looking at it every day.
 
It didn’t mean anything that Val was here. As far as either of them knew, Olivia had made her position clear. Even if it had happened by doing nothing—which wasn’t her intention, more so a surprising paralysis of indecision that usually didn’t plague her.
 
When Val made her way to the bar, Olivia couldn’t help her body’s response, giving her an appraising stare she tried to hide. To Val’s credit, she gave Olivia a quick nod and slid into the seat next to John.
 
“Hey,” she said to John, slightly out of breath, either from the walk or because she was nervous. Surprisingly, she didn’t seem nervous, a set in her jaw that made Olivia’s pulse quicken. “Okay if I sit here?”
 
“Sure thing,” John said with a grin that eclipsed any of the previous ones he’d given Olivia. With what she’d already told him, she was sure nothing good could come of it.
 
But given her role to play tonight, conversation was unavoidable. Her stomach lurched as she squared up in front of Val and tried to look at ease. “What can I get you?”
 
***
 
Olivia was as pretty as she remembered. She’d spent the last week hoping that wasn’t the case, telling herself that she’d inflated her attraction because a pretty girl had never given her attention before. 
 
As she took in Olivia across the bar, she knew that wasn’t the case.
 
If anything, Olivia was more beautiful than Val had given her credit for. Green eyes like kryptonite that made her body weak. Her dark hair was pulled back again, her ponytail slightly askew like Val imagined it would be when she woke up in the morning. It only made Val want her more. She wore another dark tank top with a Lucky’s logo, a horseshoe that bowed out as it rounded against the swell of her chest.
 
Fuck, it was unfair. Val hadn’t known where she was going until she’d arrived, hyped up on a surprising amount of adrenaline as she’d grown angrier with every step around the lake.
 
So, Olivia didn’t want to see her anymore. So what? There wasn’t a lot to do on a Friday night except head to a watering hole, unless she wanted to hang out with her family, which she absolutely did not. After the first half mile, Val had steeled her resolve to go where she wanted, Olivia’s expectations be damned.
 
She was young and single. This was what people did. They went to bars. They made friends. Maybe it hadn’t been her story up until now, but she was determined to make the most of her time in Lake Cabot.
 
Olivia’s dismissal of her, even if it still made her well with embarrassment, wouldn’t define her summer.
 
Sitting across from her now caused her bravado to falter, but she’d been surprisingly grateful to see John when she’d walked in.
 
With all the confidence she could muster, she prayed her voice would come out evenly. “Can I get a cucumber mint gimlet?” She’d been thinking about it all night, and if Olivia had relegated their situation to professional, she was at least going to ask for what she wanted.
 
She thought she heard John try to stifle a laugh, but her attention was focused on the woman across from her.
 
“Sure thing,” Olivia answered with a slightly too cheerful tone, out of place in a bar like this. Her stare was unreadable, and she quickly ducked behind the bar to grab the ingredients.
 
Olivia set to work quickly, leaving Val alone as she muddled and mixed.
 
She turned her attention back toward John, easing her body around so that they faced one another. “It’s nice to see a friendly face.”
 
John smiled, maybe sympathetically, and rested his forearm on the bar. “How’s vacation going?”
 
“It’s good. How’s the life of a Lake Cabot resident going?” If she was going to call a spade a spade, she knew their lives were different. Olivia had made that clear, even if that wasn’t who Val was talking to. No point in dancing around the idea.
 
“Surprisingly, never dull,” he said with a gentle laugh. “What brings you to Lucky’s tonight?”
 
“I needed to get out of the house. There’s only so much family time I can take.”
 
John nodded. “I get that.” His words were agreeable, but he still shot a loving look at his sister.
 
Before the conversation could continue, Olivia slid Val’s drink across the bar top. She gave her brother a look, and he suddenly busied himself with his phone.
 
Olivia put her forearms down on the bar and leaned toward her. “An apology,” she said simply before she stood up again.
 
Val had so many questions. What was Olivia actually apologizing for? If Val hadn’t wandered in here tonight, would she have ever extended the olive branch? And most importantly, did this change anything?
 
“Thanks” was all she managed to come up with in spite of her racing thoughts as she lifted the glass to her lips.
 
Unfortunately, she’d been so focused on Olivia giving her the drink that she missed John standing up from his barstool. “I need to head out for the evening, so my apologies for cutting this short, Val. It was great to see you again.” His smile was sincere, even if Val’s stomach tumbled at the thought of being left alone.
 
Truly, she hadn’t known if Olivia would be working, and she hadn’t expected to see a single person she knew. On her anger walk, she’d accepted that she’d probably arrive, have a drink, and slink back home within the hour, just to prove to herself that she could.
 
This was what her life had become, a series of fractured goals she thrived on to ensure she was still moving forward, that those measured steps of progress were still within her reach.
 
“No worries, John. It was nice to see you.” Did that sound sincere? She didn’t know. There was no mental space left in her brain when Olivia looked at her like that, green eyes boring a hole through her even though she didn’t speak.
 
John turned back to his sister. “What time are you getting there tomorrow?”
 
Olivia looked slightly peaked, and Val wondered what that was about. “Early enough.”
 
“Don’t stay up all night writing.” He gave Olivia a smile that made Val wonder what it was like to have a family who cared, but she pushed the thought away.
 
This would have been easier if Val had been able to make a clean shift from lust to anger, but as of now, she straddled an invisible line that shifted whimsically. She couldn’t deny her response to Olivia, even if her pride wouldn’t let her act on it.
 
But she had apologized, in some way, and Val didn’t want to throw her manners to the wind. It would only reinforce Olivia’s convictions that, well, whatever it was that Olivia felt being from Westlake implied about a person.
 
Val had never had to navigate something like this before because she’d never had a falling-out with someone. A falling-out would first necessitate a close relationship. Or that Val had done something with enough character to elicit a reaction. Everything about her was meant to blend in, to slip inoffensively into the background.
 
Olivia’s stare landed on her again, and she felt decidedly not invisible as green eyes shifted slowly, tracking across her face like Olivia wanted to commit it to memory. Maybe she’d thought about Val, too, the same way Val had thought of her over the last week.
 
Had Olivia wrestled with her behavior? Had she washed her hands of any affiliation with Val, deciding it wasn’t worth it?
 
They were going to keep running into one another, Val unwilling to stop participating in what the town had to offer in spite of Olivia’s general uneasiness with her existence. 
 
Val took a deep breath and another quick sip of her gimlet. It was maybe even better than the one last week. She ran her finger along the rim of the glass and licked her lips, enjoying the flavor on her tongue. “Why does Lucky’s have coupes?” she asked absently. Her experience with cocktails wasn’t extensive, but she’d seen enough stemware to wonder what it was doing in a dive bar.
 
Olivia’s chest rose almost imperceptibly. “That’s really what you want to talk about right now?”
 
“It seemed like the appropriate question for a customer to ask a bartender.” It was so goddamn frustrating how her body hummed when Olivia looked at her.
 
“You’re not—” Olivia stopped short and pushed a hand against her wild ponytail. Val didn’t let herself hope as Olivia struggled with her words. Tentatively, Olivia smiled and tapped her other hand against a beer tap. “I’m sorry about what I said. About how I treated you last week.”
 
Val absorbed the words but didn’t allow them to become anything bigger, still unsure when the shifting ground beneath her would ever feel solid as far as her friendship with Olivia was concerned. “You didn’t text me.”
 
Olivia looked sheepish, and Val was surprised at how young it made her seem. “I was embarrassed.”
 
A truth for a truth. “I was embarrassed too.”
 
When Olivia cleared her throat, the moment grew heavy. It was then that Val finally allowed the small blossom of hope in her chest to grow, like a plant first poking its weak stem through the ground. There was no burst of strength. No surge of confidence. It was just a quiet, persisting expansion in her body that was unlike anything she’d ever felt before.
 
“You shouldn’t be embarrassed. It was wrong of me to make you feel badly for where you live.”
 
Oh. Olivia didn’t realize the source of Val’s embarrassment, but she let the bloom in her chest pull her forward, nervousness be damned. “That’s not why I was embarrassed.”
 
Olivia’s brows shifted upward. “No?”
 
Val bit at her lip, relishing the slight pain as she dragged her teeth across her skin. She wanted to be brave. And more importantly, she wanted Olivia to keep looking at her like that. It was like there was no one but the two of them in the bar, the noise from the music and other voices barely a din in her awareness. Val cleared her throat and felt heat wrap around her neck even before she’d said the words out loud. “I thought…” Her tongue was heavy, like there would never be enough water in the world to quench her parched throat. “I thought we’d missed our chance.”
 
When Olivia’s eyes darkened with realization, at what Val was trying to keep in play, Val’s stomach did a little flip. “Is that so?” 
 
Val nodded. She’d never propositioned someone before, and she had absolutely no idea if she was doing it right. All she knew was that her heart was fluttering like a hummingbird, desire pooling low in her stomach. What she’d thought was a plan had become a feeling, and she wanted to follow it wherever it took her. Even if she was terrified of it. 
 
“It is,” she said quietly, trying to find her voice. Only she realized that it wasn’t her voice she needed. Olivia had already done the work, encouraging them down this path. She pulled the words from memory, looking at Olivia as intently as she could manage. “But I think the real question is, what are we going to do about it?”



CHAPTER SEVEN
 
Olivia Carver had to be the dumbest person to have ever walked the face of the earth. Actually, dumb would have been a kinder platitude to describe what she’d done. It was much more than that. Dumb was using sugar when she meant to grab salt. Dumb was forgetting a phone number she’d never had trouble remembering before. 
 
What she’d done was downright masochistic. She’d wracked her brain over and over for the last twelve hours, trying to come up with any plausible explanation.
 
The thing she should have done was find some poor soul to cover the bar for her while she’d dragged Val upstairs and showed her exactly what she wanted to do about the situation they’d found themselves in.
 
Instead, she’d looked into Val’s eyes, heavy with want, and she’d felt guilt for her desire to use Val as a casual sexual encounter to blow off steam. Because she’d felt like Val deserved more than that, even if she was offering herself up to Olivia with very few qualms about the nature of the situation.
 
She was truly, as she’d repeated at least a hundred times, dumber than any person who’d managed to stay alive this long had the right to be. 
 
And because she couldn’t settle for being only a little dumb, she’d always been a bit of a go-getter like that, she’d blown so far past slightly stupid that there’d be a monument to her at some point in the future. At the very least a Darwin Award for her troubles.
 
She’d done the unthinkable. Instead of taking Val upstairs, she’d invited her to the Carver family Memorial Day party. 
 
Why? Well, wasn’t that the million-dollar question?
 
It had been a perfect confluence of idiotically intersecting thoughts that had morphed into a horrible plan. Because she wanted Val to be comfortable with the arrangement they’d found themselves in. Because on Val’s side of the lake, she was sure they equated money with a good time, which was absolutely not the case. Because, no matter what she did, there was an attraction between them that Olivia couldn’t temper. 
 
Val had decided she wanted to push forward, full steam ahead. And the thing Olivia wouldn’t let herself think about, even as she ran through all the other things she couldn’t stop thinking about, was that it had scared her.
 
Olivia should have let her. She should have given Val exactly what she’d asked for, not what Olivia thought she needed. Instead, she’d invited her to a family event, something she’d never done with another fling before. 
 
And they hadn’t even flung yet!
 
“Stupid,” she cursed herself, walking around her apartment and collecting her things. A groan escaped when she thought about what would happen when her brothers caught wind of this whole fiasco. It paled in comparison to the groan that escaped again when she heard a knock at her door. “Sure,” she muttered, before adding like a lunatic, “just invite her to come over here beforehand. That wasn’t idiotic.”
 
Seconds later, she swung the door open, knowing things had already been put in motion. She needed to push forward and make it through the day.
 
Val jumped back and yelped before she put her hand up to her heart and began to laugh. “Shit, you scared me.” 
 
Olivia smiled at the same moment that she cursed herself for her reaction. “Sorry,” she said half-heartedly, leaning against the edge of the door. “Busy morning.” 
 
Her eyes scanned over Val, dressed in a patterned wrap dress with a light jacket on top, the same one she’d been wearing last night. And just like that, Olivia’s stomach fluttered like a kid with a crush on their teacher.
 
“I’ll bet.” Val’s voice was smooth and sweet, her lips tipped upward in a sincere smile. Olivia had to resist the urge to pull her into the apartment by her lapels. Val cleared her throat then, and Olivia noticed the look in her eyes, hesitation more than anything. “I was hoping we could talk for a second.”
 
Olivia nodded and stepped out of the doorway. “Sure.” But she felt anything but sure. “I’d give you the tour, which is about what you see anyway, but I assume we have more pressing things to discuss than my choice of color scheme.” She tilted her head to the side and gestured toward the sofa for Val to take a seat. “Though I’m not sure what those are yet.”
 
Val took a step toward her, ignoring the offer to sit. Olivia could smell the scent of her light perfume, and she was close enough to count Val’s eyelashes. Brown eyes watched her intently, tracking the shift in Olivia’s features as she tried to figure out what was happening.
 
When Val leaned closer, Olivia’s heart stopped in her chest. There was a moment, and it felt like it drew out through eternity, when she thought that Val was going to kiss her. 
 
Except that she didn’t. What she did was even more intense. 
 
Val ghosted her knuckles across Olivia’s jaw, so lightly it was as if she was feeling electricity instead of warm skin. Olivia had never experienced something quite so heady from something so simple. Her thoughts immediately wandered to what else Val could be capable of when given the chance.
 
“Val,” she breathed into the space between them. Her voice was pained, her body held rigidly in place. The moment felt like a house of cards, like one breath could topple the whole thing.
 
“I wanted to thank you for inviting me today.” Val’s voice was low as she moved her hand. She brushed her thumb across Olivia’s lower lip, and it was so incredibly genuine and erotic that her whole body vibrated.
 
She nodded dumbly and tried to put a coherent thought together. “I would have invited you sooner if I knew you’d touch me like this.”
 
“Smooth as ever,” Val said with one last graze of her thumb before she drew her hands back to her sides. 
 
Olivia felt the loss deeply. 
 
Sweet, shy, inexperienced Val was throwing her for a loop, like their roles had been reversed and Olivia was the one pining for affection, unsure about where things stood.
 
What, and she couldn’t stress this part in her head enough, the fuck was happening?
 
Olivia let out an unsteady breath. “What was that whole sexy lip touch thing?” If she was going to spend the next few hours with Val near her, she needed to ask now.
 
Val cleared her throat and clasped her hands together. “I… um… well.” It took her another few seconds to get the words out. “I was just happy to see you.” And then, a gentle blush wrapped itself around Val’s neck, and her voice got higher. “You thought it was sexy?”
 
It was still difficult for Olivia to fathom that Val didn’t get it, didn’t understand how frustratingly magnetic she was without really trying. Olivia had spent years perfecting the art of wooing and flirting, and Val had just wandered in and unraveled the entire game with her earnest, deep eyes and willingness to continue putting herself in situations that scared her. She felt like an imposter in Val’s presence. 
 
Olivia nodded. “Definitely sexy.” She took a chance and stepped slightly forward, so they were close but not touching. 
 
Satisfaction flashed across Val’s face. “I’m happy we’re on the same page.” Surprisingly, her eyes grew wide. Val turned around and scurried back to the still open door where a bag sat on the floor in the hallway. She picked up the bag and presented it proudly to Olivia. “I brought pie!”
 
Pie and lip touches. What a start to the day. 
 
“Of course you did,” Olivia said with a half groan. “And I’m sure you made it from scratch and foraged for the berries at sunrise after a full moon, too, right?” She was only half joking because Val was absolutely bewitching. She must have cast some sort of spell on Olivia.
 
There was the puppy head tilt. Olivia was growing to love seeing it, and she chastised herself for that, along with many other thoughts she’d already had that morning.
 
“The cherries came from the store, but yes, it’s from scratch.” Val looked at her curiously. “What did you mean by all that other stuff?”
 
Olivia bit at the inside of her cheek and worked to find words that didn’t make her sound lovesick, which she absolutely wasn’t. “Just that anything you do is done well. That’s all.”
 
“Okay,” Val said, like she didn’t quite know what to make of Olivia’s words.
 
Unfortunately, they had more pressing things to attend to, which was why Olivia had invited her over beforehand instead of meeting her at her dad’s house. “So, we can leave in a minute, but I just wanted you to know that my family’s kind of a lot.”
 
“A lot’s not inherently bad. And I’ve met your dad and all your brothers already. It’s not like I’m some stranger wandering in off the street.”
 
“It’s just, they’re going to give me a hard time, and they may give you a hard time as a result. Whatever they say, it’s only in good fun.” Olivia’s focus shifted around the room. “I just… I don’t really invite people to stuff. Friends...” She gestured broadly between them, and unable to find a word that felt right, settled on, “Or otherwise.”
 
Val chewed at her lip and caught Olivia’s eyes. “But, we are friends, right?”
 
She nodded immediately, hating the uncertainty in Val’s voice. She hadn’t expected that to be the case, even before she knew where Val lived, but it didn’t change the reality of the situation. Val had to be a friend because there was no other alternative. She didn’t invite strangers to family events, she absolutely didn’t invite maybe-one-day fuck buddies, and she one hundred percent definitely did not take dates. Through a process of elimination on what Val wasn’t, the answer became easy. “Yes. We are friends.” 
 
Olivia was just a nice person who had invited a very attractive girl who was new to town for the summer to spend the day with her family. Because that’s what friends did. She didn’t have a lot of them, but the idea wasn’t entirely implausible as it rolled around in her brain.
 
Val’s eyes brightened. “Okay, good.”
 
“Cool. So, you ready?” They needed to leave right then because Olivia’s resistance was waning. Fast.
 
“I’ve had to go to lots of parties with my family and their social circle who I hate, so I’m pretty sure I can handle this,” Val said with more confidence than she’d expected.
 
Olivia nodded, realizing that, for all her bravado and earlier explanation of how she wanted to make her new friend feel comfortable, it wasn’t Val she was worried about.
 
***
 
The Carver family Memorial Day picnic was decidedly unlike any event in Westlake Val had ever been to, and she liked that. A lot.
 
There were no caterers, no bartenders to serve drinks. It was just a giant tub filled with beers and an ongoing dispute about who was truly the grill master. Everyone she’d talked to had been polite and genuinely interested in learning more about her, unlike the people she typically met at her family’s parties or other neighborhood events. Either she already knew them and tried to avoid them, or they deftly angled for information about the social circle like it was a party filled with espionage at Versailles instead of a barbecue.
 
The backyard of the Carver home was well-maintained and easily large enough to fit the twenty or so people who were mingling and chatting. Val liked that the party was bigger than she’d expected, so there was less focus on her and, more importantly, on who she was there with.
 
A screen door at the back of the house opened onto a large, wooden deck, a few umbrellas and smaller tables dotting the area. A few steps down to the ground eased into a landscaped yard that held the picnic table she now sat at, as well as a number of lawn games.
 
About an hour after their arrival, Val was finally settling into a rhythm and feeling comfortable with the growing number of people who’d been showing up. Olivia sat next to her at the table. John and Steve had wandered over after their dad had started telling stories of varying degrees of cohesion in what Val discovered was likely a long play to get them to leave him alone to grill. If the Carver children were playing checkers, it was clear Ben Carver was playing chess.
 
Steve bounced a quarter against the table, but it hit a grain in the wood and bounced off wildly, missing his shot glass spectacularly. When Olivia laughed at him, he instead turned his attention toward Val. “I’m surprised to see you here today. I figured my bratty sister had scared you off last week.”
 
She felt Olivia’s shoulders straighten next to her. Val strangely felt the need to defend Olivia, even if she was sure Olivia was used to taking care of herself. “It was sweet of her to invite me along. I don’t know many people in town yet.”
 
John didn’t do a very good job of hiding his laugh before pushing out, “Sweet isn’t exactly the word we use to describe Olivia.” He bounced his own quarter toward a shot glass, missing worse than Steve.
 
“You can call me a lot of things,” Olivia said with little emotion in her voice as she bounced her quarter cleanly into the shot glass in front of her, “but I’d prefer if you included ‘most talented sibling’ on that list.”
 
Steve picked up another quarter and tried again, missing again. “You work at a bar, Olivia. You have hours to practice this.”
 
“Work is the operative word there. In spite of what you believe, I don’t spend my whole shift fucking around.” She pointed at both of her brothers. “Drink. I sunk mine.”
 
Val liked the banter between them. Even when intense, they never truly cut at one another, always staying on the right side of exactly what Olivia had described: good fun.
 
Her brothers both took sips of their beers, and John spoke up after he wiped his tanned hand across his face. “Why doesn’t Val have to drink?”
 
“Because Val’s a guest. She can drink if she wants.”
 
She’d already had two beers in the first hour she’d been there, which was close to her limit before her inhibitions dulled. A party with new people didn’t seem like the best place for that to happen, and she welcomed Olivia’s stance, and support, on the matter. 
 
“I’m a little bit of a lightweight,” she admitted to the group.
 
“A summer here will help build up your tolerance,” Steve said with a laugh as he took another drink from his bottle of Heineken.
 
Everything about the day was perfect. It was about seventy degrees, the sky dotted with puffy, white clouds that rolled lazily by, providing intermittent shade. The grill smelled delicious and smoky, the scent of meat wafting toward her when the wind shifted. She felt content here, enjoying the day more than she’d even expected.
 
She didn’t pretend she hadn’t been nervous when Olivia had made the offer the night before. And more than that, she’d been surprised. It had seemed out of character from what she knew about Olivia so far, to invite her into a family event. But people here were friendly, and they liked to make everyone feel welcome. That had to be it. Whatever was going on with them aside, this seemed to be Olivia’s way of actually apologizing for ignoring Val for a week.
 
And everything had worked out perfectly, in a way Val couldn’t have planned if she’d tried. Her parents and the twins had headed back to the city for the whole next week, leaving Val blissfully alone to bake her pie this morning and free to come to the party without her parents’ probing questions. She wasn’t sure how she’d already managed to get out so much without them demanding an explanation. Maybe, though it was unlikely, they had actually started to see her as an adult, capable of making her own decisions.
 
Or maybe, like Olivia had told her, she needed to simply live her life, regardless of their expectations. If she wanted to go for a walk, she should. If she wanted to go to a bar, she should. If she wanted to have sex with a beautiful woman who’d invited her to a Memorial Day party, she should.
 
The last one shot a nervous thrill through her body, and she had to remember that she was sitting at a table with not only the woman in question, but her brothers as well.
 
“Hey, Mr. Hutchinson,” Olivia said next to her. Val followed her eyes to the older man walking with a cane across the yard. He was dressed in khaki slacks and a short-sleeved button-down, a dapper hat on his head.
 
Olivia hopped up from her seat quickly and walked over to his side. Val couldn’t make out their conversation, but they both had scowls on their faces. There was a moment when she wondered if they were fighting, and her stomach rolled reflexively. She hated confrontation of any kind.
 
It wasn’t until Olivia gave the old man a side hug and her face broke out into a wide grin that Val took a breath. She watched carefully as Olivia walked in step with him, much slower than her normal gait, as they crossed the yard.
 
“I’ve been beating John and Steve so badly at quarters that I don’t know if they can even stand up at this point,” Olivia said proudly.
 
Mr. Hutchinson let out a hoarse laugh and leaned on his cane. “You always did run circles around these boys.”
 
Olivia’s brow lifted. “Is that, if I’m not mistaken, a compliment from you? It’s a holiday miracle.”
 
“From who, the war fairy? You damn kids have no concept of anything these days.” The scowl from earlier returned.
 
“You said it. No take-backs. Everyone heard it.” Olivia’s words were almost gleeful, like a compliment from him was truly the greatest gift to be bestowed.
 
“And who’s this?” Mr. Hutchinson asked, turning his stare to Val.
 
“This is my friend, Val,” Olivia said for her.
 
“Can she not tell me that?” Mr. Hutchinson asked, still focused on Val.
 
“I absolutely can.” Val stood up quickly and extended her hand. “Valerie Maycomb. It’s very nice to meet you, sir.” She didn’t exactly know who she was talking to, but it was clear that Olivia adored him in spite of their aggressive banter.
 
“Now, this is how young people ought to behave,” he said as he extended his own hand. “It’s nice to meet you as well, Valerie.” Her shoulders rounded out, like she’d passed a test she hadn’t known she’d been taking. She found herself suddenly very much wanting his approval.
 
“She hails from the more civilized parts of the world,” Olivia said quickly to him, though her eyes flashed at her brother John.
 
John was up in seconds, understanding whatever code had passed between them, and he returned moments later with a lawn chair. He placed it on the ground next to Mr. Hutchinson. “Have a seat. Do you want me to grab you a drink?”
 
“Seltzer’s fine.” Mr. Hutchinson eased into the chair offered to him and hung his cane over the arm.
 
Val spent the next thirty minutes bouncing between being in awe and being terrified of Mr. Hutchinson. His voice was gruff, but he was surprisingly patient, and conversation flowed easily between himself and a group that was at least half a century younger than him.
 
Mr. Hutchinson and his wife had retired to Lake Cabot thirty years ago, before the town had become the destination spot it was today. She’d inferred that he’d never had children, but even if it was unspoken, it was clear that the Carver children were important to him, even clearer that they felt the same.
 
When Olivia’s dad yelled, “Come get your food, ya filthy animals,” at the top of his lungs, she smiled as Olivia’s eyes caught her own.
 
Olivia shrugged, not quite embarrassed by her dad’s behavior, but like she was acknowledging that this was the price of a day with the Carver family. “After you,” she said, standing up from the picnic table and stretching her arms behind her back.
 
Since she’d arrived, Olivia had stuck by her side, introducing her to people and making Val feel more included than she’d expected. She tried not to overthink the friendly gesture, something she’d been managing until Olivia’s fingers brushed across the small of her back as they walked across the yard toward the grill.
 
***
 
Olivia’s mom had always loved celebrations of any kind. Christmas. Halloween. Thanksgiving. Even the smallest holidays were cause for spending the day with loved ones, even better if she could throw a big party and invite the whole neighborhood. After she’d died, Olivia had spent the next year refusing to participate in any of them.
 
Her family likely hadn’t understood, but they hadn’t pushed her, allowing her to grieve at her own pace. When she’d finally come to the first party after her self-imposed seclusion, all they’d done was hand her a plate and carry on with their day, not making a big deal out of it.
 
As she walked around the campfire in the backyard, the sun was setting and there was a chill in the air that made her want to curl up under a blanket. She loved these nights. The scent of wood burning. The unintelligible chatter of the people around her.
 
The firepit was a beautiful space thanks to her brothers. Kyle had drawn up the design, and John had gone to work building the benches and chairs that created a circle around the focal point. Steve had planted shrubbery beyond the ring of seating, creating the effect that once inside, you were secluded from the rest of the world. 
 
Her mom had already died by the time her brothers had built it, but Olivia knew she would have loved it. Just like she loved it.
 
With the party winding down, they’d walked Mr. Hutchinson home hours ago even though he protested the entire five-minute trip, and anyone with children was already home, tucking them into bed.
 
A few of her brothers’ friends sat at one of the long picnic tables, playing a drinking game with a ridiculously complex set of rules that Olivia didn’t care to learn. Her dad was sitting on the patio in a semicircle of chairs, telling a story to a rapt audience of four people, who were hanging on his every word. She could tell from the looks on their faces last time she’d passed by that this was one of the good stories. One that they’d be thinking about days later.
 
With Val’s help, the two of them built the logs up and kept a careful eye on the fire as it began to burn brighter. Confident the fire would continue burning without further intervention, Olivia sat on one of the benches. She eased her back against the soft cushion and patted the empty space next to her.
 
Val sat down quietly, and she looked so pretty as the flames reflected in her brown eyes that Olivia’s breath caught in her throat. Things had felt comfortable today, dangerously so. Val had fit in seamlessly with her family, and by the time Mr. Hutchinson left, she’d had him eating out of the palm of her hand. Olivia didn’t know if that was intentional or not. As she’d come to learn, that was just Val. She was sweet and curious, and she genuinely listened when people spoke. 
 
But Val was also in denial about her sexuality, and she was leaving at the end of the summer to go to law school. Olivia had her own set of problems to contend with, but she focused on Val, refusing to look inward for hard truths just then.
 
“So, what’s your assessment of the day?” Olivia asked, her arm resting along the seat back so they faced one another. The worst part was, she was embarrassingly curious about the answer. What would someone from Val’s world think about a day like this?
 
Val smiled serenely and looked at the dancing flames, which were growing bigger and brighter by the second. Olivia mapped her profile, the smooth lines of her jaw, a small, round nose that she scrunched when focusing. And when Val smiled, it was like she was bestowing the gift of warmth itself. 
 
“I had so much fun.” She turned toward Olivia then, the smile in question eclipsing the fire only feet away. “Thank you again for inviting me. Really.”
 
When Val’s stare dropped to Olivia’s lips and she licked her own, Olivia was no longer in control of her actions. All it took was that single sign of interest after their day together for her to stop holding her want in check, to give in and go for what she’d wanted all day.
 
And what she wanted was to know if Val’s lips tasted as good as they looked.
 
She leaned forward, stopping just short of Val’s mouth. “Is this okay?” she asked, running her knuckles along Val’s jawbone. It had been too long since she’d kissed anyone, but the idea of kissing Val was already sending her spiraling.
 
It felt like a lifetime as she waited for the answer.
 
“Yes.” Val’s answer was almost a whisper, her eyes locked intently on Olivia’s again. And then, it was Val who closed the space between them, leaning forward to capture Olivia’s mouth in a kiss.
 
Olivia felt the kiss in every synapse of her body, like someone had set a firework off inside her. She tilted her head to the side and dropped the hand on Val’s jaw down to her neck, cupping near the base of her skull.
 
Val tasted sweet, like the lemonade she’d switched to hours ago after her first few beers. Olivia liked that she was sober, that there was no mistaking this was absolutely what Val wanted. What they both wanted.
 
Maybe Val had never slept with a woman before, but Olivia couldn’t tell that from how she kissed. Her soft lips parted, and she drew Olivia’s bottom lip between her own, a half moan escaping—though Olivia wasn’t sure which one of them it came from. When Val pulled Olivia in closer to wrap her hands around Olivia’s waist, she had to resist the urge to pull Val down on top of her on the bench.
 
Her breathing grew erratic, and as Val asked for entry with her tongue, Olivia’s stomach tightened, heat pooling low in her center.
 
Val pulled away suddenly, and Olivia followed her forward to try and recapture the moment, the feeling of Val’s lips pressed insistently against her own and all of the other amazing sensations that came with it. 
 
But it was too late.
 
“Hey,” Val said too loudly, and Olivia turned to see John standing at the entrance to the firepit.
 
John smiled broadly and let out a low laugh. “Sorry to interrupt things. I was just checking if the fire was ready. Looks like the temperature is off the charts out here,” he said as he pulled at his collar for emphasis.
 
“John—”
 
“No worries, sis. I just wanted to let you know that everyone will be wandering over soon.” It was surprisingly thoughtful of him, even if embarrassment washed over her that she’d been caught doing exactly what he’d come over here to warn her about.
 
After his wave and quick departure, Olivia was left alone with Val, unsure how to proceed. In another few seconds, one of them would have been on top of the other, and a thrill shot through her body that she was equally excited for both possibilities. She’d assumed if anything happened between them that she’d have to lead. And she didn’t mind that idea one bit, not with the dancing partner in question, but she saw glimmers in Val that made her wonder if her assumptions hadn’t been quite on the mark.
 
Val had kissed her cheek at the coffee shop. And Val had run her fingers along Olivia’s jaw before the party. And even though Olivia had asked to kiss her, Val had been the one to finally close the space, to melt their lips together and slip her tongue inside. 
 
Olivia’s breath was still unsteady; anticipation settled in her bones in spite of how the moment had shifted. Her body had clearly not gotten the memo that they’d been interrupted because all she wanted to do was pull Val into her again and pick right up where they’d left off.
 
When she noticed Val’s curious stare trained on her, Olivia righted her posture and tried not to look quite as predatory as she felt. “Sorry about that. I can’t remember the last time I got caught making out.” It was her turn to blush because, in all honesty, she’d never been caught making out before. Especially sober. And especially, especially not around her family. “Actually, I don’t think that’s ever happened to me before.”
 
Val smiled, a hint of pride in her voice. “I guess this is a day of firsts for both of us.” Val touched her lips, and the spark that had just started to extinguish inside of Olivia roared to life again, stronger than before.
 
This was absolutely a day for all kinds of firsts, and Olivia didn’t know how she felt about any of them.
 
“So…” She cleared her throat. “Everyone’s going to wander over here soon. I’m not sure if you need to get home or anything… Kyle doesn’t drink, so he can give you a ride whenever you’re ready.” She would have given all the money in the world to know what was going on in Val’s mind when a quick series of emotions flickered across her face. And really, there was no reason why she shouldn’t. “What are you thinking?”
 
The most delicate shade of pink that Olivia had ever seen tinged Val’s cheeks. Olivia’s reaction to it amplified when Val did that adorable lip bite before running her tongue along her bottom lip, working herself up to whatever she wanted to say. “My family’s out of town this weekend, so I was hoping maybe we could go to your place?”



CHAPTER EIGHT
 
Val found herself in Olivia’s cozy apartment less than thirty minutes after she’d proposed the idea, with Olivia in the kitchen making tea, of all things. The excitement of her first kiss with a woman was abating, replaced with a nervousness that made her leg bounce on the comfortable couch in the living room. 
 
But it had been a really, really good kiss. Better than she’d imagined it would be when she tasted Olivia’s full lips for the first time, how it had felt when fingertips had scratched lightly against Val’s neck. It had been both too much and not enough, like Val’s body was being torn apart at the seams from something so simple.
 
Unfortunately, she hadn’t planned what would come after her request to go to Olivia’s, a request that had been prompted by the sensation that had taken up residence in her stomach after the kiss. She had ideas, sure. Fantasies even, but getting from point A to point B looked like a minefield when she tried to figure out what to do next.
 
Sitting wasn’t helping. She had way too much energy and needed to move around. It was probably a fruitless endeavor; she could run a marathon and not break a sweat. Still, she stood and began to walk around the space, trying to get a sense of who Olivia was, to at least do something productive with her energy.
 
Gorgeous. Pugnacious. Irresistible. An excellent kisser. Those were the things that Val already knew, but what percentage of each of those lended itself to the whole? And what else was there that got Olivia going, that made her squeal with delight or glow with pride?
 
It would be better if Val didn’t ask questions, better not to know. She already liked Olivia too much as it stood. The number of potential complications was mounting by the day.
 
That didn’t much matter, though. Val was unable to stop herself as she walked around the living room, adorned with nautical prints and lots of pieces centered on literature and publishing. Olivia had told her she wrote, but the scope of notebooks stacked on the edge of her kitchen table led Val to believe maybe Olivia had understated that. Like, a lot.
 
There were piles and piles of notebooks of various types and sizes. Moleskine and cheap tablets and one that made her laugh out loud set atop the rest, a children’s notebook decorated with kittens frolicking in a field. It shouldn’t fit with Olivia’s temperament, but somehow, it did. And, strangely, it only made Val like her more.
 
“Tea?” Val turned to see Olivia in the doorway between the kitchen and living room, two mugs in her hands. “It still gets pretty cold at night in May.” 
 
Not true, even if the temperature said so. Val was hot, hot, hot.
 
“Tea is great. Thanks.” To have tea meant that Olivia would give it to her. And if Olivia gave it to her, it meant she had to come closer.
 
Olivia walked across the room barefoot and placed the mug on the coffee table in front of Val’s earlier seat. In a few steps, Val found herself back on the sofa, seated with Olivia on the other side, like they were old friends catching up on their lives.
 
Except they weren’t. Olivia was a girl Val desperately wanted to sleep with, and Val was, for all intents and purposes, a woman that Olivia barely knew. Did it matter? The attraction she felt was real, especially the way her heart started to hammer when Olivia looked at her over the rim of her glass.
 
“It’s called Valerian Nights,” Olivia said, her lips turned upward in a smile. “And yes, I promise I had it before I knew you existed.” She put her mug down on the coffee table and said matter-of-factly, like this was just another day at the office for her, “Tea is not my usual method of wooing women.”
 
Val reached for her own mug and took a sip, savoring the surprisingly complex taste. “Is that caramel?”
 
Olivia nodded excitedly, her head bobbing up and down with a trace of that delight Val had been wondering about earlier. “Yes, and coconut. It’s sort of decadent, so a little goes a long way.”
 
It felt like Val’s brain was always two steps behind where Olivia was concerned, but once she caught hold of the thought, she couldn’t keep it inside. “Wait, how do you typically woo women?”
 
“I don’t know. I just…” Olivia gestured broadly into the room. Of course. Women, even in this small town, sought Olivia out. With her wild hair and flirty smile. And those eyes. Val still had to remember not to get lost in them.
 
“I want to know, seriously.” Not that she’d ever use it, but there was a whole world outside her frame of reference, and she desperately wanted to understand.
 
“Do you think there will be a test at the end of the summer?” Olivia teased, her green eyes bright.
 
“Maybe I want to woo you…” Val bit her lip and felt the thump thump thump of her heartbeat through her body. She’d never been good at flirting.
 
Olivia arched an eyebrow and shifted closer on the sofa. “Are you flirting with me, Val?”
 
“I’m trying,” Val said weakly, barely audible in her ears over the thump thump thump that continued steadily, like a ticking clock.
 
“And your plan,” Olivia said, drawing the words out, “is to learn all of my secrets so that you can use them… on me?”
 
All Val could do was nod when Olivia shifted closer again so that she was now seated in the middle of the sofa. “Yes,” Val finally breathed out.
 
“I just need to make sure you absolutely want to do this, or go as far as this gets.” Olivia’s stare was trained intently on her, their bare thighs touching. Heat sprawled through Val from the point of contact, and she was so acutely aware of Olivia’s presence it almost hurt.
 
Val’s body screamed Yes! at the same time her brain screamed Run! She nodded, focusing all of her willpower into making eye contact.
 
And it was so, so worth it. 
 
Olivia’s green eyes were darker than before, like a forest instead of an emerald, and Val had never seen anything quite like them. She wondered if her own stare mirrored the look, or maybe offered an even more intense version.
 
“I need you to tell me yes,” Olivia said when she finally leaned forward, her lips an inch from Val’s, begging to be tasted again. Sweeter than any pie. More decadent than any tea.
 
What was the question? 
 
Oh, if she wanted to maybe have sex with Olivia, she remembered hazily. 
 
“Yes.” She placed her cup back on the coffee table with a clink against the glass top, a decidedly indelicate action for an indelicate want. 
 
It was the easiest answer she’d ever given, and she didn’t have to wait long as Olivia closed the space between them and gently brushed her lips against Val’s jaw.
 
Warmth spread through Val’s body, comfortable at first, though want was already spiking through her, licking at the seams of the little control she managed to maintain. With nothing more than that soft touch, it pushed her beyond anything she’d felt before. 
 
The strangest part was, in spite of her uncertainty, it was easy. It was easy to let Olivia kiss along her jaw and then along the column of her neck. Easy to wrap her arms around Olivia and move closer.
 
Olivia’s hand wound through Val’s hair, both of them shifting so their lips met. It was heady, and Val basked in the taste and touch of softness she’d felt before but hadn’t been able to fully appreciate. They were alone now, their hands wandering, Olivia’s fingers rubbing along Val’s spine.
 
It was so easy, in fact, that she hadn’t realized she’d moved on top of Olivia until she looked down into green eyes, heavy and lidded but magnetic all the same. And if eyes were driving her wild, realizing that she was straddling the most gorgeous woman she’d ever met didn’t help, her thighs flexing against the shorts beneath her.
 
God, it felt good. Why had she never done this before? And how did she think she’d be able to live without ever doing it again?
 
But that was a problem for another time.
 
Val tipped her head down and captured Olivia’s lips again, her body pushing forward as she searched for any sense of purchase. Olivia kissed her back, no longer tentative, like she’d given herself over to Val’s confirmation that she wanted this. 
 
And fuck, did she want this.
 
Her hips instinctively rolled against Olivia when their tongues slid together, and Val’s stomach tightened when all the sensations hit her at once. 
 
For a moment, she felt awkward, grinding on Olivia like an inexperienced teenager, but when Olivia moaned into her mouth, she pushed the thought from her mind, focusing on how good Olivia felt underneath her, how her own thighs trembled as she held herself in place.
 
One of Olivia’s hands came to rest against Val’s hip while the other found Val’s neck, anchoring her as they kissed, as Val continued to let her hips push exploratorily against the body beneath her, new but also familiar, like she’d been missing out on this for too long.
 
It had never felt like this with men. Or, at least, the only man she’d ever slept with. She’d had sloppy, unfulfilling makeout sessions with dates and subpar sex with her long-distance boyfriend in college, but it had never come close to this.
 
Her hips moved in spite of her brain’s protests to take things slowly. Her tongue licked into Olivia’s mouth like it was all she knew how to do. One of her hands found its way into Olivia’s wild tangle of hair, the other balanced against the back of the sofa.
 
It was so fucking hot, and Val couldn’t believe she was even a part of it. That this had been what she was missing this whole time.
 
“Val,” Olivia moaned into her mouth, the sweetest sound she’d ever heard. Olivia’s voice was throaty, hungry with an emotion Val now recognized as want. It sent a pang straight to her center, her hips rolling with the sensation. She hadn’t known it was possible for anyone to feel that way about her. “Can I touch you?” 
 
Could Olivia touch her? She’d probably die if she didn’t.
 
“Yes. Please.” Her hips rolled in tandem with her words, so that she was barely able to push them out. Instead of Olivia kissing her, she dipped her head down and took a few deep breaths, like she was trying to regain some control. Val absolutely understood the feeling, even if uneasiness settled in her bones. “Is this... “ She tried to find the right words. “Is this not what you want?”
 
Olivia dug her fingers into Val’s thighs and looked up at her. “This is absolutely what I want, but I want to make sure we want the same thing. I can’t… I don’t do relationships. I don’t want to lead you on.” Olivia let out a sound that bordered on a strangled scoff. “Maybe it’s a bad time to bring it up, but I don’t want to hurt you.”
 
It felt like there was a balloon in Val’s stomach ready to pop, and it was difficult to focus with Olivia’s fingers pushing against her naked skin. She knew it had been a good idea to wear a dress today. “I’m not looking for a relationship either.” The look Olivia gave her said that she didn’t quite believe it. “I promise, I’m not.” Val rolled her hips again, missing the friction between their bodies. With the sound Olivia made, she couldn’t help but do it again. “I know I’m new at this, but I’m serious. I’m going to law school in the fall. I just want to have a summer of fun. And I...” She didn’t know if the next words would make her sound too vulnerable, but she said them anyway. “I trust you.”
 
Whatever had been holding Olivia back broke, and she slipped her arms around Val’s body to pull her impossibly closer. “Okay. I want this to be good for you. Do you want to go to the bedroom?”
 
No one was more surprised than Val when she rolled her hips again, harder than any time before. She felt Olivia’s body below her, tight and hot. She relished the feeling of being exactly how they were. “I think I like it like this.” 
 
“Fuck,” Olivia groaned, like she was talking to herself before focusing on Val again. “Okay. God, that’s sexy.” One of her hands came up to wrap around Val’s back, and she pulled down the zipper of her dress in a swift motion.
 
Things happened quickly after that, Val’s dress pushed down to her waist, her bra discarded somewhere in the room. She should have felt embarrassed, but all she felt was turned on. 
 
When Olivia pushed forward and took Val’s nipple in her mouth, Val arched her back, her center pushing down into Olivia as her fingers dug in hard against the couch.
 
“What do you like?” Olivia asked against her skin before her teeth dragged gently across Val’s chest.
 
Her center throbbed; her knuckles were already white from holding herself in place. “Apparently this…” she said with an exasperated laugh. It shouldn’t have been funny, that she’d gone so long without experiencing something so earth-shattering, but it was the only thing she could come up with while Olivia continued touching her.
 
Olivia licked at the nipple before pulling the bud into her mouth. When she let it go with a gentle popping sound, the cold air made it pucker, made Val’s body taut. In spite of all that, nothing compared to the ache in Val’s center, and she pushed down in an uncoordinated motion, begging for some kind of release.
 
Val was aware of everything. The tweed fabric of the sofa pushing against her knees. Her skin, dotted with goosebumps from the cool air, resting on top of the heat burning inside her. Her lungs, expanding and contracting as she willed her nervousness to abate.
 
She’d been the only person that had ever given her an orgasm. After tonight, and after only a few minutes of Olivia’s attention, she was confident that would no longer be the case.
 
She could see Olivia’s chest rising and falling with each successive roll of Val’s hips, like she was losing control. Val liked it, and she couldn’t stop herself as she continued pushing her body against Olivia’s, getting as much out of the sensation, probably more, than the woman below her.
 
Val leaned forward and drew Olivia’s bottom lip between her teeth as she bit down gently. They both flexed with the motion, Val’s tongue begging for entrance as they began to grind in tandem.
 
It felt wanton and heady, and the craziest part was that Olivia hadn’t even given her what she wanted most. Fingers and pressure and explosion into oblivion. Val hadn’t really understood all the connotations for orgasm with another person until now, but with Olivia under her, their bodies straining against one another, she was already close.
 
Val finally separated their lips and leaned in, feeling out of control. “Can you… I want your fingers…” It was difficult for her to believe the words came from her own mouth, that they’d started in her brain, bubbled up through her throat, and ultimately, that she’d had the courage to push them out into the small space between them.
 
Olivia shifted her hand from Val’s hip, and she traced smooth lines along her thigh. Heat sprawled through Val’s body, wild and untamed, radiating out from the source of the touch.
 
When Olivia ghosted dexterous fingers along her center, through the slip of her underwear, her hips buckled beneath her.
 
***
 
No good deed goes unpunished was the thought whirring through Olivia’s mind as Val bucked against her hips, pushing her back against the sofa. She’d tried to be respectful. And she’d tried to go slowly. But what the ever-loving fuck was she supposed to do with Val grinding against her like that? Even though she knew Val kept a part of herself locked away, Olivia hadn’t imagined it was this.
 
When their bodies connected, Val had let out a small, raspy moan, and Olivia had resolved to do everything possible to hear that sound again. Especially given the shock waves it sent through her own body.
 
And then there was Val’s tongue. She’d asked for entry by sliding it along Olivia’s lower lip, working it in tandem with the rhythm her hips set. The delicious friction made Olivia pant, sweat springing up along the divots of muscles running down her back.
 
Olivia moved her free hand, running her fingers up Val’s thigh before anchoring it against her own hips. Her fingertips jutted into the taut skin so hard she knew she’d leave small indentations if she removed them.
 
“You’re gorgeous,” Olivia said seriously, her hand pushing against Val’s center, her own hips rolling with the heat coming off of her. If there was anything Val needed to take away from tonight, it was that she could absolutely do what she wanted with her life and her body, regardless of the opinions of others.
 
Val didn’t speak, just let out a moan of acknowledgment, so Olivia slipped her underwear to the side and pushed in lightly, pausing for a moment to let Val get used to the pressure. She felt Val still, a deep exhale pushing from her body that caused her to clench her thighs harder around Olivia’s waist. 
 
“Please,” Val breathed, and Olivia wondered if she’d come apart right there.
 
There was a slightly desperate look behind Val’s deep eyes, and Olivia recognized it because she felt it within herself, felt the desire to push her body hard against Val’s and roll her hips. It felt so natural, like those things that don’t need to be taught, that happen because of some primal instinct lodged deep within.
 
Olivia’s hand on Val’s waist moved up to her shoulder, and she pulled Val back down to her, capturing her lips in a messy kiss that was all she could manage given how her own body was responding.
 
She shifted her hand up to Val’s chin, her pointer finger dragging up to the edge, forcing Val to look at her. “Tell me what you’re thinking about,” Olivia challenged as she rolled her body upward in a smooth motion. A moan escaped Val’s lips.
 
“How good this feels,” Val answered without missing a beat, meeting Olivia thrust for thrust.
 
It was the only answer Olivia needed, and she slipped a finger inside Val, who was already wet beyond her wildest imagination. When Olivia eased in a second finger, Val met her, widening her hips so that her thighs pushed harder into Olivia beneath her.
 
The sounds coming from Val made Olivia want to draw the moment out, and she moved her fingers tentatively, working to find a rhythm.
 
Heat pooled in her center when Val’s hands wrapped into her hair again, tugging gently as her back began to bow. Val ground down against her, harder than she had before, and it sent little shocks through Olivia’s body, making her worry that she’d be the one to come first, without even really being touched.
 
And when it clicked, as Val’s hips shifted just a bit to meet Olivia’s fingers, Val found the rhythm they’d both been desperately seeking, Olivia’s hips moving upward so they worked as one. Val’s fingers dug deep against her scalp, and her other hand found its way to the back of the sofa again. It was leverage that made everything compound, Val holding herself in place while she pushed into Olivia’s fingers, Olivia pushing back with an enthusiasm that made Val’s breath catch.
 
Val’s walls clenched around her hand, holding it in place as Olivia curled her fingers upward and pushed her palm against Val’s center. Everything felt like it tipped, Val’s hands nestled in her hair stilling in a clenched position, along with the entirety of her body, as the orgasm overtook her.
 
Olivia couldn’t remember an experience quite like this. As Val gave her whole body over to the sensation, any trace of the typical Val hesitation or uncertainty was gone. She tipped her head down and burrowed her face into Olivia’s neck, nipping gently at her skin. And that was a whole insanely sexy thing that Olivia couldn’t even begin to focus on right now. She continued to work her fingers slowly as Val came down from her orgasm.
 
Val breathed into her shoulder, little spasms still coursing through her body. It was only when she calmed, her breathing returning to normal, that Olivia removed her fingers. As Val shifted her head back, Olivia stared into lidded, amber eyes. Eyes that, if she was being boastful, looked thoroughly satisfied.
 
“Do you want to tell me what you’re thinking about now?” Olivia chanced, finally feeling the need to break the silence. Val smiled and relaxed her thighs on top of Olivia’s. The languid pressure on Olivia’s center made her inwardly groan.
 
“How good that felt,” Val said with a light laugh, like she was surprised by the realization.
 
Olivia ran her hand along Val’s hip and settled it there. “Were you expecting something else?”
 
Val smiled and pushed a stray tendril of hair from her face, in her typical Val way, seriously considering the question before she answered. “I don’t know quite what I was expecting, but that was better.”
 
Olivia cleared her throat. She was working up to saying something to encompass the gamut of emotions she’d run through in the last thirty minutes, but the words died on her lips as Val’s phone began to ring on the end table next to the sofa.
 
Val’s focus shifted quickly, the moment broken as she stared down at the contact.
 
“It’s my dad,” she said, her voice taking on an affect Olivia hadn’t heard her use in a while, the one where Val was unsure and deferred to others. “One second.” She eased her body off Olivia and nestled into the end of the sofa. She answered the call with a “Hey, Dad” that sounded uncharacteristically chipper. 
 
Olivia knew at that moment the night was over.
 
Wanting to give Val her privacy, she stood up quickly and walked over to the kitchen. But with the layout of the apartment, she could still hear living room conversation and wondered if she should have moved farther away.
 
“Oh, why are you back?” Val’s voice rang out, the hairs on the back of Olivia’s neck standing up. She couldn’t hear Val’s dad’s response, so she waited for Val’s next words. “No, I’m fine. I was in town.” A pause. “Yeah, I went to a coffee shop that’s open late to hang out for a little while.” Another pause. “Are you staying tonight?” 
 
Olivia wished the conversation would be over at this point so that she knew what the hell was happening. Either way, she doubted they’d recapture the feeling from moments before, when Val had let down her guard and opened up, allowing herself to unabashedly enjoy the experience.
 
But Olivia couldn’t think about that or she’d drag Val into her bedroom and keep her there until they could barely move, limbs tired and heavy from exertion.
 
Val popped her head into the kitchen before stepping sideways into the doorway. Her dress was zipped up, her bra presumably on underneath it. With her hair slightly askew, she looked like she’d been working out, and in a way, she technically had been. “Um…”
 
It bothered Olivia how much this whole situation bothered her, that Val was going to run off without a single ounce of fight. But, then again, maybe Val wanted to leave and this was just a good excuse to do so, saving them from a conversation Val didn’t want to have anyway.
 
“I take it your dad came home unexpectedly?” Olivia asked, leaning her hip against the countertop. She was talking to Val like she hadn’t just had her fingers buried deep inside of her minutes ago, like a person who didn’t know the sounds Val made when she came apart. 
 
“Yeah. He forgot a legal brief he needs for an upcoming case. He got worried when I wasn’t home.” Val’s hands were clasped together in front of her, a sign Olivia now recognized as nervousness. “So… uh… he insisted on giving me a ride home. I’m going to walk over to the coffee shop. I need to make sure I get there before him.” 
 
God, Val’s life sounded exhausting. Running around and pretending and following everyone’s plans but her own. And Olivia wasn’t surprised to find that Val’s father was a lawyer, the same path Val had “chosen” for herself.
 
“Sounds good.” It was all Olivia could manage given the situation, but she tempered it with a quick smile. 
 
“This was…” Val stood like a wobbly baby giraffe learning to walk, like her legs might give out on her at any second. Maybe it was exhaustion from holding herself above Olivia as she’d ridden her fingers. Maybe from nervousness as she tried to make her escape from the apartment. “Thanks.” Val looked down at her phone, eyes going wide. “I’ve gotta go. I’ll see you?” she asked in a tone that Olivia couldn’t decipher as a genuine ask or as a platitude.
 
“Sure thing.” Guilt crept in that she didn’t offer to walk Val to the door, but Olivia stayed rooted in place. “Have a good night, Val.”
 
“You, too, Olivia.” Val moved to leave, but then she turned around quickly, surprising Olivia when she strode across the small kitchen and enveloped her in a tight hug. It was comforting, and she felt Val inhale deeply, like the hug was having more of an impact than on Olivia. When Val pulled away, she placed a chaste kiss on Olivia’s cheek. In seconds, she was out of the kitchen and through the living room, and Olivia heard the apartment door open and close quietly.
 
In the last fifteen minutes, Olivia had been so frustratingly turned on, annoyed at Val for not standing up to her father, and then annoyed at herself for caring about it anyway. And now? All she felt now was a strange weight in her stomach, like maybe she’d set something in motion that she wasn’t quite prepared to deal with.



CHAPTER NINE
 
Val’s mind was still a jumbled mess of thoughts even days after she’d had sex with Olivia. It wasn’t like any other sex she’d had before, of that she was sure. It had been something entirely different, all-encompassing and pulse-quickening, and had made her so out of her mind with want that she’d barely been able to stand it.
 
Not that she’d stood. 
 
She’d sat, on top of Olivia, grinding against her as Olivia made her come. A blush still fanned across her cheeks whenever she thought about it. She’d never been expressive in bed, had never taken what she wanted, asked for what she needed.
 
And they hadn’t even made it to a bed.
 
It was Wednesday, and she’d been puttering around alone in the house for the last four days. Doing what? Mostly thinking about having sex with Olivia. How much she’d like to do it again. How embarrassed she was about how things had ended.
 
With the first sign of the outside world, she’d run away, tail dragging between her legs. At the very least, she could have said she was staying with a friend. She was an adult. 
 
Why, whenever her parents were concerned, didn’t she feel like one?
 
She told herself it was that she didn’t want to make things complicated. She didn’t want to explain something to them that was a moment in time anyway, suspended from her reality.
 
Law school was still the plan. Focusing on the life she’d been building was still the plan.
 
Even as she repeated the thoughts in her head, they became less tenuous, like she was already separating from that vision of herself.
 
But it didn’t have to be like that. There were still so many unknowns, so much she wanted to do this summer. Taking a detour before hopping back on the main road was reasonable. And she really, really wanted to wander back to the path she’d found herself on last Saturday, when Olivia’s hands had been on her body, when Val had made sounds she hadn’t known could be pulled from her.
 
And she wanted Olivia to make those sounds too. She’d been interrupted before she’d been able to reciprocate, which was the worst part of how the night had ended. All she’d wanted to do was free Olivia from her shorts, to touch and explore and enjoy the moment.
 
More than leaving, it was the regret of missing out on that experience that had kept her up the past few nights, tossing and turning with no end in sight.
 
She didn’t know what to do. Olivia hadn’t texted, but then again, reaching out after Val had left so quickly didn’t seem like her style. Val couldn’t blame her.
 
Last weekend had been, well, magical. Val didn’t believe in god or astrology or any type of higher power, but when she’d been with Olivia, as Olivia had drawn an orgasm from her body, Val had experienced something unlike anything else in her short time on earth. It had been confusing. Exhilarating. More than she had words for. 
 
But regardless of the impact it had on Val, it was likely another day in the life for Olivia. She wasn’t boastful in what she could do, but Val could see it all the same. It hadn’t stopped Val before it happened, and it didn’t make her regret what they’d done, but the reality of the situation was that Olivia lived her life on her terms, keeping it simple and without confusion.
 
And that’s what Val wanted too. A summer of fun. A moment suspended from the reality of her life.
 
If that was all true, why couldn’t she just pluck up the courage to text Olivia?
 
After four days, she was driving herself crazy with questions and running through hypothetical scenarios. There was no way she was setting foot in Lucky’s or at the rental hut, but she had to do something. Go somewhere. 
 
Once the itch to move settled in her mind, she was out the door in twenty minutes in her running clothes. She started slowly, going toward town and through her neighborhood first. She focused on her breathing instead of the monolithic homes she passed, the people out and about in khakis and boat shoes and pastel-colored shirts. Running past them, she felt like she was in a video game where everyone had picked a different version of the same character.
 
It wasn’t like she was special; her black running shorts were the same cut that was in style at her college. Her racer-back tank top was bright pink and fitted to her body. 
 
At least this time, she’d had the sense to tuck her ID and cards into the hidden compartment in her shorts, ensuring she wouldn’t be left at the mercy of others if she found herself far from home and dehydrated.
 
After the first mile, her stride evened out. She veered off the path around the lake and headed into town, zigzagging through the streets lined with the houses she loved so much. In Lake Cabot, she felt like she could breathe. New York City had always overwhelmed her, so many people bustling from place to place. Connecticut was just one opulent home after another, inhabited by people who worked all the time to afford the luxuries they never had time to use. College had been a little better. It had been in a quaint town that reminded Val of Lake Cabot, but in her four years, she’d never quite connected with anyone.
 
It was her own fault. Talking about school all the time was no fun, and it was all she really had to her name. She’d had a few peripheral friends, whom she’d ask for notes and vice versa if one of them hadn’t been in class. After a few men had struck up friendships with her, she’d been disappointed to know that friendship wasn’t their ultimate goal, and she grew exhausted from trying to be friendly but not lead anyone on. Finally, they stopped trying, and the moniker of ‘stuck-up bitch’ had started to follow her around campus.
 
And the women… well, that was a whole other can of worms. She wanted to be friends with them, but she was afraid to get too close. Afraid they’d see her staring at their lips, even if it was because they were speaking. Afraid an innocent touch could be mistaken for something else. Because she was a lesbian, and even if she couldn’t admit it to anyone else, she could finally admit it to herself.
 
Would it be possible to put that part of herself back in a box at the end of the summer? Could she really just go back to existing now that she’d seen what it was like to be with someone? And that was just sex. It wasn’t even love, but it caused her heart to thrum all the same. Her skin had felt alive when Olivia had touched her. Everything about it had been right. It had made sense. It was one of the first things in her life that ever felt like it made sense.
 
As she came back to Main Street, she shifted into a steady walk, working to bring her heart rate down. Not just from the run, but from the turbulent journey her mind had just gone on. There were so many things she wanted to do differently, so many intersecting things that she felt like she had no control over. Her life. Her future. Her sexuality.
 
By the time she walked into Bean There, Done That, her breathing had returned to normal, though her mind hadn’t rebounded quite so fast. She wished she could press a button and make her thoughts shut off, even for just a little while.
 
When Dee, the woman she’d met last time, greeted her at the counter, Val leaned into the distraction. 
 
“Hi there,” Dee said with a bright smile.
 
Val scanned the pastry trays, her mouth watering. There was no point in living in her own brain when she was missing the simple decadence of a good midmorning dessert. “Morning. Everything looks great.”
 
Dee beamed and ran her hands across her apron. “Thank you. I’ve been trying out a few new recipes.”
 
Val nodded appreciatively. “The classics are classics for a reason, but a little artistic interpretation is never a bad thing. What are you working on?”
 
As Dee moved down the counter, she gave Val a conspiratorial smile and beckoned her over. “I wanted to have a little bit of a signature item for the shop.” Dee pulled a small tray up from behind the counter, shielded from view of the average customer. “I’m still working on it, but I think it’s close.” On the tray were about half a dozen mini tarts with fresh berries on top, coated with a dusting of powdered sugar. “Raspberry vanilla crème mini tarts. I can switch out the fruit seasonally.”
 
The look on Dee’s face made Val want to melt into a puddle of happiness. “They’re beautiful, and I’m sure they taste even better.”
 
“Do you want to try one?” Dee lifted a tart from the tray and handed it across the counter.
 
Would she? “I’d love to.” 
 
“I can get you a fork if you want…”
 
Val was already easing the pastry into her mouth. “Not necessary,” she said as the flavors hit her tongue. Vanilla, followed by the sharp, sweet tang of berries. It was heavenly, light and decadent and perfectly balanced. 
 
She felt Dee watching her, trying to keep her features in check. “What do you think? I’ve only had a few other people try it, so I wanted some outside opinions.”
 
After a few more satisfied bites, Val put the remainder of the pastry on the small napkin Dee had set atop the counter. “I don’t doubt it’ll be a hit.”
 
Dee’s face softened before breaking out into her signature wide grin. “Good. I’m so happy to hear it.”
 
“How long have you been open?” Val asked as she wiped a few stray crumbs away from her face, trapping them against her thumb before swiping them into her mouth. There was no sense in wasting something so delicious.
 
Dee moved back along the counter toward the register, and Val picked up the remainder of the pastry and followed. “About two years.”
 
Val nodded and took another bite of the tart, chewing thoughtfully. “The first few years are the hardest, no doubt. If you don’t mind me asking, how are things going?” She wasn’t usually so overt, but the last few weeks had kindled a new fire in her, and she was more curious about the other paths she hadn’t taken than ever before.
 
It almost surprised her how nonplussed Dee was by the question. If anything, she seemed excited to be asked. “If you want the honest answer, they’re going better than I’d expected, but not as well as I’d love. There was a coffee shop and bakery that closed a few years ago, so it was the right moment. I’ve baked for twenty years, and although I love what I do, the business side of things escapes me a little.” Dee pointed toward the carafes behind her. “Did you want a coffee?”
 
“Sure. A bottle of water would be great too.” Val appreciated Dee’s honesty, and she felt a small, strange burst of hope that maybe she could be helpful to the woman who’d already been kind to her. As Dee grabbed a bottle of water from the cooler and filled Val’s coffee, she tried to figure out her words. “So… I know I’m not an expert by any means, but I studied business and economics. I also have a little bit of an affinity for baking, and I did my senior project on profit margins on bakeries.” She blushed, realizing how silly she sounded. She was practically a student, with no real world experience. “I’m sorry, that was stupid.”
 
It was only when Dee placed the coffee in front of her that she noticed her stare was trained intently on Val. “It’s not stupid. I’d love any advice. And I absolutely don’t think that because someone’s young they don’t have good ideas. If anything, I’ve learned that a fresh perspective can always be a good thing.”
 
What was this feeling? Val tried to make sense of it. It was the strangest sense of being seen, of being taken seriously as an adult in the world. It didn’t happen often, and it took her far longer than she was comfortable with to catch up to it. “I… That’s sweet of you to say.” 
 
Dee smiled and, when Val pulled out her credit card, waved her off. “I have some things to take care of, but why don’t you come back tomorrow? Maybe we can talk about all of this?” Dee looked suddenly unsure. “Would you be interested in that?”
 
Val had been in a privileged position during her life to work for assholes for almost nothing with her parents’ support, and the idea of supporting someone for no other reason than to be helpful was a welcomed change. And it would be a great distraction from her current turmoil. Throwing herself into a project could be exactly what she needed. “I’d love that.”
 
“Great. Will eleven work?”
 
For all of her life planning, this opportunity that hadn’t existed when she’d pulled herself out of bed this morning made Val’s heart swell with pride, even if she hadn’t even done anything yet. It felt good because she’d done it on her own, and she wanted to see where it would take her. 
 
“That sounds perfect.”
 
***
 
It was a beautiful late May morning, the kind Olivia usually loved. She’d taken an early swim across the lake. She’d tried to enjoy the peace and solitude, a positive experience that could usually propel her for days as she existed, working at Lucky’s and her dad’s rental hut.
 
Today, though, she felt uneasy, her world tilted in a way she wished it wasn’t. The worst part was she absolutely knew why, but she was refusing to let herself dwell on it.
 
As she packed up her bag to head out, her dad padded down the path toward the beach and handed her an iced coffee. “What do you have going on today, Jelly Bean?”
 
She only half groaned. “I’m going to visit Mr. Hutchinson after this.” She held up the cup he handed her. “Thanks for the coffee, by the way.”
 
“Anything for my favorite daughter.”
 
“Your only daughter.”
 
“Doesn’t make it any less true.”
 
God, she’d probably never best him in their verbal sparring. She smiled and slipped a T-shirt over her swimsuit. “You good here?” she asked, scanning the rental hut and the few people puttering around on paddleboards in the water.
 
“Sure thing. Kyle’s coming in a little while. I might even ask him to show me some meditation tips,” he said with a laugh, bending one of his feet against the inside of his opposite knee in tree pose.
 
“I think that’s yoga, Dad.”
 
He extended his hands above his head. “We’ll see about that. I’m feeling very Zen right now.”
 
Most days, Olivia didn’t think about her father and his past lives, the person he’d been before moving to town. Though Olivia had grown up in Lake Cabot, her dad wasn’t from here. He’d grown up in Manhattan, as he’d told her, built for success like the rest of his family.
 
When he’d met Olivia’s mother on a summer holiday at the lake, he’d never gone back. It seemed ridiculous to consider that someone could change their whole life trajectory for little more than a summer fling, but four kids later, they’d been happier than any couple Olivia had ever seen.
 
Her mom’s parents had passed young, before Olivia was born, and her dad’s parents hadn’t seemed interested in sticking with the black sheep of the family. As far as she saw it, her parents’ story was one of true tragedy, her dad giving up his life to be with the person he loved, only to have her ripped from him too soon.
 
For all the fiction she wrote, the story of their love stuck in her bones, and some days, it made her feel like she couldn’t breathe under the weight of it. To love someone that much. To have them ripped away from you. It wasn’t a life she had any intention of living.
 
She looked at her father, at the man she loved and the pieces of happiness he’d managed to carve out in spite of insurmountable loss, and she didn’t understand how he’d done it. She didn’t think she had the same strength, and she wasn’t willing to find out.
 
Her father stepped out of his tree pose slowly and slung his arm around her shoulder. He knew she always found it easier if they weren’t face to face to get her to open up to him. “You okay, baby girl?”
 
It only took a few seconds before she melted into the warmth of his arms, giving herself over to the affection. What was she supposed to say? Obviously not:
I took a woman’s same-sex virginity and then she practically ran out of my apartment because she was so afraid her family would find out. I think she liked it, a lot, and I’d maybe like to do it again, but that feels messy and complicated. “Yeah, just a weird week.”
 
“It could be the most mundane week in the world, and it would still be interesting in your head, Jelly Bean.”
 
She looked toward him and met his green eyes for the briefest moment before she looked away again. “You don’t talk about your family a lot.”
 
Olivia was almost certain her dad’s posture shifted, but he relaxed almost instantly. “I talk about you kids all the time.”
 
“No, your family. Like your parents.” In Olivia’s twenty-four years, she’d maybe only heard her dad mention them twice, and that was when she was younger, when her mother was still alive.
 
There was almost nothing her father was unwilling to discuss, save this one topic, which he tactfully avoided with practiced skill. “You and your brothers are my family. And Mr. Hutchinson. And all my friends in Lake Cabot.” He scratched his fingers gently along his chin. “Family is what you make it, kiddo. I like to spend my time talking about people I love and people who support me and who I want to support.”
 
“Just that simple, huh?” 
 
“I try to make it that simple. Some days are harder than others, but I wouldn’t give you or your brothers or the time I got to have with your mom up for anything. I made my choices, and I’ve loved living with them every day of my life.” God, he was such a good parent. It was almost unbearable sometimes.
 
When he kissed her on top of her head, Olivia weaseled out of his embrace. “You’re ruining what little street cred I have in this town,” she whined. 
 
Except that everyone already knew the Carver family would do anything for one another. It was something else that caused the strange flutter in her heart at his affection, at the talk about family being what a person makes it. 
 
It made her think of Val in a similar situation to her father, feeling like she had to choose between her family and herself, that the two couldn’t exist together.
 
“I don’t care how many stories you sell or bars you keep or paddleboards you rent. You’ll always be my baby girl,” her dad said seriously before he broke out into a grin. “And I absolutely know that you and your brothers run wild in this town and that there is very little I can do to quell that.”
 
Olivia grabbed her bag from the sandy ground and slung it across her shoulder. “We learned from the very best. I’ll be at Mr. Hutchinson’s for a while, but I might stop by the house later.”
 
Her dad was already back behind the hut when he spoke. “Sure thing, kiddo. Love you.”
 
“Love you, too,” Olivia said as she set off down the path and waved behind her.
 
It took less than ten minutes to get to Mr. Hutchinson’s house on foot. She loved how close everything was in her hometown, how easy it was to navigate. And she never felt bored, though the town was only a few square miles in size.
 
The ease with which she moved through Lake Cabot meant that there were more stories for her to focus on inside her head without being worried she’d get hit by a car that ran a red light or that she’d be mugged in broad daylight on a busy city street. There was always a beautiful lake for her to swim in, someone she could call if her truck broke down. She didn’t take those things for granted, even if it wasn’t what most people her age dreamed about.
 
When she opened the small gate into Mr. Hutchinson’s yard, she spotted his newspaper from that morning still on the ground. It was unlike him to not have grabbed it at seven, so she slipped it into her bag and walked a half-step quicker than normal up to his door.
 
“Morning, Mr. Hutchinson,” she said loudly as she rang his doorbell. “I told you I was stopping by today, remember?”
 
She thought she heard shuffling inside, and it took almost a full minute before he appeared at the door, dressed in a pair of long, striped sleep bottoms. Olivia had never seen him in his pajamas before, and instead of finding it endearing, her chest got tight.
 
“Awww, shucks,” he said with his growl that should have been a trademarked sound at this point. “I was puttering around and lost track of time.”
 
Besides his pajama attire, he was in good spirits, so Olivia tried to shake off the nagging feeling that something was wrong.
 
As he began walking back into the house, she followed slowly. The front door opened into a living room, with a hallway behind it that led to the kitchen on the right and bedrooms on the left. It was a one-story cottage, perfect for an older person, and it was still homey and well decorated, if not a little dated, from when his wife had lived there with him.
 
“Did you already eat breakfast?” Olivia asked when they stepped into the kitchen.
 
“Wasn’t hungry,” he said with a dismissive wave.
 
Olivia took it upon herself to look in his fridge, which was woefully understocked. “No wonder. You barely have any food. I would have gone to the grocery store for you.”
 
He waved his hand again. “I was going to go today. I’m old, not dead. Things just take me a little longer than they used to.”
 
That nagging, unsettled feeling was back, and she would do anything to make it stop. “Well, why don’t you get dressed.” She pulled the newspaper out of her bag along with a few typed pages of her latest story. “I’ll go to the grocery store and get you some essentials, and when I come back, you can positively eviscerate the new pages I brought for you. Sound good?” He made a noncommittal sound in response. “Or you can just terrorize the neighborhood kids while I’m gone. Dealer’s choice.” That seemed to perk him up slightly, and Olivia smiled in spite of the trepidation flowing through her body.
 
“Excellent idea.” He began moving toward his bedroom. “And make sure you get whole milk. Two percent is for sissies.”
 
“And whole milk is for babies,” she said toward his back.
 
With another gruff sound, he shut his bedroom door, leaving Olivia alone. 
 
It only took a quick stop by her dad’s house to grab her old pickup truck, a bright blue 1972 Ford F100 that lived in the driveway, and she was at the grocery store within ten minutes. Having a purpose, feeling like there was something she could do to help, felt good. The unease percolating through her body had tempered, and she moved through the aisles and grabbed anything she knew Mr. Hutchison liked or thought he might enjoy.
 
Sandeman’s was a local grocery store, smaller than the chain stores in bigger towns, but it had most of the amenities one could want. Mr. Hutchinson was simple in his tastes, and Olivia tried to grab things that would be easy for him to prepare on his own, while also making a mental note to stop by more often and help him out.
 
She hated how this made her think of her mom in the days when she’d first gotten sick. She’d been naive about just how much her mother had done for them until she was no longer there to do it, and too sick to do it before that. Olivia’s dad would bring her and her brothers to the grocery store, slightly unsure what to buy or how to prepare it. 
 
They’d all worked together to learn, the first of many activities in which they’d bonded together as a team to try and do half of what their mother did for them, to move into a role as her caregiver after a lifetime of being cared for by her.
 
The cancer had been slow and then fast, and Olivia still felt the whiplash from hopeful optimism one day to hearing a terminal diagnosis the next. Her mom had lasted longer than expected after the prognosis, but it wasn’t long enough.
 
Losing her mother had been a horrible tragedy, and one that she knew defined some of who she’d become. But it had also brought her and her dad and brothers closer together, into an impenetrable unit that she would protect with the last breath in her body. She wished she could have protected her mother like that, but that was when she had learned that wishes don’t always come true.
 
When Olivia had a cart full of items, she checked out and loaded up the bags into the back of her truck.
 
On the way back to Mr. Hutchison’s house, she decided to stop by Bean There, Done That, easing her truck into one of the angled spaces in front of the store that were reserved for short-term downtown parking. She left the bags in the back of the truck and the keys in the ignition. Lake Cabot was just that kind of place. If anyone wanted to steal the truck, she’d find it soon enough, and whether local or tourist, they’d never do it again.
 
Dee was behind the counter when Olivia walked in, and there were a few people in line in front of her. As she waited, she thought about the last time she’d been at the coffee shop. It was, quite frankly, annoying that Val had already seeped into her life and the places she went most days. Olivia had thought about her this morning at the rental hut, thinking about when she’d seen her for the first time. And when she’d stopped by her dad’s, she remembered how they’d stumbled into the night like love-drunk teenagers after the Memorial Day party, Olivia’s arm looped through Val’s as they’d made their way back to her apartment.
 
And now, she couldn’t stop herself as she glanced at the table they’d shared together, even though she’d been frustrated and confused at the time.
 
Thankfully, Dee’s bright smile as she stepped up to order distracted her. “Hey, Olivia. How are you doing today?” Dee was always warm and friendly, and Olivia liked her immensely.
 
“I’m good. I was just going to grab a few breakfast pastries. A couple of things for today, and do you have anything that stays good for a few days or is good reheated?”
 
Dee looked slightly confused, her brow furrowed. “Did your dad not like the pastries I gave him this morning?”
 
“I honestly have no idea,” Olivia said once she understood the miscommunication. “These are for Mr. Hutchinson. I’m sure my dad loved whatever he grabbed this morning.”
 
“I’m glad to hear it,” Dee responded sincerely. “I know he was taking you a coffee. It’s been a Carver and Friends morning. Steve was in early, then your dad stopped by, and then I saw your friend from the Memorial Day party, Val. You just missed her actually.”
 
Olivia absolutely did not need the stupid quickening in her chest that accompanied Dee saying Val’s name. Apparently, the world was bent on torturing her. “Oh?” It also gave credibility to Olivia’s hypothesis that Val wasn’t avoiding town, just her.
 
“Yeah, she’s very sweet. I didn’t get to talk to her much at the party, but we had a nice little chat this morning. She’s even going to go over some business stuff for the store with me.”
 
“Oh?” Olivia said again, suddenly unable to string together sentences.
 
“Business background and all that. I’m thrilled to have the help honestly.”
 
“That’s great.” Was it? WAS IT!? The tethers continued to mount, so that almost no place in Lake Cabot was safe from Val’s presence.
 
Not even Olivia’s apartment. Or, more accurately, especially not her apartment. She could barely sit on her sofa this week without her stomach tightening when she remembered Val on top of her, sexy and breathy and pushing her body down against Olivia.
 
“We’re chatting tomorrow,” Dee said before adding, “I’m excited to hear what she has to say.”
 
“Very cool,” Olivia answered while mostly thinking about how to keep a wide berth from the store and adjacent areas the next day.
 
As they’d been talking, Dee had moved over to the display and grabbed an assortment of pastries. She closed the box and put a little sticker on top. “The ones on the left are good for today. The ones on the right are still really good heated up the next day or even a day after. I also threw in a few of the new tarts I’m trying out, so let me know what you think.”
 
“Sure thing.” When Dee tried to shrug her attempts at payment away, Olivia put her foot down. “Dee, please let me pay. I love small businesses, but I need them to stay in business. Seriously. I want to pay.”
 
“That’s really not necessary.”
 
Olivia didn’t agree. “It really is.” She handed over her credit card. “I’m not leaving unless you let me pay you for the pastries. I should feel lucky you didn’t even charge me a selection fee for curating my sampler.”
 
The smile on Dee’s face was so bright that it made Olivia forget about all her woes for a minute. Dee rang up the items and handed her card back. “At least let me give you an iced coffee?”
 
“I think that’s a good middle ground,” she responded, trying to mirror a smile even half as welcoming as Dee’s.
 
With her coffee in hand and a box of pastries to melt even Mr. Hutchinson’s cold heart, Olivia hopped back into her truck and headed toward his house.
 
She was pleased that when she arrived, he was freshly showered and wearing one of his normal outfits, complete with the coordinating day-of-the-week hat sitting on the kitchen counter.
 
Once Olivia had brought the grocery bags in and put the items away, she turned her attention toward him. “Do you want to have pastries on the porch? Dee put in a new tart that she’s trying out. I snuck a peek, and it looks like vanilla and raspberry.”
 
“Mary loved raspberry,” he said without a hint of his normal growl, his voice far away. The love and the loss and a lifetime in between were so prominent in his weathered features that it was like a punch in the gut to Olivia.
 
“Then I’m sure you had a lot of them, and you’ll be a good taste tester for Dee’s new creation. Why don’t you head to the porch and I’ll bring them out?” 
 
“And I guess a cup of that chamomile tea you brought over the other day wouldn’t be bad to have.” It was the best compliment Olivia was going to get from him, and she smiled as she absorbed it.
 
When he puttered away, the smile dropped from her face quickly. She needed a second to compose herself, surprised to find tears pricking against the back of her eyes. Crying was uncharacteristic for her even on the worst of days, and she didn’t know what to do with the well of emotion that seemed to be filling her body lately.
 
Lust. Love. Gratitude. Anger. Frustration. Sadness. Loss. It was too much, and yet, strangely, at the same time, it wasn’t enough.



CHAPTER TEN
 
When Val had offered to help Dee, she hadn’t realized just how much she was going to enjoy it. She felt invigorated, even after spending hours pouring over the business plans and profit-and-loss sheets and any other documentation Dee had to share with her.
 
Dee refilled her coffee cup before it was empty and stopped by in between lulls in customers to check on Val’s progress. When one of Dee’s employees, a girl named Joanna who looked a few years younger than Val, arrived for her shift, Dee sat down in the chair across from Val and slid a chocolate brownie across the table to her.
 
“I know I said I’d do this for free, but I really feel like I’m still being compensated fairly for my time,” Val said before she took a massive bite of brownie.
 
“There’s plenty more where that came from if you can give me some guidance on getting things to the next level.” 
 
Val knew what it felt like to simply want someone to guide her, to give her answers on the best path to take. But she also felt constricted by the idea, and she didn’t want to lead Dee, a woman who’d obviously poured her entire heart and soul into her business, down the wrong path. “I have a few recommendations I can make based on what I see.”
 
“Hit me.” Dee pulled a pen from behind her ear and a pad from her apron pocket.
 
“No need to take notes unless you want to. I was going to type up my recommendations and send them to you.”
 
The smile on Dee’s face glowed brighter than the sun. She was so clearly appreciative of the help Val was giving her, and all it made Val want to do was work twice as hard to help this woman she barely knew.
 
But that was, as she was learning, exactly what people in Lake Cabot did. They invited their new neighbors to barbecues. They offered bottles of water to thirsty runners. They ingratiated themselves to people, and Val had never felt so welcome anywhere in her entire life.
 
“Okay, so here’s what I have so far…” She patted the space on the bench next to her for Dee to slide over. She’d felt comfortable with her since their first meeting, but she imagined Dee had that effect on most people. “If you want to join me, it’ll be easier if we both have the visuals.”
 
“You made visuals?” Dee’s voice was something akin to disbelief mingled with awe.
 
“Just a couple of graphs.” It was really no big deal. When Dee sat down next to her, Val launched into what she’d discovered. “So, at the top, you’ll see the main areas where you can really differentiate yourself from the competition and increase your business without increasing costs.”
 
Low-cost options:
 
	Staples versus impulse purchases
	Social media presence
	Write-ups in travel and leisure blogs
	Partnering with organizations

 
Larger investment opportunities:
 
	Branding
	Online sales/ordering
	Shipping nationwide
	Gluten-free/vegan offerings

 
Val gave her a few minutes to absorb the list before she continued. “You’re already doing number one of the low-cost options. Driving impulse purchases with seasonal or special offerings is always a good thing, and you’re blending the concept well by having a set item, like a tart, with a rotating flavor.” 
 
Dee smiled and hummed with approval, seemingly liking that she was already on the right track. 
 
“Lake Cabot is a beautiful, charming town. It’s exactly the type of town, along with the bakery, that a magazine or blog would love to feature. Getting your name out there as much as possible is helpful, especially,” Val said as she highlighted some of the larger investment options, “if you’d want to do something like online sales or nationwide shipping. A lot of people are only in Lake Cabot for a short period of time, but it doesn’t mean they don’t miss it when they’re gone. Imagine being able to send a care package to someone during the off-season. People love nostalgia, and they also love convenience.”
 
Dee continued nodding along, her eyes flitting across the screen rapidly. “This is all great. So, so great.”
 
Val resisted blushing, since what she’d done wasn’t nearly as impressive as what Dee had managed to carve out for herself. “Thank you. You did all the heavy lifting. Starting and running a profitable business is the hard part. These are just some recommendations to get things to the next level for you.”
 
“Yeah, but this is…” Dee ran her hands through her hair, specks of flour strewn throughout, and let out a deep breath. “I’m just so busy running things on a day-to-day basis that I barely have time to think about the big picture stuff.” It was then that Val noticed the slight cracks in the other woman’s façade, how her eyes were a little darkened underneath, the little worry lines at the edges of her lips. She hid it so well with a bright smile that it was easy to miss.
 
“Honestly, I love doing stuff like this. And I’ll be around for a few more months, so I’m more than happy to help you with whatever I can.”
 
Dee cut her off immediately. “I couldn’t ask that. It’s too much.”
 
“You’re not asking. I’m offering. I like to feel useful, and I like to help out when I can. It would be a wonderful way to spend my summer, like maybe I’m helping to leave a positive mark on Lake Cabot for when I’m gone.”
 
“You fit in here so well. I imagine that even if you don’t help with this, you’ll still leave a lasting mark on this place.” God, if there was ever a more perfect yet confusing thing for Val to hear, she couldn’t come up with it.
 
This time, Val really did blush at Dee’s sweet words, and it took her a few seconds longer than normal to realize that Dee wasn’t looking at her anymore as she spoke. Val followed Dee’s gaze, her eyes locking on Olivia, who’d just entered the shop. She wore navy shorts and a white tank top that accentuated her golden tan and defined shoulders, and with a woman that beautiful looking at her like that, it wasn’t hard to understand why Val’s heart began to flutter in her chest.
 
The blush from before morphed into a rash of true embarrassment. Val wondered if Dee’s words were just a kind sentiment or if Val had been much more conspicuous than she’d originally believed. Did she have Olivia sexed me up good last weekend stamped on her forehead or something?
 
“That’s sweet of you to say,” Val finally answered when Olivia broke eye contact to step up to the counter. 
 
Dee’s hand wrapped around her own, her kind eyes staring intently at Val. “I need to go get things started for tomorrow. I think we’ll leave things at this: whatever help you want to give me, I’m more than willing to take. But no pressure.”
 
Val nodded dumbly and tried to remember what they’d been talking about because right then, all she felt was pressure pushing outward through her body with Olivia so close. “That sounds good.” She shook her head to clear the haze. “I’ll send you an email soon with more detailed information about the points I’ve outlined, and we can take it from there.”
 
“Sure thing, sweetie,” Dee said in a motherly tone.
 
“Do you have kids, Dee?” Val asked before she’d considered what an awkward question that was, following it up with a groan. “I’m sorry if that was weirdly personal.”
 
Dee waved her off. “No, it’s okay. I don’t, but I would have loved to have children. It just wasn’t in the cards for me.”
 
Val nodded, unsure of what to say. She settled on, “Well, you’ve got the whole kind and supportive thing down.”
 
“That’s nice of you to say.” Dee knocked her knuckles against the edge of the table twice and glanced around the coffee shop. “This is my baby now, and I’m happy for any babysitting you want to do,” she finished with a laugh.
 
When Dee walked away, Val allowed herself a few, indulgent moments to enjoy the sense of satisfaction she got from a job well done. Dee had been pleased with what she’d put together, and that was only the first step. She couldn’t wait to do some additional research on the area and dive deeper into current small business food and beverage best practices. Sure, she was a nerd, but at least she loved it.
 
She caught Olivia’s stare again, which was already trained on her when she looked up. Goose bumps sprang up along Val’s arms. She’d felt anything but nerdy when she was with Olivia last weekend. She’d felt desired. Sexy. Things she’d never thought she could feel about herself. 
 
Maybe, she wondered with as much capriciousness as she could manage, there could be room for both in her life. Because she couldn’t stand the idea of not spending time with Olivia again. It was absolutely not how this summer was going to play out.
 
She grabbed her laptop and packed up her things quickly. As Olivia turned away from the counter, Val stood in front of her, close but not touching. “Hey.”
 
Olivia’s eyes scanned her body, more critical than anything else. “Hey.”
 
Val took a deep, calming breath and forced her words out before she choked on them. “Do you want to come over tonight?”
 
“Where?” Olivia’s eyes were still guarded, her brows drawn upward.
 
“To my house.” This had seemed like a better idea in her head. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have done that.”
 
“Why?” 
 
It was a simple response that made Val’s head want to explode with the implications. “Why what?”
 
“Why shouldn’t you have done that?”
 
“Because I want you to say yes, but the look you’re giving me says no. So right about now, I’m wishing I’d never asked the question.”
 
Olivia’s eyes dragged across Val’s face so that her skin prickled with awareness from the intense focus. “I was hoping to run into you today,” Olivia said. “Dee told me you were helping her with some things.”
 
Val’s whole body had shifted from aware to buzzy, anticipation welling in her gut. Olivia, for whatever reason, had sought her out. “Why?” God, they were acting like teenagers and Val knew it, but she couldn’t seem to stop herself.
 
Olivia’s perfect lips tilted into a smirk, and she leaned her head forward to whisper in Val’s ear. “Because you ran out of my apartment on Saturday, and I didn’t hear from you again. I was trying to give you space, but I’m never one to miss out on an opportunity.” 
 
Finally, Olivia’s focus shifted from critical to teasing, and it sent the light buzz into something closer to a swarm of murder hornets with the new wave of possibilities.
 
“I’m sorry about that. I maybe panicked a little.” Not that she wanted to especially clarify what the panic was about. “But I’d like to make it up to you.” 
 
A slow smile took the place of Olivia’s smirk, her lips so lush and pouty it was hard for Val to look anywhere else. “And how’s that?”
 
“Um…” Yet another wonderful example of Val not thinking things through. Why did she think she was good at planning? Asking Olivia to come over and have sex seemed a little too overt, even if it was what she wanted.
 
Seemingly deciding to save Val from herself, Olivia spoke up. “I would say yes under any other circumstance, but unfortunately, I have to work tonight.” To her credit, Olivia’s voice seemed remorseful, like it wasn’t just a brush-off.
 
“Oh, okay.” Was it too desperate to suggest an alternative time? Val really didn’t understand how this worked. She’d never done the chasing before, and, quite frankly, she’d never been so beguiled, nor had she had anything close to what they’d shared last weekend. Or, more accurately, what Olivia had done to her. She was thankful Olivia couldn’t see how her toes curled reflexively inside her shoes from the memory.
 
“What about tomorrow?”
 
Val was off in dreamy fantasy land, remembering how Olivia’s body had felt against her own. “What?”
 
“Tomorrow… Are you free then?” Olivia repeated, but Val could barely hear her over the roar of blood in her ears.
 
“Yes,” she practically whispered. “Do you want to come over?”
 
“Are you sure that’s okay?” It was almost imperceptible, but Olivia shifted her weight from the balls of her feet to her toes, leaning forward. 
 
“My family’s out of town until Saturday.”
 
Olivia nodded, and some of the lightness in her eyes dimmed. 
 
Val continued quickly. “You know, because this is kind of a casual thing. Didn’t seem like meeting the parents was on your list of priorities.” And then Val felt stupid because she’d already met Olivia’s whole family, even if none of them knew about their hookup. And then she felt guilty because she absolutely was trying to hide Olivia from her family, but it was because of Val’s own insecurities and not because Olivia was anything less than perfection personified.
 
“Right. Well, if Mommy and Daddy are out of town, I suppose I can swing by.”
 
It took all of Val’s willpower to keep a strangled sound from pushing out along with her words. “I didn’t mean to offend you.”
 
“You didn’t. We’ve been very clear about what this is and isn’t,” Olivia said, her voice less sharp than it had been moments ago. “And if you’re bored, you can always stop by the bar tonight. I assume at least one of my brothers will be there to keep you company.”
 
Val didn’t need to be asked twice, especially when the words came from Olivia’s full lips. An invitation like that was not one to be turned down. “That sounds fun.” Her focus shifted quickly around the room to ensure that no one was within earshot. It was early afternoon, a lull in the crowd that made it easier for them to stand near the edge of the counter without being overheard. “But… we’re still on for tomorrow, too, right?” She knew the tips of her ears were pink because she felt the heat wash across her body.
 
Olivia licked her lips and smiled, the whites of her teeth contrasting against her skin. “Yes.”
 
“Well, I think I successfully did what I came here to do, which was embarrass myself, so I’m going to head home.”
 
Val moved to leave, but she felt Olivia’s hand ghost across her forearm before it rested gently at her wrist. “You didn’t embarrass yourself. I want this too. Don’t apologize for going after what you want.”
 
All kinds of heat threaded through Val’s body, and she felt fire where Olivia’s fingers touched her arm. “Okay. Cool. Good. Great.” She made herself stare at a painting on the wall a few feet away that she’d never be able to remember again if asked. She sucked in a deep breath. When her focus shifted back to Olivia, she wore the sly, devastating smirk Val had already grown used to. “Bye, Olivia.”
 
Val was out of the coffee shop within five seconds, though she heard a singsongy, “Bye, Val,” come from behind her as she exited.
 
God, when was she going to get it together?
 
***
 
Olivia wiped down the lacquered bar and surveyed the growing crowd on Wednesday night. Lucky’s wasn’t packed by any means, but the later into the summer it got, the higher the probability rose of a staggeringly busy night by chance. There were evenings when it was like everyone who’d made the pilgrimage to Lake Cabot had the same idea, that they just needed to have a pint of beer poured by someone else.
 
Her day had been going fine until she’d seen the trepidation in Val’s eyes, when the other woman had vocalized her embarrassment at not being able to engage with Olivia like she wanted to. It had spurred something in her, and she didn’t want Val to miss the opportunity to have a good summer. Val had let her see a little slice of vulnerability, more than simple embarrassment, even if that’s what Val had tried to call it.
 
It was stupid to have gone to Bean There, Done That today. She’d known it before she’d done it, but she did it anyway. Until the moment she’d walked out the door of her apartment, she’d told herself she wasn’t going. 
 
Unfortunately, Val’s embarrassment from earlier in the day seemed to have abated as she sat a few barstools down, on the other side of the counter, with a woman chatting her up. It was the same woman, Hannah, if Olivia remembered correctly, who’d hit on her a few weeks ago. She’d brushed her off.
 
She was a tourist, Olivia was sure, and fairly pretty, even if she was fully done up like it was a night at the club instead of a dive bar. Her chest was pushed into an obscenely small shirt that covered neither her breasts nor her stomach. On most days, Olivia would be all for it, but as the woman leaned closer to Val, Olivia felt an uncomfortable sensation percolating in her gut that she refused to name.
 
The moment Val had walked in, Hannah had zeroed in on her like a laser beam. Olivia hadn’t been able to do more than say hello quickly and smile before the other woman was there, talking a mile a minute. From what Olivia had caught, she’d already asked Val her sign, which was apparently Libra; her favorite flavor of ice cream, blackberry, weirdly enough, but who was Olivia to judge; and a smattering of other information that Olivia tucked away for another day, though she was unsure how any of it was actually helpful in getting to know a person.
 
There was an understated beauty to Val that Val herself seemed to not notice. At the very least, she didn’t carry herself like she was the prettiest person in the room. That fact, coupled with how she always seemed to wander around alone, made her a perfect target for interested parties. And tonight, there was no doubt everyone in the bar was interested in what Val had going on. Her white T-shirt hugged her chest in a way that made Olivia’s hands want to reach out toward her, and as it had started to grow warmer, she was wearing a pair of cutoff jeans that made her look like she could be on a poster. If she’d have been wearing cowboy boots, Olivia might have died right there and then. But she wasn’t, thankfully, though Olivia hadn’t quite gotten to see her shoes yet. 
 
The little balloon welling up in Olivia’s stomach popped, and she eased over to where the two women were talking. She absolutely did not have time to be jealous. 
 
“Refills?” she asked nicely, but not more nicely than a dive bar dictated.
 
“Another beer, hon,” Hannah said with a quick, appreciative glance in Olivia’s direction.
 
Olivia was already pouring the beer. “Sure thing.”
 
Val pushed her glass across the bar top. “I think just the one for me was good tonight.”
 
“You can’t be leaving already.” Hannah pouted, running her fingers down Val’s arm.
 
A different sort of feeling flowed through Olivia’s veins, but she pushed it down and let the scene play out. She wasn’t Val’s guardian angel, and she was in no position to tell Val what to do with her life, even if she’d already offered unsolicited advice on multiple occasions. The hypocrisy didn’t escape her, but now finally seemed like the time to practice what she preached.
 
“Yeah… I’ve got plans tomorrow.” Olivia thought she noticed Val sneak a glance at her, but it was difficult to tell.
 
“One more drink?” Hannah was laying it on thick, so close her chest was practically in Val’s face.
 
Val gave her a tepid smile and Olivia a pleading glance that she recognized immediately. “Sorry, but not tonight. I just stopped by to see my friend Olivia.”
 
“Well, it doesn’t seem like Olivia’s here, now is she?” Hannah drawled.
 
Before Olivia thought to stop herself, she extended her hand across the bar and forced Hannah to focus on her. “I’m Olivia. Sorry, not the kind of place where we wear name tags.”
 
Hannah looked back and forth between Olivia and Val like she was confused. “I haven’t seen you two talking to one another.”
 
“I’m working, and Val, like she told you, stopped by for a drink to confirm our plans tomorrow.” She gave Hannah a look that couldn’t be mistaken for anything else, one that told Hannah to back the fuck down. Immediately.
 
Olivia was kind of embarrassed by her own behavior but also kind of turned on, and she didn’t know what to do with either of those emotions. She told herself she’d have done it for any patron trying to pry themselves away from a clingy suitor, and even if that was true, her stake in the matter wasn’t at all altruistic—and even less professional.
 
“Well, looks like I got to town too late and the lesbians have already done their U-Hauling ritual for the summer,” Hannah said loudly, attracting the attention of a few people close to them.
 
Val’s face went pale, her eyes wide when she saw the other customers staring at them. Hannah’s words had been overt and taunting, even if Olivia wasn’t ashamed of them. It didn’t matter, though, because Val was. Val, who was struggling to figure everything out. Who was incredibly nervous about being outed ever, but especially right now. She didn’t deserve to have a complete stranger like Hannah putting her shit on blast like that.
 
Decision made. 
 
Olivia leaned over the bar directly in front of where Hannah sat. “Hannah, right?” She didn’t wait for an answer. “You absolutely have no idea what the fuck you’re talking about, and you’d probably have better luck picking someone up if you didn’t reek of desperation like it was a cheap perfume.” Satisfied, Olivia stood up straight and turned her attention to Val. “You good?”
 
Val nodded and eased off the barstool and gave Olivia a bright smile. “I am. See you tomorrow?”
 
Olivia didn’t take her eyes off Val. “Absolutely.” It was only when Val disappeared through the front door that Olivia looked back at an angry Hannah. “That beer is on the house, but if you ever come in here again making assumptions about people, it will be the last time you step foot inside this bar. Got it?”
 
Hannah’s expression was contrite, but she couldn’t stop herself by following up with, “You didn’t need to be such a bitch about it. I didn’t know I was getting in the middle of something.”
 
“I don’t owe you an explanation, but you weren’t.” Olivia’s face softened, and she felt like she was having an out-of-body experience when she said her next words. “I know that small towns can be a crap shoot for meeting women, but seriously, just try to calm down.”
 
“So… you’re not asking me to leave. And you’re giving me a free beer. And you’re also giving me advice?”
 
“Listen, I’m as surprised as you are. Just don’t”—Olivia waved her hand around and settled on—“be like that again.”
 
Hannah was surprisingly receptive to Olivia’s words as she nodded seriously. “I won’t.”
 
Later in the night when Olivia spotted Hannah, she was talking to an older couple who wore matching T-shirts that said, “Lake Cabot is a Habit.” It looked like she was genuinely enjoying herself, and both of them were looking at her like she’d hung the moon.
 
At three a.m., when Olivia and her co-worker, Jade, had shut down the bar, Olivia moved slowly up to her apartment and made herself a cup of her new favorite tea, Valerian Nights. Her body was tired and sluggish from her long shift, but her mind was razor sharp, unable to sleep with all of its thoughts running wild.
 
She grabbed a notebook from the tack on her kitchen table and settled into bed with her mug on a cupholder atop her end table. If she loved her apartment, she loved her bedroom even more. It was a mishmash of furniture she’d found over the last year, all bathed in deep, calming colors, painted with the help of her brothers. Behind the bed was a slatted headboard, sanded down with knots in the wood. The walls were a light blue, darker than robin’s egg but lighter than cerulean, comforting in the evening and relaxing in the morning, even if she fell asleep some mornings as the sun was coming up. 
 
It was her small, private oasis where she loved to snuggle under the covers and write until she fell asleep, waking up many mornings with the pen still in her hand.
 
She’d felt guilty after moving out last year, but it had been the right decision. Her dad still had John and Kyle, and if they decided to move out and her dad got lonely, they’d cross that bridge when they got to it. For as much as Olivia gave to her family, there were pieces of her adult life she wanted to build. The ability to keep her odd hours, for one.
 
It had become difficult in her adult years to balance her needs, and when the opportunity had presented itself to move above the bar, she’d made the transition as gracefully as she could. Her life was still here in Lake Cabot. Her family was still here. They were just a ten-minute walk away instead of a trip down the hallway.
 
People underestimated the impact of change, even with something as small as moving to a place close by. Nothing changed, but everything changed. Olivia had done the big move before. She’d gotten out of her comfort zone. And at the end of the day, it hadn’t been what she’d wanted. 
 
Her life was idyllic, and she was thankful she didn’t have the same worries that plagued most people her age.
 
Some nights, like tonight, she scribbled in her notebook without being fully present. The ideas flowed as a rapid stream of consciousness, and she wondered if they’d still make sense tomorrow. Tonight, they were big ideas. Love and acceptance and finding a place in the world. Usually, her concepts centered a bit more on the misanthropic, of all the horrors that people did to one another and how the world was changing faster than anyone was prepared for. How society refused to pull its head out of the sand like an ostrich, hoping if it ignored its problems for long enough they would go away.
 
But she’d thought of Val. How she was doing something as simple as pushing herself out of her comfort zone. To the world at large, it was nothing. An insignificant speck of dust in the grand scheme of humanity. But for Val, it was big. Encompassing. Life changing. Soul shattering.
 
Those things mattered. Whether the world felt the same way, doing something that mattered to you mattered.
 
And strangely, as Olivia drifted off to sleep hours later, she found that they mattered to her too.



CHAPTER ELEVEN
 
When the doorbell rang on Thursday afternoon, Val didn’t feel prepared. How could she? Olivia, intimidating, beautiful, bold Olivia, was going to be in her house. The concept had her rethinking the entire offer, but it was too late for that. 
 
Dipping her toe in had been asking, but now it was time to take the plunge.
 
She’d had a hell of a time sleeping last night, fluctuating between being nervous and anxious and excited. There had been too many emotions for her to fully parse out, instead settling on her mind running in circles until she’d finally fallen asleep close to dawn.
 
She opened the door and smiled in spite of her nerves. “Hey.”
 
That was fine; Val had enough for the both of them.
 
Olivia’s stare gave nothing away as to the state of her own emotions. “Hey.”
 
Like usual, Olivia looked better than anything Val could have dreamt up. Her hair was down, falling in loose, wild waves around her shoulders. It seemed a bit lighter since Val had arrived in town, but it could have just been her mind playing tricks on her. Olivia dressed simply, but she always wore it well. Jean shorts and a linen shirt, the top buttons undone. The shirt accentuated her clavicles, and Val was momentarily paralyzed by a vivid memory of running her fingers over the exact spot she now stared at. Her fingers fidgeted at her side.
 
“Come in,” she said, finally remembering her manners.
 
Olivia stepped in and stared around the living room. Again, Val couldn’t gauge her reaction. Her green eyes, sharp and focused, studied the layout, her gaze flicking across the art on the walls. 
 
Finally, she said simply, “I’ll bet Kyle has been here. He loves this color scheme.”
 
Val’s smile faltered. “I’m—I’m not sure.”
 
When Olivia’s stance softened and she took a step closer, Val’s heartbeat sped up. “Look, I’ve been thinking…”
 
And then her heart stopped, like a grenade had been thrown into the room.
 
“Oh, god. Calm down,” Olivia said, stepping fully inside and closing the door behind her. “I was thinking that I’ve been unfair.”
 
Well, that got Val’s attention. And really, way to bury the lede. “Unfair?”
 
“I think I’ve been hard on you for something that isn’t really your fault. Those jabs I made about Westlake…” Olivia stilled, like maybe the next words were difficult for her. Her mouth did this adorable thing where her lips pursed before shifting back and forth. “I’m sorry. I stayed up late last night writing.”
 
“And you came to that conclusion while writing?” Val cocked her head to the side and stared at Olivia expectantly, her heartbeat still nowhere close to normal.
 
Olivia shrugged, like this was an everyday occurrence for her. Oh, the things Val was learning. “It helps me mull over ideas. What you’re grappling with is big, and I don’t want to make you feel like it isn’t.”
 
If Val kept her head tilted to the side any longer, she was going to get a neck cramp. She straightened her posture and rolled her shoulders. “I appreciate you saying that, but you don’t need to baby me.”
 
Olivia shook her head forcefully. “That’s not what I’m saying. Look, I’m not trying to start an argument about this. Your feelings are your own. I just wanted to let you know that I’m okay with who you are, whoever that is.” She gestured around the room. “And wherever you happen to live.”
 
Val managed a smile then, a real one that came from within her, not like the ones she gave that made her feel like life was a performance and she was playing her part. It was a simple smile that came from feeling like she was seen, that she’d shown herself to someone and hadn’t come up lacking. “I appreciate that.” The room they stood in felt bigger than they needed, and she suddenly had the desire to keep Olivia close. “I was thinking we could hang outside. In the cabana down by the dock?”
 
“You really know how to woo a girl, Val.” Her words sounded sincere. If Olivia was disappointed they didn’t immediately head upstairs, she didn’t let on that she was.
 
Val led Olivia through the living room and back toward the kitchen that faced the backyard. “Do you want a drink?”
 
Olivia leaned against a dark oak kitchen cabinet, like what was happening was the most normal thing in the world. “Whatever you’re having.”
 
“There’s some beer in the fridge. Does that work?”
 
“Sure thing,” Olivia answered, more agreeable than Val had ever seen her.
 
Five minutes later, they were situated in the cabana, on a loveseat shielded from the sun by an awning that hung over the dock. The sun was hidden behind a cloud that had looked ominous when they’d walked outside, and Val chastised herself for not paying better attention to the weather. 
 
“Cheers,” Olivia said, raising her bottle. “Your backyard is beautiful.”
 
“I’m pretty sure we can thank your other brother, Steve, for that. The trees around the perimeter were already here when we bought the house, but all the shrubbery is relatively new. At least since I was here four years ago.” 
 
And conveniently private. The homes were all situated on half-acre lots, most of them with large pines that ran along the perimeter and created natural barriers between the properties. It wasn’t until you ventured out onto the dock that you could see another home or person outside of your own little world.
 
Olivia tilted her head to the side and took a sip of her beer. Val wanted to be the bottle. “Why haven’t you been back in so long?”
 
“I intern in New York City every summer. I guess I could have come up on the weekends, but I never really saw the point.”
 
Now Olivia looked truly confused. “But it’s gorgeous here. Why wouldn’t you want to enjoy the time you had?”
 
“Emotional whiplash,” Val answered honestly. “And I was so tired on the weekends that all I really did was sleep.”
 
Val watched as Olivia ran her fingers along the rough edges of the wooden armrest. “That sounds exhausting,” Olivia said.
 
“It was.”
 
“Then why’d you do it?”
 
Not for the first time since she’d come to Lake Cabot, she asked herself the same question. “It’s what you do if you want to take the proper steps.”
 
“Steps?” Olivia asked, holding her beer bottle by the neck and twirling it around in her fingers.
 
“If you want to get into one of the best law schools in the country, a good major and impressive LSAT scores are only pieces of the puzzle. Making connections with other lawyers and interning can help set you apart from the pack.”
 
“Are you not interested in being in the pack?” The cute, confused look on Olivia’s face, so out of character for her, made Val’s heart tighten.
 
“I figure if I’m going to do it, I may as well do it to the best of my ability.”
 
Olivia’s lips twitched, like she was trying to follow Val’s line of thought. “It’s not a very holistic outlook.”
 
Val bit back a laugh. “I don’t think anyone accuses law of being a very holistic profession.”
 
“So… the pace would just go on indefinitely?” Olivia asked, entirely serious.
 
“Not forever.” Now Val felt like she needed to backtrack, to explain that it wouldn’t always be this bad. “Maybe through law school and while I’m working somewhere for a few years.”
 
Olivia was staring at her so intently, her eyes drawing Val in. “And after that?”
 
A boat sped by, distracting Val momentarily. “I hadn’t really thought about that,” she finally answered, her eyes focused on the water. She welcomed the intrusion, as she was unable to meet Olivia’s intense stare any longer.
 
They sat in silence, watching the small waves caused by the boat as it had pushed through the lake. In a few seconds, the wake would fizzle out, the boat nothing but a memory to the water that always found its shape again.
 
Val didn’t have much (see: any) experience with casual hookups, but this felt bigger than that. The questions. The conversation. The desire to move closer to Olivia on the loveseat. Well, maybe that last one had its place in the world they’d agreed to construct, but the rest left her feeling out of sorts and unsure of where they stood.
 
“When did you come out?” The clear timbre of her own voice surprised her; Val was unsure where the question had come from.
 
A slow smile tipped across Olivia’s lips. “I’ve known since I was a teenager.” 
 
It was then that Val noticed the hint of uncertainty in Olivia’s eyes, like they were treading into dangerous territory.
 
“And?” Val pushed, hoping for more. For some understanding of or camaraderie over the situations she’d found herself in.
 
Olivia’s shoulders rounded out, and she curled her leg underneath her body. It made her seem younger, more vulnerable than Val had ever seen her before. “My mom passed away when I was fifteen. It was a confusing time for a lot of reasons. After that, it was just my dad and three brothers.” Val waited for Olivia to continue, but the seconds drew out. “It’s different for everyone. Some people know when they’re young. Some people don’t know until much later. For me, once I became interested in sex, there was only one demographic I was interested in.”
 
The clouds continued to roll across the sky, like they carried the weight of the conversation with them.
 
Val plucked up the courage to ask her next question, fidgeting in her seat as she finally turned her body inward toward Olivia. “So, it was just sex, not romance?” Val didn’t have a ton of experience with either.
 
“What is romance but the long game to sex?” Olivia asked breezily, like it was a practiced answer.
 
Truly, Val had no skin in this game, considering what she was after, or at least what she told herself she was after, but she bristled at the response. “Do you really mean that?”
 
“Is your favorite ice cream flavor really blackberry?”
 
Oh. Okay. 
 
The moment shifted, Val grappling with the change. “Were you listening to my conversation with Hannah last night?”
 
“Just bits as I was working,” Olivia said with a charming smile, like it was just another day in the life for her. “Do you really think that’s how people get to know one another? Asking star signs and pedantic questions about superficial traits?”
 
Val’s response came more quickly than she expected, and she leaned her arm along the back of the love seat. “How would you know, if you’re not interested in getting to know anyone?”
 
“Just a hunch.” Her eyes roamed over Val’s face. “But I still don’t know if your favorite ice cream flavor is blackberry.”
 
“Does it matter?”
 
“Maybe.”
 
Val wasn’t usually combative, but the words escaped her anyway. “Why do you want to know about my superficial traits?”
 
Olivia leaned her shoulder against the love seat as the wind began to whistle through the trees. “Because I’m curious.”
 
“Seems like a road to nowhere for you.” Val blinked and accepted the truth in the words as she said them. 
 
Nowhere for Olivia, but also nowhere for her.
 
“Still,” Olivia said as she dropped her hand onto the seat between them, “could be a fun ride.” She followed it up with an exaggerated eyebrow raise, her words dripping with innuendo. 
 
If only she really knew the ride Val wanted to go on with her. 
 
Olivia’s hand slid over deftly to rest on Val’s thigh. Awareness prickled through her, Olivia’s fingers like burning embers against her skin. 
 
“Is this okay?” There was that genuine concern again, etched across Olivia’s face like Val was a little bird with a broken wing. Olivia’s probing stare and check-in only ratcheted up Val’s need. 
 
There was nowhere else she wanted to be in this moment as dark, angry clouds rolled over the lake. Except for maybe somewhere that didn’t leave them partially exposed to the elements, which grew stronger with each gust of wind.
 
“It looks like rain.” Val peeked her head forward as the first drop rippled across the water. “We should get back to the house so we don’t get stuck out here.” She grabbed Olivia’s hand, the one resting on her thigh, and pulled her up.
 
Seconds later, as they excited the cabana, the rain was beginning to fall in heavy drops. Val didn’t chance another look behind her, though she was sure the lake would look beautiful as it absorbed the water, like it was vibrating with life.
 
She kept Olivia’s hand nestled within her own as they moved up the flagstone pathway from the cabana, past the pool behind the house, enclosed by a wrought iron fence with blooming flowers wrapped around the dark rods in a dizzying array of colors . 
 
They were soaking wet when they finally made it through the back door that opened into the kitchen. Val couldn’t hold in the irrepressible sneeze when a droplet fell from the tip of her nose, and she had to let go of Olivia’s hand to turn away.
 
She turned back only when she wiped the water from her face, slightly embarrassed and more than a little chilly, from both the onslaught of cold and the desire that enveloped her body. 
 
But when she saw Olivia again, her breath caught in her throat, the cold forgotten as fire burned her from the inside out. Olivia’s dark hair was soaking wet, little drops escaping from the tendrils that curled around her chest. Every smooth contour of her body was visible beneath the outline of her wet shirt, and she looked like a pin-up girl with her bright pink lips and green eyes that drew Val in.
 
‘Enthralling’ was the word that popped into Val’s mind. She yearned to taste Olivia’s lips again, to run her fingers along the planes and divots of her body in a way she hadn’t gotten to last time. 
 
When Val’s teeth chattered, it was Olivia who moved closer and put her hand on her arm soothingly. “I promise I’m not trying to make a pass at you, but do you want to change? And do you maybe have something I could borrow?”
 
Val nodded and pushed the fear and uncertainty out of her mind, for the first time in too long, as she enveloped Olivia’s hand in her own again and led her through the house.
 
It was quiet as they moved through the living room and up the staircase leading to the second floor. The only sound was the rain outside as it whipped at the windows, but it was comforting in a way, the two of them safely protected from the outside world in more ways than one.
 
As they entered Val’s bedroom, Val tried not to stare at Olivia as Olivia walked slowly around the room. 
 
Olivia turned back toward her and smiled. Bright, tentative, sweet. The smile was so many things that caused butterflies to explode in Val’s stomach. She’d never forget how safe Olivia made her feel when they were together, even if all they had was the summer.
 
She wanted to experience everything she could. She wanted to experience it with Olivia.
 
Val closed the distance between them and placed her palm on Olivia’s chest. God, she’d missed this feeling. Connection. Desire. Maybe it was only infatuation, but it was dazzling and consuming, like nothing else mattered. She wanted to get lost in the feeling. Get lost in Olivia.
 
Her fingers began to trace along Olivia’s clavicle. She had the sexiest body Val had ever seen, and she was unable to resist touching it any longer. Olivia’s shoulders were strong, and Val moved her fingers upward to push insistently into the smooth muscle.
 
Olivia let out a sound that was both a groan and a sigh, and Val felt her body tense under the touch.
 
“The answer is yes,” Val said as she continued to focus on the path her hands were traveling along Olivia’s body.
 
“What was the question?” Olivia finally asked, her voice breathy in a way that made Val’s stomach drop low.
 
“Yes, this is okay.” Val took a deep breath as she scratched her fingernails gently across Olivia’s chest, brushing against her nipple. “Do you want to take off your clothes?”
 
Olivia’s eyes, lidded and heavy as Val’s fingers moved against her, snapped open. “Do you?”
 
There was no other possible answer in the history of the world, and when she gave it, Val pushed the pads of her fingertips into yielding skin. “Yes.”
 
***
 
Val’s fingers forged a path of fire across Olivia’s skin. And when Val began to unbutton Olivia’s shirt, her legs buckled with the pang of desire that shot straight to her center.
 
She liked this side of Val, dominant and confident in a way she didn’t often show. If sex was what it took to bring this out in her, Olivia was more than happy to do her part to facilitate it.
 
Val ran her fingers along Olivia’s exposed skin as her unbuttoned shirt fell to the floor. It didn’t make a sound, the rain loud enough now to drown out Olivia’s uneven breaths. 
 
Their eyes caught one another when Olivia tipped her stare upward. Val’s bottom lip was drawn between her teeth, focused with concentration.
 
“Is this okay?” Val’s fingers scratched gently along Olivia’s bare stomach. Her muscles clenched hard under the warm touch.
 
Olivia let out a strangled laugh and ran her hands up Val’s arms. When she wound her fingers into Val’s wet hair, she grounded herself in the connection and touch. “Absolutely.”
 
Val’s eyes dropped down to Olivia’s lips and then scanned her face. With a slightly uneven breath, Val managed to push out her words. Her hands were still against Olivia’s stomach, just below the waistband of her shorts. “I want to touch you this time.”
 
Heat spread wildly throughout Olivia’s body, and she reflexively dug her fingers into the muscle along Val’s shoulders. Maybe it was because they’d developed a sort of friendship, but Olivia, for the first time except maybe her first time, felt a nervousness well up in her gut. It was laced with excitement and desire, but beating steadily below the surface was a sensation that made her feel untethered. 
 
If there was one emotion she absolutely didn’t want to feel, it was fear. Instead of giving in to how it wrapped around her body, she took a step backward toward the bed, urging Val along with her.
 
All a person had was what they decided something was, and right now, this was a release, which was something Olivia needed after Val had dashed from her apartment last week.
 
Before she could overthink things any further, she dropped her hands and unbuttoned Val’s shorts. Val’s fingers pushed into her stomach again, and they both inhaled sharply. Olivia managed a small step backward, though she missed the connection of their bodies. She deftly unbuttoned her own shorts and took them off along with her underwear. Her bra came next, the last bit of clothing before she stood fully naked in front of Val’s roaming stare.
 
A satisfied smile worked its way across her face when she noticed Val had lost her focus. “Need some help?” Emotions were complicated, but sex didn’t have to be. At least, that’s what she needed to keep telling herself. She took a small step forward and plucked at the hem of Val’s shirt. “Do you want to take this off?”
 
Val nodded and lifted her arms, her eyes still drawn to Olivia’s body like she was memorizing it. Olivia couldn’t remember someone ever looking at her so earnestly before, and Val’s almond-colored eyes were sharp and deep.
 
“You’re gorgeous.” Val reached out and brushed her fingers tentatively along Olivia’s nipple. The bud was already tight with want, sensation rippling across her body like a wave.
 
Olivia didn’t speak, only managing a quick breath to steady herself. Val’s inexperience, coupled with her desire to push things, had Olivia beside herself, wanting to move faster but trying to take things slow for Val’s sake.
 
She felt the loss when Val removed her hand, but a spark of want pulsed through her body when she realized Val was shimmying out of her shorts and underwear. And then Val stood before her, naked and beautiful and so perfect that Olivia wanted to drop to her knees and worship her. Her body was dotted with light freckles, her long limbs muscled but soft. Her blonde hair had begun to dry, slightly askew like she was some kind of fallen angel.
 
Val pushed a strand of hair back from her forehead. Olivia had undoubtedly mussed it up when she’d been flexing her fingers into soft skin. God, she wanted to do it again.
 
“Come here.” Olivia waited until Val slipped her fingers against Olivia’s palm and allowed her to envelop her hand. She brought Val to the side of the bed, their hands still intertwined. “Do you want to lay down?”
 
“Yes.” When Val said the word, it was mostly a sound, breathy and full.
 
Olivia felt a quick, light squeeze before Val disentangled their fingers and got on the bed. She moved quickly, but she stayed on top of the covers, which caused another pang of arousal to shoot to Olivia’s center. If they were going to do this, Olivia wanted to see everything, to enjoy the moment to its fullest.
 
Her eyes roamed across Val’s long body, taking her in from the tips of her ears down to her toes. When Olivia couldn’t stand the thought of not touching her any longer, she eased her body on top of Val’s, but not with her full weight. The soft, satisfied exhale Val let out made Olivia’s whole body thrum with anticipation.
 
“God, you feel good,” Val said as her arms came up to wrap lightly around Olivia’s torso, pulling them closer but still with room to move.
 
One of Olivia’s legs was nestled between Val’s slightly bowed hips. It was quite possibly the most enticing view Olivia had ever seen as she looked down between them.
 
Olivia smiled and rested her weight on her left side, the desire to touch Val consuming her. She ran her fingers lightly around Val’s nipple, pleased as the bud puckered at the lightest touch. 
 
“You feel good too,” she finally answered, meaning every word.
 
And then she dipped her head and captured Val’s mouth in a kiss. Within seconds, Val deepened it, running her tongue along Olivia’s bottom lip in a way Olivia had already grown to love. To anticipate because it meant more was coming. More tasting. More touching. It was heady.
 
For all her thoughts on wanting, she wasn’t prepared for the feeling of Val sliding her arms from Olivia’s waist to cup her breasts. Heat slid through her, potent and aching. Her hips dropped instinctively, and she was unable to rein in her desire when Val pinched gently at her nipple.
 
Olivia became acutely aware of Val’s hips rising to meet hers, of the rhythm their bodies had found as they continued to kiss. She shuddered when Val’s nails dragged down her back, and she rolled her hips downward, pushing the full weight of her body against Val.
 
“God,” Val said breathlessly, like she was starting to recite a prayer.
 
When Olivia tried to shift, to make sure she hadn’t hurt Val or that it wasn’t too much, Val’s fingers dug into her skin harder, and her hands skimmed around her hips again to pull Olivia against her. Val’s body was soft and yielding, her damp hair fanned against her gray pillowcase.
 
Olivia moaned when Val’s hands moved around to cup her ass, and she tried to resist grinding hard against Val. With her knee pushed into the soft comforter and her toes flexing, it would only take a quick shift, an inch to the right for their centers to press together, to find the rhythm she’d only had the chance to discover last week with her fingers.
 
“What do you like?” Val’s hands stilled against Olivia, and Olivia looked down into uncertain eyes. “I want—” She slipped one of her hands around Olivia’s side and ran her fingers gently down Olivia’s stomach, hovering just below her belly button. “I want this to be good for you.”
 
Good for her? Good for her? Olivia was about to come grinding against Val beneath her. Her thighs clenched, and she dug her toes into the mattress. “This is already good for me.” Her voice was throaty, laced with want, and she dipped her head down and nipped at Val’s earlobe. It elicited the desired response, Val’s body tensing as her hips jutted upward. 
 
At that moment, Olivia made the shift she’d been fantasizing about, allowing their bodies to melt together. Val moaned and tipped her head forward, her neck flexing as she looked between their bodies. How had Olivia never realized how sexy necks could be?
 
“I want to touch you.”
 
Olivia nodded, which was about all she could do with the sensations coursing through her body. She lifted her hips and was rewarded with Val’s long fingers sliding against her center. Cautious yet curious, Val eased her hand flat against Olivia and held still for a beat. 
 
“Oh, wow,” Val said as one of her fingers dipped inside. “You’re wet.”
 
It would have been embarrassing if it weren’t so true. “I don’t know what you expected to happen, given I have a beautiful woman underneath me telling me that she wants to touch me.” Olivia’s lips tipped into a smile that mirrored the one that had just cracked across Val’s face.
 
“I thought being touched would feel good, but…” Val struggled with her words as her fingers continued to dip inside Olivia before they drifted upward and circled Olivia’s clit. 
 
Olivia’s hips pushed down before she’d processed the action, her body literally begging Val for more. 
 
“Fuck, Val.” Olivia’s whine surprised even her, and she was even more surprised by how much she didn’t mind. She just wanted Val to keep doing what she was doing. Exploring and easing in and teasing Olivia in a way she wasn’t even sure Val realized was driving her crazy.
 
The room felt hot, the dampness on her skin from the rain replaced with a slickness from their sweat. Olivia loved it, loved how much Val was enjoying herself, and how much gratification she was getting from it too.
 
“I want to…” Val’s eyes went wide as she slipped two fingers into Olivia, her words trailing off. 
 
The dull throb in Olivia’s center roared to life, and she ground down against Val’s fingers with intent.
 
It had been too long since Olivia had had sex, longer since she’d had really, really good sex. The kind that made her want to grind against Val’s fingers like a horny teenager and bite her skin so hard she left marks. 
 
She wanted more, and it was already so much. The little muscle in Val’s jaw rippled as she gritted her teeth in focus. The blush wrapped around Val’s fair skin, the color blooming most prominently on the swell of her cheeks. And god, Olivia could barely think with Val’s fingers inside of her, stroking into her with smooth, even thrusts that Olivia met with reckless abandon.
 
When Val’s thumb encircled her clit, Olivia’s whole body jerked, and she tipped her head down to capture Val’s lips in a kiss that she hoped would put any fears in Val’s mind to rest about her aptitude in this specific arena.
 
Olivia leaned harder into the kiss and drew Val’s bottom lip between her teeth, biting down gently before sucking the soft skin into her mouth. Val’s whole body rolled, and Olivia met her as they began to grind in tandem.
 
“I like this, so I thought maybe you would too,” Val panted into Olivia’s mouth, no longer kissing but with their lips close to one another, breathing the same air in what was becoming an incredibly intense experience.
 
And what was Olivia supposed to do with that information, except to try and get Val to tell her everything about it. “Are you telling me this is how you like to touch yourself?”
 
Val nodded and continued pumping into Olivia. The confirmation was all Olivia needed for her stomach to clench as an orgasm began to roll through her. 
 
“Fuck,” Olivia moaned before leaning her head into the crook of Val’s neck and flexing her foot against the bed to get as much traction as possible, to feel as much of Val as possible. “Don’t stop.” There it was again, that begging in her voice that she wasn’t used to hearing but that seemed to come out whenever Val’s hands and lips were concerned.
 
Olivia bit gently into Val’s neck as her thighs and stomach held tight, Val’s fingers pulling the orgasm from her body. As she tumbled over the edge, her bites turned into licks. She was loving the slightly sweaty taste of Val’s skin against her lips. Through it all, Val kept her arm wrapped around Olivia’s waist, anchoring her in place as she drove Olivia higher and higher as waves of pleasure rolled through her body.
 
Her labored breathing was the only sound Olivia could hear with the blood coursing through her ears, the slight tickle of Val’s hair against her cheek. Her body went slack when she’d finally come down, and she exhaled into Val’s neck.
 
“Oh my god,” she half laughed against Val while she tried to even out her breathing, wondering what Val’s deep eyes would hold once she had the strength to look into them again. It was absurd in the best possible way, what Val had done to her. 
 
What Val was still doing to her, she realized, when Val slowly slid her fingers out of Olivia.
 
“Yeah?” She could feel Val turning her head slightly, and Olivia eased her weight up to let Val lift her arm out from between them.
 
“Are you sure you’ve never done that before?” Olivia could give credit where credit was due, and Val absolutely deserved all the credit in the world right then.
 
Val’s voice was suddenly shy. “Not to another woman.”
 
Olivia rolled over so that her leg was still between Val’s, but she rested her weight on her forearm and lay next to her. Val’s nipple, inches from her face, was begging to be licked and sucked, especially after what Val had just done for her.
 
She leaned forward and licked the pink bud, savoring how Val’s back arched from the bed as she pulled it between her lips. Olivia swirled her tongue around and let it go gently. 
 
“That’s one of the things you, sadly, cannot do for yourself,” Olivia said as she replaced her tongue with her hand and stroked lightly.
 
Val groaned and put her hand on Olivia’s thigh, stroking it tenderly. It was the intimate gesture of a lover, but Olivia was too blissed out from her own orgasm to think deeply about it. She wanted to enjoy her post-orgasm haze for a few minutes before she made Val, whom she’d finally gotten into a proper bed, writhe beneath her.
 
It was only when Olivia shifted her hand from Val’s chest down farther that Val finally spoke. “Having sex with you might be kind of addictive.”
 
Olivia smiled and slid her fingers along Val’s center, watching her face as emotion danced across it. There was so much happening below the surface that Val didn’t typically let show, but in the safety of this moment, her face was open and relaxed as she let Olivia touch her.
 
“That is excellent news for me,” Olivia said as she pushed her fingers inside and pulled the sweetest, sexiest gasp from Val.



CHAPTER TWELVE
 
When Val woke up, the rain continued outside, visible from her window that faced the lake. Her first thought was that she was thankful her parents hadn’t given the bedroom to one of her siblings in her ongoing absence. 
 
Her second was to wonder why her body felt so heavy. It became apparent when she noticed the arm slung across her, unfamiliar but welcome as she took a small inhale and collected herself.
 
They must have fallen asleep. After multiple orgasms and a comfortable bed to shelter them from the patter of the rain outside, Olivia had fallen asleep in bed with her, and they’d napped the afternoon away like lovers cocooned from the world.
 
It was the first time this had ever happened, though she’d spent nights with her on-again, off-again boyfriend before this. On those days, she’d woken up early, sneaking out of bed before any risk of morning sex could ever come to fruition, a fear that made so much more sense now given what she knew about herself.
 
Even so, every muscle in Val’s body screamed for her to bolt upright once she became aware of the situation, but she didn’t want to give this moment up, however fleeting. She had no idea how Olivia would react to their intertwined legs, how she would feel about her arm wrapped around Val’s torso, pulling her closer.
 
They’d already done so much together, so why did this feel like so much more?
 
There didn’t feel like a right way to play the situation as Val eased her mind from its foggy cocoon of sleep and post-coital bliss. On one hand, she could sneak out of bed, like she’d done so many times before, and allow Olivia to wake up of her own accord and find her downstairs. On the other, she loved the feeling of Olivia’s body pressed against her, loved how Olivia’s naked chest felt so comfortable pressed against her back.
 
Her heart picked up with the uncertainty of the moment, and she took a deep, calming breath as she tried to remain still. At any moment, the spell of this perfect day could be broken. She didn’t want that.
 
She liked this, liked Olivia. She liked how they fit together. There had been a moment before her brain had taken over, in the seconds when she’d started to stir, where she’d felt a calmness unlike anything she’d ever experienced. It was indescribable, the feeling of weightlessness as she’d allowed herself to be held, pressed against another human after they’d lost themselves in one another. It was something Val had never done before.
She’d had sex, sure. But it had never been a give-and-take. A push and pull. It had never ended with Val coming multiple times before she’d curled up in bed, entirely too spent to worry about what came next.
 
When Val had told Olivia that sex with her was addictive, she’d absolutely meant it.
 
The real world came sooner than she was prepared to deal with when she felt Olivia shift behind her. Her movements were languid at first, as Olivia lengthened her body against Val and pulled her in closer.
 
Val would savor that moment forever, regardless of whatever came next.
 
Olivia’s body tensed, and it felt like Val was experiencing the moment with her, the realization of waking up in someone’s bed unexpectedly.
 
There were so many things Val wanted to say. She would have said anything to suspend this moment indefinitely. But even if the moment was broken, she wanted the chance to do this again. Slowly, she rolled over and faced Olivia, a more difficult task than facing any exam she’d ever taken or hellish boss she’d interned for.
 
The difference, she accepted, was that she cared about Olivia’s opinion. She was worried that Olivia would bolt from her bed and never come back.
 
“We fell asleep.” Olivia’s voice was slightly sleep-soaked in a way that made Val want to curl into her, the tendrils of her long, dark hair fanning everywhere now that they’d dried. Val tried to read the look on Olivia’s face, her eyes still half-closed. She wondered if Olivia was upset about where she’d found herself.
 
“It’s a comfy bed,” Val said, pulling the covers up around her and snuggling into them instead of Olivia. She wanted to lessen the tension, to chalk it up to something other than them both being so spent from exploring one another.
 
Olivia nodded and smiled serenely. A murmur of surprise escaped when she ran her hand along Val’s hip, which was hidden under the covers. “It is. You Westlakers sure know how to live it up.”
 
Val let out a deep breath as her diaphragm expanded and pushed them closer together. The spell wasn’t broken. 
 
It was all Val could think about as Olivia’s fingers drifted along her skin. A spark of want shot through her, though she ignored it for the time being. She wasn’t immune to Olivia’s touch. Was there a right thing to say? A thing that could keep them in suspended animation.
 
“Do you want pancakes?” was what came out of Val’s mouth, and she burrowed her head against the pillow to ease the heat that flamed across her cheeks. She was hungry, and she didn’t want Olivia to leave.
 
Olivia looked at her curiously, her green eyes opened fully now. It was a stare that took Val’s breath away, deep and probing like Olivia saw straight through her.
 
“I can put your clothing in the dryer and give you something to wear.” Val gulped and tried to feign a casualness she didn’t feel. “That way you don’t have to wear wet clothing home.”
 
Olivia’s fingers stilled against her hip, and Val worried she’d said the wrong thing. Of course Olivia didn’t want to stay. Of course she didn’t want to spend the day playing house. It wasn’t the deal, by any stretch of the imagination.
 
It was when Olivia raised a playful eyebrow that Val relaxed slightly, though her body was still on high alert. “You want to make me come, and you also want to make me pancakes?” she asked with a hint of flirtation in her voice.
 
If Val’s heart could have burst from her chest it would have. Naked under the covers, she tried to keep her thoughts and emotions in check, to convince herself this was just what people did sometimes. 
 
She didn’t know. She’d never known, but the idea of Olivia sitting in her kitchen in varying states of dress while she cooked them breakfast for dinner was an opportunity she couldn’t pass up now that the offer was on the table.
 
“If you’re okay with that.” Indecision tugged at her, but she needed to say the next part. There were too many pieces in play to muddle the situation any more than it already was in her mind. And more importantly, she needed Olivia to know that she could stay the course. “I know we made it clear what this is and isn’t, but I don’t know…” Her heart was beating so loudly she wondered if she’d be able to hear her own words. “I hope we can at least be friends. I don’t have a ton of those, and friends cook one another pancakes, right?”
 
Olivia slid her fingers from under the covers, and Val felt the loss. That is, until Olivia moved her arm above the covers and ran her fingers along Val’s jaw. “I assume friends can make one another pancakes?” She phrased it as a question, and for a second Val wondered if Olivia was as out of her depth as Val felt.
 
Val nodded as she eased herself out of bed. It was strange to be completely naked in front of someone and not feel self-conscious, but her body was thrumming with so much bliss that it was hard to pull other emotions into the foreground, to remember all the hang-ups she usually felt about her body and her life.
 
She grabbed a pair of denim shorts and a crewneck from the top of her hamper and threw those on. Then, she rummaged around in her drawers and found a faded tank top before she turned back to Olivia, holding up two pairs of bottoms. “Do you want jean shorts or workout shorts?”
 
Olivia, lying on her side, hair tousled and falling across her chest, was a sight that made Val want to forget she’d ever suggested leaving the bed.
 
“Pretty sure I can’t fit into your jeans.” A smile tugged at Olivia’s lips when she noticed Val staring at her chest, which Val finally noticed when she managed to pull her eyes upward. “I mean, I got into them, but I probably can’t wear them. I’ll take the running shorts.”
 
Val tried not to blush as she threw the bright blue shorts across the bed to her. Olivia might have been a size or two bigger than she was, but it was mostly because she was a different shape with curves that Val wanted to get lost in.
 
“I assume a tank top’s fine?” As she said the words, Olivia slipped out of bed and put the shorts on. 
 
Olivia extended her arms as she walked around the bed to where Val stood. “Works for me.”
 
Having a very attractive woman, still practically naked, so close to her was doing things to Val’s body she wasn’t in control of, and all she managed was to nod dumbly and hand the shirt over.
 
And even once Olivia was dressed, Val’s want didn’t abate by much. It was unfair how gorgeous Olivia’s lips looked, full and tipped into a smile. Val gulped and ran her fingers through her unkempt hair, trying to remember what they’d been doing.
 
”Pancakes!” she practically shouted. “You hungry?”
 
“Starving,” Olivia said as she followed Val out of the bedroom, back the way they’d come hours before.
 
Val had plucked their still-damp clothing from the floor and held it in her restless hands, depositing it in the laundry room en route to the kitchen. 
 
Olivia walked through the downstairs rooms slowly, eyeing everything from the furniture to the artwork before meeting Val at the large island, which was now covered with pancake ingredients.
 
“Did you enjoy your tour?” Val asked as she whisked the flour and wet ingredients together, willing herself not to care if the response was less than positive. It was barely her house, and even though she knew that Olivia didn’t care for this side of town, Val couldn’t help but want her approval. She focused on the batter coming together beneath the whisk, how her forearms flexed with each nimble turn. Baking was one of the few things she could get lost in, at least for a few hours before reality came calling again.
 
When Olivia slid into one of the bar chairs across from Val, she eyed her but didn’t speak right away. Instead, she grabbed a strawberry from the bowl on the counter and took a bite. Val couldn’t help but stare at Olivia’s slightly wet lips, and her stomach bottomed out when Olivia licked her lower lip and smiled. She was pretty sure Olivia knew exactly what she did to her and was enjoying every second of it. 
 
Finally, Olivia spoke, the sleepiness gone from her voice. Apparently she had decided that the decor wasn’t worth further discussion. “You asked me about coming out, so I’m curious about your experience.”
 
Val froze. Her arm stilled and a wave of panic rolled through her body. It wasn’t a strange question, especially given what they’d just done, but she wasn’t used to talking about it. With anyone. But when her stare caught Olivia’s again, she didn’t see judgment in her green eyes. 
 
She began stirring the batter again to give herself a distraction. “I figured things out in college.”
 
“And?”
 
“And now we’re here?” she said as she continued to stir.
 
Olivia laughed slowly and ran her hand through her wild hair. Val loved it all sleep- and sex-mussed in a way she couldn’t explain. She still couldn’t believe there was a world where Olivia had ended up in her bed.
 
“I’m just…” Olivia cleared her throat then and looked slightly unsure before she spoke again. “I’m just surprised. That’s all.”
 
Val lifted her gaze to meet Olivia’s, not finding a hint of teasing in her words. “Surprised about what?”
 
She could see Olivia choosing her words carefully. “That if this was something you wanted, you hadn’t made it happen before now. You seem very goal-oriented, and trust me, I don’t mean that in a bad way.”
 
All Val could do was laugh and point at her chest. “Have you met me? I am terrible at asking for what I want. Academics and school are one thing, but this”—she gestured between the two of them—“makes me feel so out of my depth it’s ridiculous.”
 
“Why?” 
 
Why? WHY? Because Olivia was sexy and confident and made Val feel like she was on a roller coaster whenever she was within five feet of her. Probably closer to ten.
 
But Val wasn’t going to admit any of those things. “I guess that’s the million-dollar question, isn’t it?”
 
***
 
As Olivia ate possibly the best pancakes she’d ever tasted, she snuck a glance at Val. She’d woken up in the beds of women before, but she usually didn’t stay. And if she did, they definitely didn’t sit at a breakfast island and eat pancakes for dinner.
 
But when Val had asked, she’d wanted to say yes. Even if her first instinct was to leave, Val’s sweet, sincere smile was enough to quell the desire. Going back to her apartment didn’t feel right, and she couldn’t imagine stopping by to see her family and having a normal dinner with them after the day she’d had.
 
It was clear that Val didn’t understand the power she had over situations, that people gravitated toward her even if she seemed like she was gearing up to run away at the first sign of trouble. 
 
Right now, Val almost looked comfortable, her long legs crossed, her foot bouncing up and down like she was listening to music and tapping along to the beat. She took a bite of her pancakes and smiled when she noticed Olivia looking at her. “What?”
 
“You just look really relaxed,” Olivia answered honestly.
 
“I feel relaxed. I don’t think I’ve spent the afternoon in bed since I was a kid.”
 
Olivia tamped down on the want snaking through her veins at the mention of the bed. “Well, it suits you.”
 
“I guess having a friend is kinda nice.” There was no innuendo in her voice that ‘friend’ was a placeholder word for something else. Instead she seemed truly happy to just be sitting with Olivia in her kitchen eating a meal together.
 
“When does your family get back? I don’t think you mentioned where they went.”
 
“They’re back in Connecticut so my siblings can go to this school thing for the week.”
 
Olivia reached for another pancake from the stack between them. She poured a stream of maple syrup over it and watched the sticky liquid absorb into the dough. “Isn’t it summer vacation?”
 
“It’s an enrichment thing. I did it when I was their age too.” Val grabbed another pancake from the stack and eyed Olivia. “You gonna hog the syrup all day?” 
 
Olivia stuck out her tongue but handed it over. “You get a pass on that inexcusably rude comment because these pancakes are delicious. Did I mention that yet?”
 
“Only about ten times,” Val said as she poured a much smaller amount of syrup on her pancake. She grew quiet, and Olivia refocused on eating. Val was clearly absorbed in an idea she wasn’t yet ready to say out loud. 
 
By the time they finished their pancakes, Val still hadn’t said anything else. Olivia hopped down from her chair and walked around the counter to the sink. As she rinsed the syrup off her plate, focusing on removing every sticky remnant, Val’s voice finally broke the silence.
 
“I had a crush on my TA.”
 
Olivia looked at her dumbly. “What?”
 
Val’s voice was quiet, like she was struggling with the words. “You asked me how I knew.”
 
“That doesn’t sound like a bad thing, but the way you’re saying it makes it seem like one.” Olivia leaned on her forearms and looked at Val, trying to give her the time to put her thoughts together.
 
“I’m just…” Val swiped her finger across her plate and licked a drop of syrup from it. God, that was a visual Olivia did not need to have right then. “People have this impression of me. That I try too hard. That I’m kind of stuck-up.”
 
Val looked so sad, like it weighed on her that she’d been thought of as this person for so long in spite of what she tried to do to change it or how she felt about herself.
 
“Did your TA think that about you?”
 
“I don’t know. I never asked her,” Val said with a shrug that somehow made her look even smaller than her voice had.
 
“Then why does it matter that people said that about you?”
 
“I wanted to be close to her.”
 
Olivia smiled and wiggled her fingers. “That’s how it works when you’re attracted to someone.” When she noticed the blush snaking its way across Val’s cheeks, she reminded herself to keep this conversation as friendly as possible. “Did she not feel the same way?”
 
“Again,” Val said with a hoarse laugh, “we never got that far. I started going to TA hours and asking more questions and trying to build up the courage to talk to her about anything except school, but all people took from that was that I was a goody-goody who was trying too hard.”
 
Olivia lifted an eyebrow in annoyance, not at Val, but toward the vacuous idiots Val had gone to school with. “So instead of inferring that you wanted to hook up with her, they assumed you were trying to score brownie points?”
 
“It sounds so stupid to even say out loud.” Val pushed her palms down on the counter and stood up. “I didn’t want them to know why I was doing it. Honestly, when it started, even I didn’t realize why I was doing it.” Val looked at her pointedly. “And then I did, and all I could think about was being exposed on top of it.”
 
“So, you were afraid of being outed?”
 
“I don’t—like I said, this isn’t my plan.” Val gestured broadly around the room like that clarified things. “A summer of fun, sure. The beauty of this is that it’s separated from my real world.”
 
Olivia was surprised by the acute wave of pain that rolled through her body, and she eased herself back into a standing position. “Aren’t you worried about being seen out and about with a known lesbian?”
 
“We’re friends, right?” Val asked as she walked around the island with her plate and deposited it in the sink next to where Olivia stood.
 
“Yes,” Olivia said, working to choose her next words carefully. “We are friends, but people are going to think whatever they want.” She looked at Val and tried not to focus on the tiny smudge of syrup next to her lower lip. “And in this case, we are actually fucking. Are you going to be able to deal with that?”
 
Val’s cheeks grew pink with Olivia’s, well, colorful words to describe their situation.
 
Olivia hadn’t expected to have a strong opinion on the subject until the words tumbled out. It wasn’t just about her. She didn’t care what other people thought of her, but Val was delusional if she thought she could go through life ignoring who she was and hoping people believed the lies she spun to make herself feel better.
 
Val moved forward and ran her hand down Olivia’s arm. “I’m sorry if what I said came out wrong.”
 
It would be too easy to encourage Val’s hands to continue roaming across her body. “It’s fine,” Olivia said, stepping away from the touch. “I just don’t think you have as much of a handle on this thing as you think you do.”
 
“You ‘don’t do relationships,’ per your own words, and you seem to be doing just fine,” Val shot back, bracing her arm against the counter.
 
Olivia shook her head and let out a tempered breath. “Because I know how much they matter, not because I think they don’t.”
 
A small sound of surprise popped out of Val’s mouth, and she scrunched her forehead in confusion. “Can you please explain?”
 
There were a few seconds where Olivia thought about lying or backtracking, but it didn’t feel right. She’d always followed her instincts, and this time, they told her to be honest. “I saw what love does to people. I saw how broken and lost my dad was after my mom died. That’s not something I’m interested in experiencing firsthand.”
 
“But…” Val’s face was still scrunched up, and she ran one of her hands through her hair. “You can’t go through life not loving people.”
 
“I do love people,” Olivia retorted quickly. “I love my dad and my brothers and Mr. Hutchinson. I’m just choosing not to lose myself in loving someone romantically.”
 
“How does that make any more sense than my plan?” 
 
She wasn’t wrong, but Olivia wasn’t going to let her know that. “Being with someone is a choice. What you’re trying to do is suppress who you are and pretend like it doesn’t matter.”
 
Val squared her shoulders, and Olivia could see her fingers flexing into the countertop. “What, so I can’t put other things ahead in pursuit of my goals?” The tension between them was palpable, like the room had been filled with gas and a single match would ignite the whole thing. Val took a surprising step forward into Olivia’s space. “I might argue, since we’re having this conversation, that my outlook is more realistic than yours. At least I know why I’m giving up something. I’m doing it to achieve my goals, not to stop myself from feeling.”
 
Olivia let out an exasperated groan; Val was too close though they weren’t touching. Olivia wanted to focus on the touching, on enjoying one another, instead of having deep, frustrating conversations about their outlooks on life. “Why are we even arguing about this?”
 
It was light, but Val pushed her pointer finger gently against Olivia’s chest. “You started this.”
 
Olivia’s lips tipped into a smile in spite of her brain’s efforts to protest. There was something about Val looking so aggressive and frustrated that made her mind go fuzzy and throw caution to the wind. “Are you twelve?”
 
The scowl on Val’s face only proved Olivia’s point, and she laughed as her hands came up to rest on Val’s hips.
 
Val’s face softened, and she leaned into the touch. “So basically we’re both a mess?”
 
Olivia flexed her fingers against the warmth soaking through Val’s T-shirt. “Is that the worst thing in the world? Seems like it could make us the perfect pair this summer.”
 
“This summer...” Val’s words were low and slow, and Olivia’s breath caught in her throat when Val nuzzled into her neck.
 
Val would be here for a few more months, and after that, she’d be gone. There was no reason to get attached, no fear that attachment could mean anything more. It was the perfect solution for what Olivia needed.
 
When Olivia leaned in and kissed Val, she tasted syrup and softness, Val’s lips parting immediately to welcome her.



CHAPTER THIRTEEN
 
Val sat down at the cabana, reading a book she’d seen on Olivia’s bookshelf a week before. The sun glittered off the water, so bright she almost needed sunglasses under the awning. She’d been reading for about an hour when Carly plopped down next to her, taking up the other half of the love seat.
 
“You seem less uptight.” Leave it to Carly to say exactly what she was thinking regardless of how it could be construed. Val loved it about her sister, though she’d never admit it.
 
Carly was young and impulsive, but she led with her heart and took no prisoners. On many occasions, Val had been on the wrong end of her sister’s verbal onslaught, though it had upset her less in the past few weeks.
 
And Val knew exactly why. 
 
Instead of going through the motions of life, planning for the next goal, she’d been living. Maybe her accomplishments wouldn’t seem impressive to the outside world, but between baking, helping Dee with her business plan, and being thoroughly satisfied by Olivia whenever they met up, she was on cloud nine.
 
Olivia. 
 
Since the day she’d come over to Val’s house two weeks ago, things had been different between them. The wall of confusion and uncertainty had come tumbling down, and now, Olivia barely had time to close her apartment door before Val was on her. It was so hot Val’s stomach clenched just thinking about it, and she ran her fingers across the page she’d been reading, remembering the day she’d borrowed the book. 
 
She hadn’t seen Olivia in a few days, but she missed their connection. She missed what had become a predictable routine, one of them texting the other for an afternoon meetup, whenever Olivia’s schedule allowed given her writing and work at the bar and at her dad’s paddleboard shop.
 
Finally, Val responded when she realized she was practically petting the book in her hands. “That’s a weird way to say hello.” She placed the book on the table next to her and gave her sister a quizzical stare.
 
Carly shrugged and eased her legs underneath her like she was getting comfortable. Val didn’t know what to make of her sister’s sudden interest in spending time with her.
 
“In case you couldn’t tell, I meant that as a compliment,” Carly said without looking at her.
 
God, Val was glad she wasn’t sixteen again. For as uncertain as she felt now, it had been a whole different situation then. But her sister had always been more dogged than her, more confident.
 
“You’ve already mastered the backhanded compliment at such a young age. Should I be proud or worried?”
 
Carly’s sarcastic laughter punctuated the enclosed space. “What have you been up to?”
 
“Nothing?” Val asked as her pulse picked up. She wasn’t being intentionally mysterious, but she didn’t know exactly how to explain her last few weeks.
 
Carly looked out at the water and watched as a picturesque sailboat drifted by. “You aren’t around very much lately.”
 
“I didn’t think that was something you noticed.”
 
“I found a few beer bottles down here a while ago,” Carly said lightly, her focus still trained on the water.
 
“And?” Why did Val want to crawl under the love seat and hide? She hadn’t done anything wrong.
 
“Well,” Carly said as she pointed to the end table next to her side, “I found one here.” She dragged her arm slowly and then extended her finger past Val toward the table that held the book. “And one there. Seems like you may have had visitors while we were away.” The look on her sister’s face wasn’t quite smug, but it definitely radiated self-satisfaction like she’d solved some great mystery. 
 
“I knew it was a mistake to give you my old detective novels.”
 
Carly’s stare softened. “I just thought maybe you’d made a friend. Which is cool.”
 
Val eased her legs under her and mirrored her sister’s position. “I feel like that’s something in another life you would have made fun of me for.”
 
“That camp was stupid and intense, and I’m already dreading going back to school in the fall even though it’s not for a few months.” The camp, which students attended before their junior year, was meant to help prepare them to start applying to colleges and getting all their ducks in a row before graduation.
 
“And what does that have to do with you being nicer to me?” Val asked with a light laugh, still not following Carly completely.
 
“The pressure. I finally understand it. I have to take all AP classes to keep my GPA high enough to rank for graduation, which is still two years away. God forbid I take an art class when I could take an AP elective that’s weighted.” Oh, so Carly was finally hitting a wall where her personal wants didn’t align with the expectations placed on her.
 
“As much as it hurts me to compliment you, too,” Val said with a genuine smile, “you’ve always been more stubborn than me. I’m surprised you’re going down without a fight.” She paused before her next words. “And, I know I don’t act like it, but there’s more to life than school and grades and planning for your career. Even if I don’t practice what I preach all the time, I am aware.”
 
Carly’s face was so soft and warm that Val wanted to hold her little sister’s hand and have a true bonding moment. Then Carly rolled her eyes and laughed. She stood up and wagged her finger in Val’s direction. “Something’s going on with you.” She put her hands on her hips and stared at her intensely. “Did you meet someone?”
 
Val shook her head emphatically. “You’re right. I made a friend,” she admitted, deciding to split the difference between a truth and a lie.
 
“Just a friend?”
 
A quick nod was all she felt capable of giving, but she knew that wouldn’t placate Carly. “Yes. Just a friend.”
 
“That’s good news. I’ve spent more than a few sleepless nights wondering if you were some sort of robot child our parents dreamed up.”
 
Val’s brows furrowed while she tried to untangle that insult. “Did you just call me a robot?”
 
“A very lifelike robot,” Carly said with wild jazz hands before running her fingers through her own blonde hair, which was curlier than Val’s but with the same strawberry-blonde hue. “You’re just so focused. You’ve set a little bit of an unattainable standard at home, so maybe it made me feel better to imagine that you weren’t a real person.”
 
“Carly…” She didn’t know whether to be proud or offended at all the thought Carly had given this.
 
“Imagination drives life forward! I know you’re real,” Carly said exasperatedly, “but I needed to find a way to make myself feel okay that I’d never live up. Ya know?” 
 
“I—” Val stood up from the love seat, a few inches taller than her sister. “Honestly, I didn’t know you felt that way. I always looked at you and Declan as being much more well-rounded examples of people. You shouldn’t try to live up to something you don’t want to become.”
 
“If you want to sell the robot angle a little less, you probably shouldn’t refer to us as ‘examples of people.’” 
 
Maybe her sister had a point there.
 
“You’re not the first person to call me cold or stuck-up, Carly.”
 
Carly’s face softened, and Val was surprised when her sister was the one who grabbed her hand. “I don’t think those things about you. All I really wanted to say is that I understand the pressure you must have always felt from our parents and school. It sucks,” she lamented with an exasperated sigh, slipping back into emotions befitting her age.
 
Val gave her sister’s hand a gentle squeeze. “It does suck. But a lot of things suck for a lot of people. I think we’re all just trying to do the best we can with what we have.”
 
“What a perfectly diplomatic answer,” Carly said as she rolled her eyes.
 
An alarm on Val’s phone sounded, and she was sad when she had to disentangle their hands to turn it off. “I try. I do have to get going, though.”
 
“To meet your friend?” she asked, her words dripping with innuendo.
 
“No. I’m helping someone in town with their business plan.”
 
“For real?” It was a fair question, and while true, it made much more sense than what Val spent the other half of her time doing, which was trying to get Olivia to scream her name, a newly discovered possibility that was one of her favorite ways to spend an afternoon. 
 
Val made a mental note to never think about Olivia when she was with anyone else ever again, given the blush she felt heating her cheeks. “You got me. That’s just an elaborate but easily disprovable cover story I whipped up.”
 
“Well, whatever this is,” Carly said, gesturing toward Val, “I like it. Even if you’ve managed to find a way to work, for free no less, during your summer vacation.”
 
“I don’t think it technically counts as a summer vacation anymore since I graduated…”
 
Carly put her finger up. “Don’t ruin this lovely moment we’re having with sensibility. Who are you helping by the way?”
 
“The coffee shop in town, Bean There, Done That.”
 
She could practically see Carly salivate at the mention. “They make amazing pastries, so I hope you’re at least getting paid in food. Though they do need to get a bit more modern in their design approach.”
 
Well, color Val impressed. Budgeting and business plans were her forte, and while she knew the shop could do with some updated branding, she hadn’t been sure how to execute on the vision without paying someone else to do the work. 
 
“What are your thoughts on that?” she asked casually.
 
“Trying to rope me into your masochistic work ethic?”
 
“Looks like someone learned a new SAT word.” Val stood up to her full height and tried to look imposing, which was no match for an angsty teenager. “You seem to be into design. I was just making conversation.”
 
At the mention of Carly’s future exam preparations, Val could see her visibly relent. “Let me think about it. It could be fun, given it might be the only art I get to do for the foreseeable future.”
 
Val made sure to pick up the book she’d borrowed from Olivia and gave Carly a sympathetic smile. “Well, if it interests you, let me know. I’ve gotta head out,” she said with a wave before heading back toward the house.
 
It could be a fun project for them to do together, though she didn’t have high hopes Carly would take her up on it. Their surprising conversation had been welcome, and even if it didn’t change things between them in the long term, she wanted to be a source of comfort and help for her sister. 
 
But tomorrow, they could very well be back to their usual state of disaffection and misunderstanding, so as Val got ready to head out for the day, she prepared herself for that possibility too.
 
***
 
Olivia’s last few weeks had gone by in a blur. Between working at the bar, her dad’s shop, writing, and seeing Val, her world had fallen into a rhythm. 
 
The thing she’d been neglecting was spending enough time with Mr. Hutchinson, but she hoped to sweeten the blow of her disappearance, literally, with a few pastries from Bean There, Done That.
 
She’d gotten off her shift at her dad’s shop about an hour ago, and she’d run home to shower and make herself presentable, grabbing a few pages of her new stories to take with her to show him. It was another bribe to apologize for her lack of participation in his life over the last few weeks, but she wasn’t above playing dirty.
 
With thirty minutes to spare until she’d told him she’d pop by, she waltzed into the bakery to grab a few of Dee’s newest creations. This week, her mini tarts boasted fresh strawberries and cream nestled in the delicate, buttery crust. Olivia had already had more than a few this week, her dad showing up just this morning with a box of them for the customers at the shop.
 
When she noticed Val sitting at a table in the corner, she couldn’t stop the smile that spread across her face. She’d been busy, and they hadn’t… connected, for lack of a better word, in the last few days. And really, Olivia hadn’t ever thought she’d enjoy such a steady sex life with the same person, and she was surprised that it wasn’t just lust that prickled at her insides when she spotted Val.
 
Val’s hair was pulled up in a high ponytail, her skin more freckled from the sun than it had been when she’d first arrived in Lake Cabot. Val hadn’t noticed her yet; she was focused on her laptop screen, her brow furrowed in concentration. She looked cute and comfortable while she worked, and Olivia allowed herself a few seconds to take Val in.
 
Before ordering, she quietly eased herself into the chair across from Val at the round table and waited to be noticed.
 
Finally, Val looked up, her eyes popping open in surprise before a blush that Olivia loved snaked across her cheeks. “How long have you been sitting there?”
 
“What if I told you ten minutes?” Olivia teased, wishing she could close the space between them and give Val’s soft lips a kiss. 
 
But friends didn’t make out in public spaces, so she reined the want in. Her libido was doing strange things these days, and the idea of kissing Val in public took her more than a little bit by surprise. Val really did have the softest lips, though, so Olivia tried not to blame herself too much.
 
Val shut her laptop and put her elbows on the table. “I’d probably believe you,” she said with a shrug before her eyes drifted down to Olivia’s chest.
 
“Seriously, Val?” Olivia chided her as she folded her arms across her chest in mock indignation. She was never going to be mad about a pretty girl checking her out, especially if she already knew the sounds that pretty girl made when she came.
 
“You’re wearing my shirt.”
 
Olivia looked down and realized the truth of Val’s words. It was the shirt she’d worn home the day she’d spent at her house, one that had found its way into her rotation of clothing. She looked up at Val again and put on her best sad face. “You don’t think I could have been in mathletes?”
 
“Not in Stamford, Connecticut, as the shirt says,” Val said with a finger in Olivia’s direction to emphasize her point.
 
“You can’t even read what it says. My hands are covering the words.”
 
“Well then maybe that just proves my point that it’s my shirt.” The indignant huff that followed made Olivia melt a little.
 
Even so, she wasn’t willing to relent; she was having too much fun. She leaned forward and raked her gaze across Val’s body. “Everyone knows you don’t give out shirts you like to visitors. You’re asking for trouble.” Except that she very, very much liked the type of trouble Val gave her.
 
Val’s eyebrows lifted playfully. “Everyone knows you give back things you borrow.”
 
Olivia’s voice dropped low, want threading through her tone in spite of her initial goal of having a friendly chat. “Are you literally asking for the shirt off my back right now?”
 
Goose bumps sprang up across Olivia’s body when Val raked her gaze across it. “Would you give it to me right now if I asked?”
 
Olivia’s lips tipped into a smile, and she saw her opening. “No, but I’d let you come over later and get it.”
 
Flirting with Val was one of her favorite activities these days. She never knew if Val would be awkward and shy or surprisingly confident, pushing Olivia at every turn. As of late, it had been more confidence than anything else, and Olivia couldn’t pretend she didn’t enjoy the back-and-forth immensely.
 
And apparently, Val was sticking with her assertive side today, high from her work at Dee’s shop. She skimmed her finger across the tart on her table and licked the filling from it with a quick swipe of her tongue. “Not right now?”
 
Olivia followed Val’s every move with her stare, wanting nothing more than to be the finger that had just eased into Val’s mouth. She let out a slow breath to try to keep it together. “I have plans with Mr. Hutchinson right now.”
 
Val’s teasing ceased, and she smiled sweetly. “That’s a totally fair answer then.”
 
How did Val manage to do this to her? Olivia’s whole body felt like a live wire, and she wanted nothing more than to grab Val’s hand and drag her back to her apartment like she was some sort of cave person.
 
She looked quickly at the counter and the lull in customers before checking her phone. “I don’t want to be late, so I do have to run.” She stood and waited awkwardly at the table, hoping she didn’t look as turned on as she felt. “But, um… the offer to come over later does stand. If you’re free.”
 
Val looked up and nodded, though her lips were wearing more of a smirk now. “I have some more stuff to do here, so text me when you’re done.”
 
“Okay, cool.” Olivia knocked her knuckles against the table and wondered if she looked as lame as she felt.
 
“See you later, Olivia,” Val said sweetly as she headed toward the counter. She could feel Val’s eyes on her as she walked.
 
Dee, as usual, was waiting to greet her with a kind smile and a friendly wave, but it was hard for Olivia to focus on anything except the situation she’d found herself in minutes ago with Val.
 
“Hi, Olivia. How are you today?” Dee was wearing her standard, bright-blue apron that went with the color scheme of the coffee shop and bakery, her hair situated in a low bun at the base of her neck. 
 
“I’m good.” Was she? Did she remember how to do something as simple as placing an order?
 
“What can I get for you? Did your dad like those tarts from this morning?”
 
Olivia smiled stupidly, still working to find her footing in this entirely normal conversation. God knew what Mr. Hutchinson would say to her if she couldn’t find a way to get it together. She wished she could fast-forward for the next few hours until hopefully Val made good on her agreement to come over.
 
When she thought about wishing to skip over time with Mr. Hutchinson, a pang of sadness hit her squarely in the chest that brought her back to reality. As much as she enjoyed spending time with Val, she couldn’t get lost in it. She had her own life, and she didn’t want to miss those moments for a summer fling.
 
She noticed Dee waiting patiently when she’d failed to hold up her end of the conversation.
 
“I’ll take an assorted box of pastries, and yes, my dad loved the tarts. They were gone in about ten minutes, and he told all the guests where they came from.”
 
Dee nodded toward Val’s table. “It was all her idea. A little bit of ‘cross-promotion,’ as she called it. It seems to have worked. I got five or six people in later in the day that said they’d tried them at your dad’s shop.”
 
“That’s awesome.” Olivia chanced a glance in Val’s direction, though her head was down again as she focused on her computer.
 
“She’s a keeper, that one.”
 
Olivia’s head whipped back toward the counter, her heart hammering hard in her chest. She must have misheard what Dee said. “What?”
 
“She’s breathing new life into the business every day. I’m thrilled with the ideas she’s come up with for Bean There, Done That. I wish I could keep her around for longer than the summer.” Dee gave Olivia a concerned look. “Are you okay? You just got a little pale.”
 
It took more energy than it should have, but Olivia waved her off and smiled breezily. “Yeah, sorry. I just realized how late I’m running. Can I get an iced coffee along with the pastry box?”
 
“Sure thing, sweetie,” Dee said as she went about picking a selection from the display case and placing them efficiently yet carefully into the box. It took less than a minute before she slid an iced coffee and the pastries across the counter to Olivia. “On the house. Your dad’s sent so much business my way today, it’s the least I can do.”
 
Olivia shook her head and held out her credit card. “No, Dee. I’m happy to pay. In fact, Mr. Hutchinson would be beside himself if he knew these were free socialist pastries. I think he’d have a heart attack.” She gave Dee her most serious look. “Do you want to be responsible for that?”
 
Dee laughed and took the credit card. “I’ll let you pay because you painted a macabre picture that I want no part in, but I’m at least giving you the friends and family discount moving forward.”
 
“That’s very kind of you.” Olivia may have been raised by her dad with three brothers, but they all had impeccable manners, especially when it came to the people who helped make this town go round.
 
“It’s always so nice to see you, Olivia. You’re welcome here any time.”
 
Dee was being kind of weird and overly sappy, but maybe referring to Olivia as a friend had stirred something in her. “Thanks, Dee. I’m sure you’ll see me soon. As usual.”
 
She only had a few minutes to spare before she’d be late, so sadly, she couldn’t get in any more aggressive flirting with Val. It was probably for the best. She’d finally calmed down, and she didn’t need to be a mess when she arrived at Mr. Hutchinson’s house.
 
With a quick wave to Val, she headed out onto the main street that cut down Lake Cabot, directly toward the body of water the town was named after. At the first intersection, she turned left and headed down the side street where both her dad and Mr. Hutchinson lived.
 
As a kid, she hadn’t realized how convenient it was that everything was so close. Some errands required a visit to a town closer to the city, but as far as she was concerned, Lake Cabot had all she needed to be happy. Well, maybe it could do with a few more lesbians, but even they popped up occasionally enough that she didn’t feel the need to head into New York on the weekends. Even if she did, her work schedule and writing goals would never allow it. A night of fun with a woman she’d never see again wasn’t worth missing out on her life here.
 
By the time she’d barely scratched the surface of all the things she loved, she was in front of Mr. Hutchinson’s gate. 
 
“Hey, Mr. H.,” she said as she maneuvered the items in her hands and unlocked the gate before walking quickly up the stone pathway to his front door. 
 
“Late, as usual,” he said without looking up from his newspaper.
 
“Late? As if. I think your microwave clock is off.” She smiled and placed the box of pastries down next to him. “I brought snacks.”
 
He waved her off. “I’m not hungry. I had a big breakfast.”
 
Olivia frowned but hid it quickly as she eased a few printed pages from her bag. “I brought some new stuff for you to read.”
 
Finally, he gave her a small smile and put his newspaper down. “Why didn’t you lead with that?” He looked over at the box of food she’d brought him and nodded toward it. “And thank you for those.”
 
For the next twenty minutes, Olivia busied herself eating a strawberry-and-creme tart and drinking her coffee while she waited as patiently as she could manage for Mr. Hutchinson to finish reading her new stuff. She’d tried something different, a little less emotionally muted than what she typically wrote. It had poured out of her one night after a late bartending shift.
 
When he put the pages down and didn’t say anything, Olivia started to grow worried. All the things he could hate about it started popping into her brain. It lacked originality. It was overly emotional. It didn’t have her typical stoic bent. 
 
Finally, she couldn’t take the silence anymore. “Are you going to say anything?” she asked, looking out at his lawn and trying to pretend like his rejection wouldn’t crush her.
 
He waited a few more seconds before he started speaking. “Kid…” God, at this point, Olivia just wanted to get it over with. “I think you’ve really unlocked something here.” He put the pages down and, with a significant amount of effort, eased his body toward her so they were facing one another. He pointed toward her chest, where her heart rested. “And here.”
 
His words couldn’t have been further from what she’d expected him to say, and she had to replay them a few times in her brain to make sure she hadn’t misunderstood. “So, you like it?”
 
“Like it, kid? I love it. You’ve always been good, but I felt this.” He smiled in a way she didn’t often see from him, and he patted his old, gnarled hand against his knee. “Maybe it didn’t have a happy ending, but it reminded me of my time with Mary. The hope. The love. The comfort. It was all there, Olivia.” He looked at her discerningly as his bushy eyebrows lifted upward. “What’s gotten into you lately?”
 
She wanted to hide from his probing stare. They didn’t typically have conversations about their personal lives or, more accurately, her romantic life. But as she thought about it, she realized that wasn’t what he’d asked. She’d gone there, had made that leap as to why her writing had shifted.
 
“I’m having a good summer,” she finally pushed out. The anxiety churning in her gut was keeping her body as occupied as her mind, which was terrified of the implication that Val could be having some sort of impact on her that was fundamentally changing who she was. 
 
If there was one thing she needed to learn from Val, it was to stick to her plans. But even as she considered the possibility, she knew that she couldn’t stay away. She enjoyed talking to Val. And she definitely enjoyed having sex with Val. But the real question was, how would that make her feel when summer inevitably came to an end?
 
When she looked back up, Mr. Hutchinson was staring at her. “You should enjoy yourself, Olivia. Life’s about more than work. There was a period of time where I had my head so far up my ass, focused on my career, that I nearly lost Mary. I would have never forgiven myself.”
 
Olivia gulped. This was so not where she’d seen this day going. “What happened? If you don’t mind telling me.”
 
He waved her off like it was a stupid question. “I brought it up. For a while, I didn’t like talking about her much, but it helps me now.”
 
Her stomach rolled uncomfortably with the weight of whatever wisdom he was about to impart. “Our memory lives on in the stories of those who loved us,” Olivia squeaked out, suddenly on the verge of tears. 
 
She thought of her own mother and how she didn’t talk about her enough. She hadn’t been able to talk about her for close to a year after she’d died, and even now, she didn’t bring her up terribly often. Her pain had lessened with time, but there was still a hole acutely centered in her heart that ached when she missed her.
 
“Mary loved watching you kids play when you were little,” Mr. Hutchinson said almost wistfully, his voice in an octave she’d never heard him use before. “Always running like terrors up and down the street. You, especially, trying to keep up with your three older brothers.”
 
Before Olivia’s mom had died, she’d been wild and capricious. After, she’d been wild and withdrawn. Her life hadn’t lent itself very much to opening up to other people, and she hadn’t become especially aware of the Hutchinsons until her dad had started to spend time over here, after Mary had passed away. Even then, it had taken her a long time to notice; she had been too wrapped up in her own grief to appreciate that other people were struggling, that no one’s life would ever be the same.
 
Olivia bit back the pain in her voice. “I did keep up with them.”
 
Mr. Hutchison patted her knee and focused his attention on the yard, as she’d done before, and they watched as two young squirrels chased one another around a large oak tree in his yard. “That you did.”
 
“You never told me what happened.” Olivia stilled for a moment, wondering if he’d started talking about something else because he didn’t want to have the conversation. But it was too late to take the words back now.
 
“Same old story. I was working too much. We didn’t spend enough time together. I thought giving her things made up for a life lived without one another.”
 
Olivia gave him a side-eye. “So what changed?”
 
“Priorities,” he said with a shrug. “We lost a child, and we didn’t have the heart to try for another. I thought that buying her everything I could would make up for the loss, but it didn’t. What we really needed was to be there for one another, to mourn the loss together. We needed to figure out how to move forward, but I spent all my time trying to fill a void that could never be filled.”
 
“I can’t imagine.” She didn’t know if she’d ever uttered truer words.
 
“And I hope you never have to, but it’s having people who help get you through things. Bad things are going to happen no matter what, and it’s having support around you that makes it bearable. All I needed to do was be there for her. That’s what made all the difference in a terribly tragic situation that couldn’t be changed.”
 
Olivia quickly wiped a tear away before he saw it. “Like my dad and brothers were there for me when my mom died.”
 
“People need people. It’s the flaw in our design,” he said with his characteristic gruff laugh. “That’s what your story captured for me. It’s what made me think about all of these things. Had I not read those words, we wouldn’t be having this conversation.” He turned his attention toward her then, his clear blue eyes boring into her. “Do you realize the kind of power that has over people? The importance of words like that?” 
 
Olivia was about to answer, but he waved her off.
 
“Of course you don’t. You’re a wild child running around this town causing a ruckus at every turn,” he said, his eyes light in a way that warmed Olivia’s heart. “But… if you did realize those things, maybe you’d make sure to submit this story and to try to make your voice heard. And maybe take a page out of your own book and make sure you live life to its fullest.”
 
All she could do was nod. She needed a few seconds to make sure that when she spoke, her voice didn’t crack. They’d never had such an honest conversation, about their lives or her writing. 
 
She managed a shaky, “I will,” before she gave him a stern look and pulled herself together, flipping open the pastry box nestled between them. “Now, you need to eat something. I can’t have you pretending tomorrow that all these nice things you said were due to low blood sugar.”



CHAPTER FOURTEEN
 
Suddenly, it was like everyone in Val’s family cared about where she was going and what she was doing. Maybe it was because she finally had somewhere to be that made her siblings and parents more curious, but it was difficult for her to slip through the house unnoticed in the way she’d done before.
 
If she was headed to Bean There, Done That, her parents just needed to discuss when she’d be leaving the lake house to get her things together for law school. If she wanted to sneak off for a rendezvous with Olivia, there was Carly or Declan, curious for the first time in forever about what she was up to for the day.
 
The end of June was in full swing, and Val was so incredibly blissed out from good sex and a relaxing summer that she could barely pretend to care about their probing questions, even if they fell on the right side of being good-natured and genuinely inquisitive.
 
This particular morning—a gorgeous Friday, though the days meant nothing to her except insofar as whether Olivia was working or not—Val wasn’t going to allow herself to be distracted. She left as the sun began to rise, a backpack slung over her shoulder packed with some extra clothing, her bathing suit already under the outfit she wore.
 
When Olivia had mentioned taking a boat out on the lake, there was no other place Val could imagine being for the day. Val’s family had a boat, a very nice one in fact, docked right outside their house, but she rarely ever used it. Never by herself, and the prospect of being stuck on a floating prison with her family was even less enticing than possibly marooning herself if she decided to adventure alone.
 
She made the mile walk to the public shore quickly, moving past it and heading to the slip that was situated a few hundred yards past the public beach. It wasn’t large, just a single dock with fewer than a dozen boats on each side, day boats of varying sizes for the locals. Many people simply drove their boats up to the slip and eased them into the water, as she’d seen on days when she’d been at the beach, but a few kept them on the water so that they were ready whenever the fancy struck them to take a spin around the lake.
 
Farther up there was a rental dock where tourists could take pontoons or speedboats out for a daytime rental. Val was thankful they kept them farther away from the public beach, where people paddle-boarded within the safety of the buoys.
 
There weren’t many people out at this hour; it was a lazy weekday, which meant tourists weren’t up yet but locals were already at work for the day. Val walked down the wooden planks and looked for Olivia’s dark hair and tanned shoulders, her body already humming from the expected closeness.
 
Because really, what else could she do but want Olivia? Val had tried to rein her desire in, but she hadn’t done a very good job.
 
Val knew it was a recipe for disaster, but she couldn’t stop herself from wanting. 
 
If this summer was all she had, she was going to experience it to its fullest. And that meant a sunny, beautiful day on a boat with a gorgeous woman who was also conveniently willing to discuss books and ideas with her. She’d known Olivia was a writer, but she’d been surprised to find out how well versed she was in literature. Val had spent the last month picking books off Olivia’s shelves; they were of various genres and periods that always enthralled her when she had the time to read them.
 
Between spending time with Olivia and helping out at Bean There, Done That, time had been sparse, but Val had managed to work through at least a few of the titles on Olivia’s impressive bookshelf. 
 
As she reached the end of the dock, she saw Olivia’s frame hunched over, looking intently at something over the far edge of the boat.
 
“Morning, captain,” Val said as she stepped up to the edge of the dock.
 
Olivia turned and smiled brightly, the early morning breeze whipping her dark hair around her face. “I didn’t know if you’d make it so early.”
 
As if Val would have missed this for the world. She put her hand up over her forehead to block out the sun, studying the boat appraisingly. It was bigger than she’d expected, with a lounging area in the back and what looked like space below, with a set of steps leading below the deck. “My favorite bartender wasn’t working at Lucky’s,” she said, “so I didn’t have a late night.”
 
Olivia moved over to the dock and extended her hand before giving Val a lopsided grin. “Bartenders at dive bars are notoriously prickly.”
 
When Olivia helped her onto the boat, Val allowed herself a few extra seconds to enjoy how Olivia’s other hand wrapped around her waist and shepherded her onto the stable deck. Even when she was safely positioned, they remained connected, and Val couldn’t help but lean in closer.
 
They’d become comfortable with one another over the last month, close even, and Val relished every touch and moment they shared. Her sister’s turn of phrase from weeks ago echoed in her mind, though she’d meant it in another way. Val really was a masochist.
 
The summer had an expiration date, and Olivia didn’t want anything serious. Still, Val couldn’t keep from giving herself over to the moment. It was so unlike her, which was maybe why she was able to do it. She told herself this experience was fleeting, suspended in time and outside the frame of her real life.
 
The problem was, her days spent in Lake Cabot with Olivia felt more like real life than anything she’d ever experienced before. It was a problem with no solution that she’d been ruminating on more and more, but she’d done a surprisingly good job of pushing her worries to the backburner in favor of pure, unadulterated hedonism.
 
Olivia’s fingers pushed against her hips, pulling Val out of her own head. 
 
“You good? This would be a bad time to tell me you get seasick,” Olivia said with a light laugh, her lips curled into a smile that made Val melt a little inside, something that had been happening more and more often in Olivia’s presence.
 
Val shook her head. It was a beautiful morning. She was with a beautiful woman. And she was going to spend the day exploring a picturesque lakeside town by water. “I’m more than good. Though I do have to admit, I know almost zero about boats.”
 
It was Olivia’s turn to shake her head, slowly and sadly. “I saw the boat docked at your house. That’s a damn shame. She’s a beauty.”
 
Her parents took the boat out maybe once a month, if that, but she didn’t want to admit it to Olivia. “What about this boat?”
 
Olivia’s smile made Val’s heart flutter. She did so much with so little, so that a single look was able to send Val into a tailspin. “Are you asking for a tour?”
 
“Is that presumptuous?” Even though they were alone, Val leaned in even closer. “I assumed, after our other activities, it wouldn’t be a strange request, but now that I understand your reverence for boats, I see that I maybe should have thought it through.”
 
“Let’s cast off, and once we get into the water I can show you.”
 
Val’s stare dropped down to Olivia’s lips before dragging slowly back up to meet her eyes. “Okay.”
 
Olivia’s slender fingers squeezed Val’s hip before she pulled away. “You’re a bona fide fiend, Val. I can’t believe you kept a lid on it for so long.”
 
All Val could manage was a shrug. She couldn’t refute the words, but she also couldn’t spend too much time analyzing what they meant, what spending this time with Olivia meant for the path she’d need to return to soon after this toe-curling walk on the wild side.
 
It took a few minutes, but Olivia cast off, the wind drawing them out from the dock and into the open water. Val sat on a small love seat at the stern and enjoyed the gentle bob as they floated away from the shore, where Olivia would be able to start the motor safely.
 
The water was calm, and she couldn’t help but stare at Olivia when she eased herself in front of the steering wheel. “Do you take the boat out a lot?”
 
Olivia turned around and gave her a charming smile. “I go fishing with my dad sometimes, and I’ll take her out for a spin every now and again.”
 
“Sounds idyllic.”
 
“It is,” Olivia answered as she started the engine. 
 
The boat picked up speed surprisingly quickly, and Val felt herself being pushed into the back of the bench. The experience was like a muted version of taking off on an airplane. She enjoyed the heaviness and didn’t fight, instead content to enjoy the coastline as it grew smaller in the distance.
 
They headed toward the middle of the lake, though they’d always be able to see land no matter where they were. Lake Cabot was a few square miles, with evergreens dotted along the northern shoreline so deep at some points that it looked like a forest.
 
Val only saw a few other boats out at this time, far away and closer to where she knew people fished, a tidbit of information Olivia had given her. Olivia’s knowledge made a lot more sense now, given she was a bit of a fisher herself.
 
After a few minutes of cruising along, Olivia cut the engine, and the boat slowed before finally stopping, bobbing gently as the current pulled it along.
 
Olivia stepped across the open area near the stern and sat down next to Val. That only lasted for about ten seconds before she kicked her legs up and stretched them across Val’s lap. “We can hang out here for a while.”
 
“Oh, can we?” Val murmured. “Are you angling for a foot rub too?” She would have given Olivia one if she’d asked, her long calves resting on Val’s thighs while her bare feet made a motion like she was splashing in water. It took a lot of the willpower Val had to not run her hands up Olivia’s legs and dig her fingers into the softness of her thighs.
 
Olivia, as she’d learned, had very sensitive thighs, and Val had used that to her advantage on more than a few of their afternoons together. There was something so incredibly arousing about Olivia coming undone beneath her—or on top of her—when she gave herself over to Val in a way that made her wonder if she could come just by making Olivia come.
 
It hadn’t happened yet, but she’d been close a few times. All it took after that was a few purposeful strokes of Olivia’s fingers or licks of her tongue to have Val crumbling under the weight of her own orgasm.
 
A spike of arousal shot through her when she realized that Olivia was literally lying across her while she was fantasizing about her, and she dragged her eyes to Olivia’s.
 
As expected, Olivia’s green eyes were bright, her lips curled into a playful smirk. “What are you thinking about?” she asked, wiggling her toes again.
 
This was a physical thing between them. Val shouldn’t have felt awkward about being, well, physical. She lifted her arms from under Olivia’s legs and placed her hands, palms down, against her smooth calves. “I feel like you already know.” It felt too good, touching Olivia. Her hands moved of their own accord, running slowly along her shin.
 
“Still, a girl always likes to hear about a job well done.” Olivia sighed contentedly as her legs bowed outward.
 
There was this gift Olivia had for making Val think less and act more. Before she’d processed it, her fingers skimmed up higher, past Olivia’s knees. She traced lazy circles and was rewarded when Olivia’s legs clenched and her stomach grew tight.
 
Val’s own want was already picking up, desire whipping through her veins as she tried to focus on the simple action of her fingers against warm skin, on not letting the moment spiral out of her control.
 
When her fingers ghosted across the hem of Olivia’s shorts, Val watched her take a sharp breath, transfixed by how Olivia’s eyelids fluttered.
 
“You didn’t strike me as an exhibitionist,” Olivia drawled, her voice syrupy as it oozed into every part of Val.
 
Val feigned obliviousness and pushed her fingertips just under the light, linen material. “What are you talking about?” Her fingers traced delicate patterns against Olivia’s skin, and her own center clenched when she felt muscle tighten beneath her touch.
 
Olivia took a deep, measured breath, and Val could tell she was trying not to give too much away with her body’s response. She allowed Val’s fingers to roam and skim along her skin until finally she gritted her teeth. “In about ten seconds, I’m going to fuck you on the deck of this boat. If you aren’t an exhibitionist, you needed to let me know,” Olivia said as she looked at her wrist and a watch she wasn’t wearing, “about the time you stepped on this boat.”
 
A thrill shot down Val’s spine when she thought of having Olivia in any way, but this way was off-the-charts hot. Her fingers pushed harder into Olivia’s skin, and she splayed her hands outward to wrap around Olivia’s thighs. “I think you’re bluffing.” 
 
She really didn’t know, but she definitely wanted to find out.
 
Val glanced around to make sure no boats had meandered toward them, and she pulled at Olivia’s legs to encourage her to shift her position and sit on top of her, a reversal of the position she’d found herself in the first time they’d had sex.
 
Olivia, straddling her thighs and pushing into her, sent a shot straight to Val’s core. She’d accepted that Olivia was attracted to her after all the times they’d already had together, but now she was discovering that along with acquiescing to Olivia’s wants and giving over control, she also liked having control, especially considering what it was doing to Olivia above her.
 
Olivia rolled her body seductively against Val’s center, like she was giving her a lap dance. Fuck, that was a visual Val hadn’t been expecting, and her stomach tightened with anticipation. With another roll of her hips, Olivia eased herself up and looked down at Val seriously. “There is a cabin downstairs. We don’t have to do this out here.”
 
Instead of answering with words, Val untied the string on Olivia’s shorts and eased her hand inside. Olivia was so wet that Val’s breath caught in her throat. Her fingers slid against Olivia’s hot center, forcing a low moan from Olivia’s lips.
 
“Val,” Olivia whined as her hips picked up again, rolling in a practiced motion against Val’s hand. “Fuck, that feels good,” she whispered in Val’s ear when she leaned closer, sucking her earlobe into her mouth.
 
Val hadn’t known what she’d wanted until she’d met Olivia, hadn’t even considered sex as an exploration instead of an assumption. She still couldn’t quite wrap her mind around it, surprised at how long she’d kept clear of temptation. Sex with a woman was one thing, but the discovery of what made Olivia dripping wet or what got her off faster than she could have imagined was something Val hadn’t anticipated. 
 
And right now, Olivia grinding on top of her was having that exact effect.
 
Olivia wound one of her hands into Val’s hair and tugged gently, pulling her into a messy, hungry kiss as her hips grew more frenzied with each stroke of Val’s fingers. She didn’t know if there was a better feeling than her fingers easing into Olivia, Olivia’s thighs pushing down into her hard as her hips jerked against Val’s hand.
 
With a few more strokes, she felt Olivia clench around her. She held her breath so that all she could feel was how Olivia’s body experienced the moment. She memorized the cadence of Olivia’s breathing, sharp and haphazard. She took in the warmth of Olivia’s thighs, slipping against her with the light sheen of sweat dotted across their bodies.
 
The movement against her slowed, and Val felt Olivia separate from her, giving her space to ease her fingers out. Olivia then separated their mouths, ending the kiss with a small bite on Val’s lower lip, tugging on it slightly, though there was no pain to be felt with the adrenaline coursing through her.
 
When she looked up to meet Olivia’s stare, she was surprised when something akin to petulance flashed across her face.
 
“What’s wrong?” Val asked quickly, her hands coming to rest on Olivia’s hips.
 
Olivia jutted her jaw out and let out an indignant little huff, refusing to make eye contact. “I was supposed to fuck you.”
 
Val laughed then, unable to keep the sound inside, their bodies jostling against one another with the force of it. Of course that’s what Olivia would be mad about, given she’d been the one to start this. Val slipped her hands under Olivia’s T-shirt and dragged her fingers across her abs, looking into her bright green eyes. Val’s lips curled into a smile, and she licked them before she pushed the words. “You know, I’m not opposed to you repaying the favor...”
 
***
 
Olivia didn’t know if she could move. They’d found their way to the floor of the boat, just enough room for them to lay with their legs bent at the knees. She’d cast the anchor at some point, unsure when this marathon round of sex would end, but not wanting to tempt fate if the boat floated too close to shore. That would have been a terrible end to a fantastic morning, and Olivia would have never forgiven herself.
 
Clothing had come off at some point, though they both still wore their bikinis. Even Olivia had her limits, and getting caught buck naked by some of the locals was, again, not how she wanted to end this day. 
 
Lucky for her, Val didn’t seem in any hurry to head off somewhere. Olivia refused to consider the sigh of relief she breathed upon her acceptance of that idea.
 
Val’s head rested on Olivia’s stomach, her feet propped up on one of the small inset seats around the edge of the boat. They stared at the slow-moving clouds drifting across the bright blue sky. Olivia’s hand had wound its way through Val’s hair, and she stroked the blonde tendrils absently as she enjoyed the gentle rocking of the boat.
 
Could every day be like this?
 
“That feels good,” Val murmured as Olivia stroked her fingers near the base of her scalp.
 
Olivia scoffed, even if she secretly loved that Val felt like putty in her hands. “I make you come three times, and this is what you’re raving about?”
 
“That one looks like Terry,” Val said lazily, pointing her finger up toward the sky and ignoring Olivia’s last comment.
 
“Terry the lake monster? You’ve never even seen Terry.”
 
Val shifted so that she could look up at Olivia. “I know what a turtle looks like. I didn’t think he was some radioactive hybrid or something.”
 
Olivia tried not to get lost in the sensation when she put her index finger up to Val’s lips. “Shhh… don’t ruin this with one of your conspiracy theories.”
 
Indignant didn’t even begin to cover the look that Val gave her as she turned to face the sky again. “It’s not a conspiracy theory if it’s true.”
 
She’d been learning that Val had some surprising ideas about the most unexpected things. “Look,” she said as she began stroking Val’s head again, “I cannot have another conversation about the Denver airport. My brain will literally combust.” Olivia knew she was opening a can of worms, but she couldn’t seem to stop herself. “And conspiracy theories, by definition, haven’t been proven.”
 
Val sighed and crossed her legs like she was settling in for a long debate. “In the face of overwhelming evidence, we must accept the truth.”
 
“Spoken like a true future lawyer,” Olivia mused. “Though I don’t know how thrilled they’ll be with your mental Rolodex of the world’s oddities.”
 
Olivia knew what she’d done. Bringing up law school was by default bringing up the fact that Val was leaving at the end of the summer. In spite of the touching and the comfort and the familiarity, she couldn’t forget that. 
 
With each passing day, Val became more enmeshed in her life. It was the stupid, inconsequential things, like Val’s brightly colored hairties now littered around her apartment. But it was also bigger things that made her stomach lurch with discomfort, like how she’d send Val a good night text when she got off her shift at the bar because she knew Val worried. And more importantly, that she liked having someone to do that with, that she looked forward to when she woke up to find a reply message from Val that inevitably kicked off a day of text conversations.
 
It had to be because of the clear boundaries on their relationship, or friendship, or whatever it was, that made Olivia willing to take these leaps. She didn’t let people in. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d made a real friend. In little more than a month, Val had deftly, or accidentally, navigated the barriers she’d placed around herself.
 
For as much as it scared her, truly, Olivia didn’t think it was intentional on Val’s part. For lack of a better word, it was transactional. Olivia got to have good sex with someone she enjoyed, and Val got the same, a summer away from the baggage of her life before she returned to a world outside of Lake Cabot.
 
But on some level, because she wasn’t without emotion, just adept at reining it in, that annoyed Olivia. The idea that Val could turn her emotions on and off like a tap on a faucet. That she could have a dalliance for the summer and then return to a life that she didn’t really seem passionate about. It wasn’t Olivia’s place to judge, and she’d never dare impose her opinion on the situation, but the idea had stuck with her over the last few weeks.
 
She tried to focus on the things that mattered in the construct they’d build for their friendship. If there was anything she’d learned about Val, it was that she really, really enjoyed having sex. Even if it wasn’t love, would Olivia be able to give that up? She ran her fingers along the nape of Val’s neck as she considered the idea, Val humming in appreciation at the tactile gesture.
 
Olivia had wondered more than a few times, as they’d fallen into her bed together, if Val would really be willing to give up the world she’d slowly discovered when summer came to an end. Maybe not because of Olivia, but because she’d learned something about herself, about the things that made her tick and the desires that propelled her forward. She’d seen the person Val could become when, at least, her walls came down.
 
Olivia considered Val’s life as a story arc, all the pieces and plot points that had led her to where she was today. Olivia didn’t write stories that always had happy endings; in fact, in most cases she didn’t. Sometimes the weight of life does break us, she thought, or we try to cobble together a sense of existence amid a world that’s constantly changing.
 
Would Val accept her truth and push forward in spite of her family’s protests? Or would she decide that pleasing those closest to her was worth the sacrifice of hiding her true self? Or maybe she’d split the difference, content to have casual affairs with women while she projected some sort of ice queen façade that rose above any sort of romantic dalliance, regardless of gender.
 
As Olivia ran her fingers through her hair, mostly for her own satisfaction, Val finally spoke. “I don’t love the idea of being a lawyer.”
 
Olivia held her breath for a beat but continued pushing gently against Val’s scalp, working not to disrupt a surprisingly real moment from her. “Why’s that?”
 
“Well, I hate public speaking, for one,” Val said as she stared up at the sky. Her body had gone slightly rigid, though she hadn’t moved away from Olivia’s touch.
 
Another light stroke of the pads of her fingers, this time across Val’s temple. “I think it takes a special type of person to truly enjoy it. I think most people just grin and bear it.” She wouldn’t push if Val didn’t want to give more.
 
The seconds stretched out between them until Val let out a deep sigh that was almost engulfed in the sounds of nature around them. Olivia didn’t have to hear it. She felt it. The frustration. The confusion. It was obvious that Val felt torn between competing priorities, but it was also obvious that she’d never truly held her own personal happiness on the same rung as the goals she’d set for herself long before her brain had even been fully formed. It was a sound that conveyed so much more than words ever could, and that was coming from an aspiring writer.
 
Olivia’s hand slid down to the base of Val’s neck, and she massaged gently, earning a hum of approval that also spoke volumes without words. It was the sound of pleasure, of basking in the touch of something, or someone, in a way that was also foreign to Olivia.
 
“When I told my dad I was considering law school, I felt like it was the first time he ever truly took an interest in my life except for pushing me to be the best at anything I did,” Val said. Olivia could feel her hunch her shoulders inward, shifting away from their comfortable balance against Olivia’s rib cage.
 
“So it wasn’t his idea?” Olivia asked, looking for a line to straddle that wouldn’t implode their delicate balance of post-sex glow and serious conversation.
 
“I don’t know anymore,” Val answered with another sigh as Olivia worked her fingers into a knot along her shoulders. “God, that feels really, really good,” she practically purred.
 
Desire slid through Olivia with the sensual sound, and she worked to rein in the pulse of want she felt through her body. “It’s supposed to. This day is about having fun. Enjoying the moment. We can talk about your family if you want, or we don’t have to. It’s completely up to you.”
 
“This place feels like a fairy tale some days.” Val’s words were whimsical as she gave herself over to Olivia’s fingers kneading into her neck.
 
“It’s not all sunshine and roses. Businesses here can struggle in the off-seasons and everyone knows everything about each other, but there’s no place I’d rather live.” Olivia’s hand stilled against Val’s body before her index finger started tapping nervously. Where had that come from? It didn’t matter if Val cared where she lived, or what she thought of Lake Cabot at the end of the day.
 
“What do you like about it?” Val had turned her head again so that she could look into Olivia’s eyes, her stare deep, disarming in a way Olivia hadn’t been prepared for.
 
So, she gave the only honest answer she could. “I belong here. The people I love are here. I love it here. It makes sense for me. I’m sure it’s not the same for everyone. I know many people who spent their lives pining for the city, dreaming of a grander life.”
 
“But not you?” God, Val had really pretty eyes. They were a bright brown, almost the color of whiskey in a tumbler when light struck it, illuminated and multidimensional. Easy to get lost in, like Val herself.
 
Olivia felt better when her hands were busy, and she resumed her ministrations against Val, shifting her focus to her neck. She dug into the muscle and allowed herself to enjoy the warmth of Val’s skin, how the wisps of hair gently tickled her fingers as she moved. “I lived in New York for a year. I’d decided to go to college there.”
 
Olivia’s tactile comfort was gone as Val shifted completely, rolling her body over onto her stomach. She put her elbows down and rested her hands on her chin. “You didn’t tell me that.”
 
Why would she? It wasn’t something she broadcasted, even if she wasn’t ashamed of it. She knew it hadn’t been for her, and she had no regrets. She rolled her weight onto her forearm so she could see Val properly. With the new angle, their faces were only a few inches away from one another. “I’d like to think there are many things about me you still don’t know,” she said with an eyebrow waggle to diffuse the mounting seriousness of the conversation.
 
“Yeah…” Val didn’t seem like she bought it, but she took the conversation in a direction Olivia hadn’t been expecting, “But, like, we could have crossed paths in the city, and I’d never even have known it.” The sad look on Val’s face was akin to complete devastation, and Olivia bit back a laugh.
 
Even though it pained Olivia to say, she pushed the words out anyway. Val had been honest with her, and she wanted to do the same. “I doubt we did. I was either at school or studying. I didn’t go out a lot, and I didn’t make many friends.”
 
Val ran her finger along Olivia’s forearm. “Is that why you didn’t stay?”
 
Olivia had thought about that question a lot in the first few years after she’d left. Could she not cut it? Was she too proud to say that school had been too difficult? Was she unwilling to accept that she had been a big fish in a small pond in Lake Cabot and couldn’t handle the big city, where she was nothing more than an anonymous speck?
 
In all the soul searching she’d done, the truest answer she’d come up with was that people went away to grow and change, and she’d felt like Lake Cabot could still be that type of place for her. She could still evolve as a writer, and most importantly, she had a family she adored here, a life that she didn’t want to step away from for the chance at “something greater.”
 
Finally, when she realized Val’s eyes were still trained on her, she answered. “It wasn’t what I wanted. And it’s scary to realize, for the first time in your life, you’re the only person responsible for that decision.” She laughed lightly and allowed herself a few indulgent seconds to bask in Val’s fingers, which were still running along her arm. “It’s not like I wanted to come home with my tail between my legs, but I didn’t look at it like that. I tried something, and I realized it wasn’t for me. I paid for most of my first year with writing scholarships, but that wouldn’t extend to additional years. If I wasn’t really sure about it, I didn’t think it made much sense.”
 
“You make it sound so easy,” Val said with a cute head tilt that did stupid things to Olivia’s heart that she refused to acknowledge.
 
Olivia shrugged as much as her position would allow. “Maybe not easy, but I don’t regret my decision. Either of them. I don’t regret going, and I don’t regret coming back. But at the end of the day, I can do more here, impact real people with real lives, rather than try to get noticed by being at the right party or making the right publishing connections.”
 
“That’s admirable,” Val said, so sincerely Olivia wanted to believe it.
 
“I’m not some sort of self-sacrificial lamb.”
 
Val smiled sheepishly. “That’s not what I’m saying.” She cleared her throat and moved her head closer, so that their lips were only inches apart. “You’re very clearly the lion in any engagement.”
 
Olivia couldn’t help the smile that eased across her lips as one of her brows drew upward. “Is that your way of calling me a top?”
 
Her comment was worth the blush that dusted Val’s cheeks, comical considering what they’d just done. And had already done many times before. Val’s forehead scrunched together in concentration, like she was working through an idea. 
 
Even if Olivia didn’t know what it was, she tried to give Val the emotional space to think through it. She, quite literally, couldn’t give her the physical space, as her body was incapable of moving right then.
 
When a deeper blush crept across Val’s cheeks, Olivia couldn’t hold her words in anymore. “Something you want to share with the class?” she teased.
 
“I… I have a question.”
 
This should be good. 
 
“And what’s that?” Olivia asked as she moved her fingers up to ghost along Val’s jaw.
 
“Well…” Val bit her lip and drew it into her mouth, sucking gently. Fuck, that was such a turn-on. Val’s lips did wonderful, magical things that made Olivia forget how to breathe.
 
“You need to spit it out or you need to stop biting your lip like that.”
 
Their previous topic of conversation was forgotten as Val’s eyes went wide. “What? Why?”
 
Olivia groaned. Of course Val didn’t do it to be alluring, it was just a natural facet of her personality. Val, as she was finding, tried to keep her cards close to her chest, but her facial expressions gave things away. “Because it’s very, very sexy,” Olivia answered with a half-strangled laugh. “And I’m trying to focus on whatever you’re working up to say, but it’s difficult when you keep doing that.”
 
Val’s head dropped. “It’s stupid. I’ll just google it.”
 
“Tell me,” Olivia challenged her as she ran her finger along Val’s chin. She pulled Val’s stare back to her, now almost desperate to know what had her so out of sorts.
 
It was like Val was gearing up for a monologue, the way she took a deep breath. Olivia could see the tops of her breasts rise with the force of the air she took in, but she tried not to let them distract her.
 
“So… you said something about being a top. But, like, sometimes we have sex, and I’m on top.” Val’s face was closer to a cherry red now, the bloom of heat burning across her cheeks and neck. Olivia was as shocked as she was turned on when Val pushed forward. “But you’re fucking me. Does that make you the top? Or me the top?” Val’s nose scrunched in confusion. “Because I’m on top.” Val’s mind was absolutely a thing of wonder.
 
“You like being able to define things, don’t you?” Olivia asked, her lips itching to widen, a laugh bubbling in the back of her throat.
 
Val scowled, her lips pressed together in a way that made Olivia squirm. “You brought it up.”
 
“But you…” Olivia let out a whoosh of breath. “You really ran with it.”
 
“Are you making fun of me?” There was genuine hurt in Val’s soft, questioning eyes, and Olivia cursed herself immediately for being the cause of it. It was the second time Val had said similar words to her, so it was obviously something she’d thought about in her life more than once.
 
“Absolutely not.” Olivia ran a finger across Val’s jaw that was as much for her as it was for Val, like a balm to soothe a burn. “I just think you get a little lost in the details. Just like your conspiracy theories.” She finished with a small smile she hoped would temper the sting.
 
“So… if I didn’t get lost in the details, what would be the answer?” Val’s shoulders hunched toward her, and Olivia could see the light freckles that dotted across them. So pretty. So sweet. She wanted to kiss each one individually, even if it took her all day.
 
Instead of questioning it, Olivia leaned forward and did just that. She placed a light, open-mouthed kiss on Val’s shoulder, savoring the warmth of Val’s skin against her lips. “That people are people,” she said when she pulled back slightly before placing another kiss. “And there are many ways people can come together.”
 
The brightness on Val’s cheeks didn’t dissipate, but it slowly ebbed as she processed Olivia’s words. For as sure as Val was about her future plans and her goals, Olivia saw that there was a lack of confidence in going for what she wanted, outside of the parameters she’d allowed herself to exist in.
 
Val cleared her throat and tipped her chin downward. “But it’s been… good for you?” She pushed the last part out like she didn’t quite want to hear the answer.
 
It was in that moment, hearing those words that Val boosted with a gentle smile, that the crush Olivia had tried to fight bloomed through her chest. She hadn’t really allowed herself to feel it before, even alone in the darkness of her bedroom. On those nights, she’d tell herself that it was just sex. Hell, an hour ago, she’d been saying those same words in her mind like a silent prayer as Val had been licking across her hot skin.
 
But when Val was vulnerable, when she said things that scared her in the pursuit of understanding more, it did something to Olivia. It made her want to lean into the sensation. It made her want to wrap her arms around Val and answer any question she’d ever have. Better yet, it made her want them to figure out the answer together.
 
Unfortunately, the reality was something Val had already told her once before, burned into her mind. It was a road to nowhere. It wasn’t what she’d been referring to in that moment, but now, the idea prickled in her awareness. Val was leaving. Her life would move on, and she’d decided to white-knuckle her way through it. Who was Olivia to try and talk her out of it? They’d known one another for less than two months at this point, and it wasn’t her place to dissuade Val from the future she’d planned.
 
And really, for what? What would be the end game? To play pretend for another few months before Val left? Olivia had her rules for a reason, and even if they didn’t make sense to people sometimes, they had helped her hobble along this far. Maybe she wasn’t flying, but she was safely navigating an increasingly precarious world.
 
For as much as she begrudged Val’s life plans, hers were closer to the same than they were different. She didn’t get close to people in order to protect herself. Val didn’t get close to people to protect the façade she’d crafted. At the end of the day, neither of them was better than the other, which was something Olivia had tried to accept over the last few weeks.
 
Lying would protect them both better in the end, but she couldn’t do it. “Yes, it absolutely has been good for me.” Her lips twitched when she tried to hide the smile that was at first a want, but suddenly became a need as it stretched across her lips. She couldn’t fight it any more than she could fight how cute Val looked in her royal-blue bikini or how much she secretly liked when Val got started on her conspiracy theories.
 
But really, who thought the Denver airport was a hotbed of activity for the New World Order?
 
Val did, she reminded herself. Or, at least, Val had the gumption to think about something outside the box and lean into the unexpected from time to time.
 
Olivia noticed when Val’s eyes dropped to her lips before dragging back up to meet her stare. “Good.”
 
If Olivia didn’t stand up right then and start meandering the boat around the lake so that she could keep up the smallest semblance of her promise to show it to Val, this was absolutely going to escalate again, her tired body be damned.
 
Instead, when Val ghosted her fingers across Olivia’s stomach, she found an untapped reservoir of strength, rolling her body toward Val and easing on top.



CHAPTER FIFTEEN
 
Val’s days had begun to drift by in a comforting predictability. On the Friday of July Fourth weekend, she sat at the small table that Dee now kept reserved for her at BTDT, as she’d now started calling it, working through her newest proposals.
 
In the past few weeks, they’d implemented cross-promotional offerings with the paddleboard rental shop as well as a few other businesses around town. Val was already pleased with how it had been working out, business seeing a ten-percent increase week over week for the last three weeks. But, she didn’t let herself get too far ahead. Seasonality had a lot to do with improved business, and with the July Fourth holiday happening, every cabin, rental, and cubbyhole was booked up for the long weekend.
 
Sweetly, Olivia had invited Val to her family’s party, but the Maycombs were also throwing their own extravagant event. Caterers. Bartenders. A private fireworks show. It was embarrassing that something about bringing people together would just be about touting their wealth, but she tried not to dwell on it.
 
Come Monday, she could slip back into her normal Lake Cabot life and pretend her summer wasn’t ticking along like sand slipping through an hourglass.
 
When she felt a body slide into the seat across from her, she smiled reflexively, thinking it was Olivia. The eyes she was met were very much like her own, much to her surprise. Carly’s face was tight, her hands clasped together on top of the table.
 
Val’s heart dropped, worried something had happened at home. “Carly, what’s going on? What are you doing here?”
 
Carly fidgeted in her chair and refused to make eye contact, which was extremely unlike her. Finally, she pushed out the words that seemed to pain her to say. “I need your help.”
 
“Interesting,” Val said, her lips curling into a smirk that dropped quickly when she really took in Carly’s anguished face. Her sister’s posture was rigid to the point of looking like she might snap in half at any moment or, at the very least, throw up. “Seriously, what’s wrong? Are you okay?”
 
“I know we’re not super close or whatever, but I need your help.” Ouch, but fair. They weren’t especially close, though they’d been working on it as of late.
 
Before she thought about it, Val reached her hand across the table and enveloped Carly’s slightly smaller ones, holding them in place. “Anything. What’s going on?”
 
It took a few more seconds, but Carly finally said, “I missed my period.”
 
Oh. Oh.
 
Val’s brow lifted, but she tried not to noticeably react. She knew it was the last thing Carly needed, though she was quite honestly shocked that her sister had sought her out to help her. What were the right words to say here? “And you’re worried you’re…” 
 
The idea of being sexually active at sixteen was unfathomable to her, but as she’d finally learned, lust could make people do some pretty crazy things. 
 
Carly nodded, a quick, devastating tilt of her chin, before she said, “It’s a possibility.”
 
Everything was moving in slow motion but still happening too quickly for her to process, and Val tried to find the smallest sense of confidence that she could help Carly in the way she needed.
 
“Do you have a boyfriend?” It was clearly the wrong thing to say given the devastated look her sister leveled in her direction. “I’m sorry. It doesn’t matter. Let’s take this one step at a time,” she said as she grasped Carly’s hand tighter. “Have you taken a pregnancy test?”
 
“No. I just… I didn’t know where to get one. There’s only one pharmacy in this town, and I didn’t want to ask to borrow the car.” A strangled sob pushed out of Carly’s throat. “And I didn’t want to take it at home. I don’t want Mom or Dad to find it somehow.”
 
God, did Val understand that. Her parents would blow a gasket. Them knowing would make things a hundred times worse than the situation on its own, which was already pretty damn terrifying.
 
“You stay here. I’m going to the pharmacy,” Val said, already standing up. “I’ll be back in ten minutes.”
 
Carly looked up at her with the saddest, glassiest eyes Val had ever seen, like she was going to burst into uncontrollable tears at any second. “Thank you,” she whispered.
 
Val put her hand on Carly’s head and ran it soothingly along her temple. “Anything. Stay here. I’ll take care of it.”
 
The drugstore was only a few doors down, one of the old-timey pharmacies that had been run out of business in bigger towns with chain operations. Val didn’t give herself time to consider any awkwardness she may have encountered as a result of her purchase, instead grabbing the first  two tests she saw from the shelf.
 
When the cashier gave her a curious look, she didn’t return the stare with any sort of recognition regarding the nature of her purchase. Sometimes, dealing with problems for other people allowed her to be stronger, to not cave to the judgmental whims of the world. Right now, she’d do anything to make her sister feel okay. If Carly was pregnant, they’d deal with that too. The first step was knowing what they were dealing with.
 
Val was already formulating a plan so that it barely registered when the cashier handed her a bag. She was out of the store ten seconds after that, her phone held up to her ear after she’d hit the contact button she was looking for.
 
“Hey,” came Olivia’s sexy, sweet voice on the other end of the line. Val’s heart and stomach did a little somersault, but she pushed it to the side.
 
“Weird request,” she said without preamble, “but my sister’s having a little problem. Might be a big problem, honestly. Is it okay if I bring her with me and come over?”
 
“Oh… yeah, sure. I’m here.” The quickness with which the agreement came made Val’s heart pick up again, squeezing tightly. Again, stupid heart, not the time.
 
Val’s lips shifted from side to side. She didn’t want Olivia walking in blind. If the test was positive, Carly may break down into a blubbering mess in Olivia’s bathroom.
 
“My sister needs to take a pregnancy test. I just didn’t want her to maybe have a meltdown at the coffee shop, but that could happen. I’m sorry to spring this on you. I just found out myself. Are you sure it’s okay?” She tried not to imbue her voice with any hope or expectation, knowing it was a lot to ask. Maybe even too much, but Olivia had been the first person that had popped into her mind, not that she was ever far from it.
 
“Oh god, I’m so sorry for her. Yes, absolutely bring her over. I’m here.” Olivia’s voice was so soothing that Val wanted to lose herself in it. Another time. Right now, she had to be strong and focused for Carly.
 
“Thanks. We’ll be there in a few minutes,” Val said as she walked the few doors down, back to the coffee shop.
 
At the table, Carly eyed the nondescript white bag in Val’s hands. “Thank you,” she said again softly, her voice thick with the weight of a situation that Val couldn’t even begin to imagine.
 
“We’re going to my friend’s apartment. Are you ready?” she asked, moving quickly as she threw her laptop and notebook in her bag. Anything to ease her restless fingers, her restless mind that needed to know what type of situation they were really in. A pregnancy scare was scary. A pregnancy would be an order of bigger magnitude.
 
One step at a time, Val chided herself, trying to focus on the things they could control.
 
Carly nodded and stood up mutely, like any words were too difficult to form. Val could absolutely understand.
 
Val gave a quick wave to Dee behind the counter before she led Carly from the shop. It was only a few blocks to Olivia’s apartment, and they walked silently, in step with one another on the sidewalk.
 
“Where are we going? Are you sure it’s okay? Your friend doesn't know Mom and Dad, right?” The last question made Val’s heart heavy, that they looked at their parents as people they hid their problems from, not people they ran to for help.
 
Val put her arm around Carly’s shoulder reassuringly. “No. We’re going to my friend Olivia’s apartment. Whatever happens, it’s safe there.”
 
“Okay,” Carly finally responded as Val led her into the staircase that led up to the apartment above Lucky’s. It was a place Val had frequented over the past few weeks, but any thoughts of her normal experiences there had to be pushed to the side. She wasn’t worried about Carly finding out, surprisingly, but she wanted to keep all of their focus on the task at hand.
 
After knocking, it only took a few seconds for Olivia to open the door. She was in a pair of joggers and a tank top, her hair in a wild ponytail, and Val wanted nothing more than to throw her arms around Olivia and hold her tightly. There was no one else she’d rather be with in this moment, and that thought was as equally terrifying as the situation they’d found themselves in.
 
“Thanks for letting us swing by,” Val said with as much confidence as she could muster. She tilted her head toward her sister. “This is Carly.” And then she did the same to Carly. “This is Olivia.” 
 
There wasn’t time to dwell on how her worlds were colliding.
 
“Come in,” Olivia said with a strong, steady voice that put Val at ease. She smiled gently at Carly. “It’s nice to meet you. Val’s told me a lot about you. I’m going to hang out with her on the sofa and catch up unless you need her right now, but you should take all the time you need here. Seriously.”
 
The soft, comforting look that Olivia gave Carly made Val’s chest tighten. Olivia wasn’t making this a production, wasn’t grilling either of them for answers they didn’t quite have yet. She was just offering her home as a place of refuge with minutes’ notice, and making it seem like a casual hangout while she did it.
 
“Thank you.” Carly stepped into the apartment and looked down the hallway extending past the living room.
 
Olivia’s eyes caught Val’s for the briefest moment before she looked back at Carly. “If you need a restroom or anything, it’s down the hall to your left. Door’s open.”
 
With that, Val handed Carly the bag, and her sister disappeared quickly.
 
At the same time that Val moved forward, Olivia extended her arms to capture her in the sweetest, softest hug that made Val forget what a disastrous situation they were in right now. It was comfort and warmth and safety and all the things she’d never expected to expect when she’d first met Olivia. She allowed herself to be held for a few beats before she eased her head back to find Olivia’s eyes deep with concern.
 
“Thank you,” Val whispered, much in the same way Carly had back in the coffee shop. People needed people, and the same way Carly was leaning on her, she was leaning on Olivia.
 
“Are you okay?” Olivia asked softly before she ran her hand soothingly down Val’s arm.
 
Val nodded and tried to will the tremble from her voice. “I became aware of this possibility about thirty minutes ago, so I’m still processing everything. She doesn’t know for sure yet, which is good news.”
 
Olivia nodded before she brushed her fingers along Val’s jaw. “I’ll make some tea while we wait. Why don’t you go sit down?”
 
Before they separated, Olivia squeezed her hip reassuringly before disappearing into the kitchen. Strangely, Val thought about the first time she’d been to Olivia’s apartment, when she’d been so frantic with energy that she’d walked around and stared intently at the rows of books, trying to find anything to stop her racing mind.
 
Then again, maybe it wasn’t so strange; the situation was different, but the reaction in her body was the same. She was nervous. About what this could mean for Carly. About showing up to Olivia’s house like this. About the big, messy can of worms it could open by letting her separate lives collide.
 
But, really, there had been no other option. The look in Carly’s eyes had almost broken her heart. Smart, self-assured, confident Carly, always with a quip or a devastating burn, usually at Val’s expense. She was so young, and the idea of her whole life being derailed in an instant caused Val’s stomach to bottom out.
 
She’d deal with any fallout from Carly meeting Olivia, and she’d help Carly through whatever next steps needed to happen. It might be difficult halfway across the country at law school, but she’d find a way.
 
 
***
 
Olivia took a few extra seconds as she pulled mugs down from the rack above the kitchen sink and heated the water in her kettle. What she was going through was nowhere close to what Val and her sister were experiencing, but she’d been thrown by the sharp turn in her day all the same.
 
She’d woken up this morning, a text from Val acknowledging the one Olivia had sent the night before when she’d gotten home from the bar. The tentative plan had been for Val to come over today anyway, though neither of them could have anticipated Carly being thrown into the mix.
 
A pregnancy scare was a situation Olivia had never found herself in. She wondered, briefly, if it had ever happened to Val. It wasn’t the right time to bring it up, but thoughts weren’t words, and she couldn’t stop them as they tumbled around in her mind.
 
As the kettle whistled, she dropped three tea bags into the mugs on the counter and filled them with boiling water, thankful for the distraction. She took two to the living room and set them on the coffee table before giving Val, who stood near the bookcase, a quick, “I’ll be right back,” returning quickly with the last mug for Carly.
 
Val had found her way to the sofa and sat down near the end, the mug next to her already in hand. Olivia watched as she inhaled the aroma and gave a small smile. “Valerian Nights,” Val said matter-of-factly before she took a sip from the steaming mug.
 
Olivia smiled and eased onto the other end of the sofa before picking up her own cup. “I felt like maybe something should feel normal today.”
 
“I don’t know what we’re going to do if it’s positive.” Val looked toward the hallway. “I don’t know what she’s going to want to do.”
 
“You guys will do whatever makes sense.”
 
“I didn’t even know she was having sex.” Val looked at her then, her eyes filled with sadness.
 
“Looks like the Maycombs are a family full of secrets,” Olivia said lightly, trying to make Val feel better.
 
“God, I’m so sorry I sprang this on you. I’m sure this isn’t what you wanted to be doing with your day.”
 
Olivia shrugged. “I was already planning on spending it with you, so we’re still doing that. Let’s think of it that way, yeah?” She was surprised when Val put her mug back down on the coffee table and slid across the sofa to put her head on her shoulder.
 
“You are being too incredibly sweet right now,” Val said with a punctuated sigh, her hand coming down to rest on Olivia’s thigh.
 
Olivia absorbed the weight of Val’s body pressed against her, loving the familiarity of the touch. She reached her arm around Val and pulled her in closer, stroking Val’s hair with her fingers. “We’re friends,” she said, even if she had come to accept that that didn’t encompass the magnitude of what was happening between them. “Friends help one another.”
 
“Friends provide bathrooms for a friend's little sister to take a pregnancy test in?”
 
That made Olivia laugh, their bodies gently bumping together as she did. “This is a very specific situation, but yes, it still falls under the purview of helping one another.”
 
Val stayed close to her but shifted slightly. “Let’s talk about something else if you don’t mind. How are you doing? Have you submitted any more pieces?” 
 
Olivia had told Val over lunch at her apartment one day that she’d slowly been submitting short stories, hoping to be picked up by a few independent literary magazines to start building a published portfolio. She had let Val read a few of them but not her newest one. In spite of all they’d done together, the idea of Val reading it made her feel vulnerable, so she’d kept it to herself. Mr. Hutchinson was the only one, apart hopefully from publishers, that had seen the work.
 
“Just the same ones I’ve been working on,” she said, skirting around the truth.
 
A sound from the hallway caught their attention, but Olivia was more surprised that Val didn’t jump away from her. Instead their bodies remained connected as Carly stepped into the living room.
 
“Hey,” Val said sweetly, a timbre in her voice that was so uniquely hers. “No matter what happens, I’m here for you, Carly. What are we looking at?” She patted the seat she’d vacated now that she’d glued herself to Olivia, which was really no chore to be saddled with at all. “Come sit down.”
 
“That mug of tea’s yours,” Olivia supplied, unsure how to be helpful given the next few seconds could change the lives of the women in the room with her.
 
Before Carly had even rounded the sofa, she let out a deep sigh. “It’s negative. God, I feel so stupid but so relieved.” When she sat down on the empty cushion, it was like her whole body deflated, and she practically melted into the back of the sofa. “I’m so sorry I put you through this.”
 
Val’s hand was on Carly’s arm in an instant. “No. It’s okay. I want to help you. I’m so relieved that you don’t have to make any more choices about this situation.”
 
Carly managed a slight smile when she said, “I think I could have done pretty well on Teen Mom, though.”
 
“You definitely have the temper for it,” Val teased, returning her sister’s smile before she grew serious. “We don’t have to talk about it now, but I’d like to know what happened one day. And more importantly, how we can make sure this doesn’t happen again. Whether it’s getting you birth control or me buying out the condom supply in the whole tristate area.”
 
Val’s other hand had continued to rest on Olivia’s thigh throughout the entire conversation, like she hadn’t even noticed it. But Olivia had, wondering at what moment Val would become aware and pull it away like she’d been burned.
 
Carly groaned and put her hands over her face. “It was a stupid mistake. I do not plan on having sex again for a very long time. He wasn’t my boyfriend, just a boy I had a crush on. We slept together when I was home for that school thing.”
 
Olivia could see Val’s face sour, but she didn’t push Carly. “As long as it was something you wanted,” Val said before clearing her throat. “And we should get you a checkup just to be safe. You can talk to a doctor about anything you don’t want to talk to me about.”
 
“The good news is, talking to Mom and Dad about taking an art class seems like a walk in the park right about now compared to what I may have had to tell them,” Carly said lightly, though her cheeks were pink with embarrassment. She had Val’s eyes and the same proclivity for blushing, apparently, but with their different frames and hair colors, there weren’t many other similarities.
 
Val looked at her sister pointedly. “The doctor thing was a requirement, not a recommendation.” Her face softened, and Olivia felt Val’s fingers push against her thigh. “But yes, you should talk to Mom and Dad about taking an art class. Or at the very least, taking a class outside of school if you can’t make it work with your academic schedule. You deserve to enjoy your life and find things that you’re passionate about.”
 
Maybe it wasn’t the right time, but Olivia was both gleeful and terrified when Carly turned the tables on her sister. “Oh yeah, and what are you passionate about?” she asked, looking back and forth between Val and Olivia.
 
Surprise flicked across Olivia’s features when Val kept her hand on Olivia’s thigh and looked at her sister intently. “We offer you comfort and solace in the face of the most serious problem in your young life, and you have the audacity to pry?”
 
“Sheesh, just making conversation,” Carly responded quickly, this time without a hint of embarrassment. “I just asked for your help with, as you called it, ‘my serious problem,’ so I was just trying to convey that the door swings both ways.”
 
Olivia held her breath, wondering how Val would respond.
 
“I appreciate that, sis,” Val said softly, her tone imbued with something Olivia couldn’t quite catch.
 
“Anyway, now that we don’t have to think about what happens after this,” Carly caught her sister’s glare and added quickly, “except the doctor’s appointment, which we can schedule, I’ve been thinking that I wanted to help you with the bakery project. I’m already working on some designs for you.”
 
“Oh…” Val sat up a little straighter and leaned toward her sister. “I’d like that.”
 
Olivia didn’t have a lot of context, but it felt like this moment was important. Val rarely if ever discussed her family, and most of the time it didn’t paint them in a great light. She hadn’t expected to become a part of this sisterly bonding moment, but from the perspective of an author, it was riveting to watch like a fly on the wall as the scene played out.
 
But she wasn’t a fly, was she? She was a person sleeping with Val Maycomb, the person whose house Val had run to when she’d needed a safe space. Olivia was a part of this, whether she’d expected to be or not.
 
The question was, was that something she wanted? A month and a half ago, the answer would have been a clear and categorical no. Today? It had felt good, when Val had leaned into her and accepted the comfort Olivia had given her. It had warmed Olivia in a way she didn’t often feel, being a source of support for anyone outside of her family.
 
It jostled loose something inside of her she hadn’t felt in a long time: a need to connect.
 
When it became clear that even if Val was willing to keep her hand on Olivia, she wasn’t willing to speak more on the subject of them right now, Carly rubbed her hands against her jean shorts, like she was psyching herself up. “Well, I’m going to get going if that’s okay?”
 
“Are you sure you’re good? I know you got the answer you’d hoped for, but it’s still a lot to process. I can come with you if you want.”
 
Carly smiled, looking every bit like the kid she still was in many ways. “I am. Thanks, Val. I really appreciate it. I’m going to go home and take a nap. I think my period’s late because I’m so stressed about school stuff, so maybe if we can talk about all of it at some point, that would be helpful.”
 
“Absolutely,” Val answered without missing a beat.
 
Carly stood up and looked around the apartment, like she was noticing it for the first time before her stare focused on Olivia. “Thank you, Olivia. It was really nice meeting you, and I’m glad my sister’s made such a good friend.”
 
Olivia smiled but didn’t read too much into Carly’s statement, even if it was clear she was angling for more information. “You too, Carly. Sorry we had to meet under these circumstances, but I’m glad you got the news you were hoping for.”
 
Val stood up, and Olivia missed the warmth next to her. She followed her sister to the door and wrapped her arms around Carly, pulling her into an intense hug. A few words passed back and forth between them that Olivia couldn’t hear, and with a quick wave, Carly headed out the door before Val closed it behind her.
 
Olivia’s pulse fluttered rapidly when Val leaned against the door and looked at her from across the room. 
 
“You okay?” Olivia asked as she rose from her seat. The idea of not being close to Val right then wasn’t a possibility, after the last hour’s whirlwind of emotion. 
 
“That was very sweet of you,” Val said as Olivia stepped into her space.
 
“I was being nice to a practical stranger. You were being nice to someone you love and that I know you’ve struggled with, which honestly means more.”
 
Val’s brow shifted upward. “Did you really think I was going to turn my little sister away when she told me she might be pregnant?”
 
“No,” Olivia answered quickly before her lips tipped into a smile. “I didn’t. I’m just saying I think this was probably harder for you than it was for me.” And really, there wasn’t a universe where she could imagine Val abandoning someone in need.
 
“Well…” Val shrugged and leaned her head back against the door. “You met Carly Maycomb. Not at her best moment, for sure, but still wildly mouthy.”
 
“That wasn’t just because her life was spinning out of control?”
 
Val laughed and slipped her arms around Olivia’s waist, pulling her closer. “No, that’s just Carly.”
 
“She’s lucky to have you.” It was stupid how natural it felt when Olivia nuzzled against Val’s shoulder.
 
“We’re working on our relationship. I’m not—” Val stilled, and Olivia took a chance when she shifted her body, connecting them at the waist. 
 
She’d been able to push the cute denim shorts and shoulderless top Val had been wearing out of her mind when matters were more pressing, but now the only thing that mattered was pressing her body against Val’s. 
 
“Not what?” Olivia asked, pinning Val against the door and nipping at her neck.
 
“I’m not good at connecting with people.” Val had made similar statements before, but her voice was so honest and raw that it cut jaggedly through Olivia.
 
“You’re pretty good at connecting with me,” Olivia said as she bit gently at Val’s soft skin, wanting to banish the idea from Val’s mind. She switched between light bites and soft kisses, moving along the column of Val’s long neck.
 
“I still don’t know what universe you exist in,” Val said between heavy breaths as Olivia continued with her lips pressed into her.
 
“What’s that supposed to mean?” Olivia dipped her lips over to her chest and kissed along Val’s sternum. “Is this another conspiracy theory thing?” she asked as she smiled against warm skin.
 
The adorable huff that pushed from Val made Olivia want to drop to her knees and prove to Val just how much they existed in the same time and space, and what Olivia could really do to make her feel like she’d been transported to another plane of existence.
 
Val’s fingers pushed insistently against Olivia’s hips as she pulled her closer. And then, her fingers slipped to Olivia’s back, and she ran her fingers down teasingly. “Are you really going to try and instigate an argument about that right now?” 
 
Olivia smirked. “It seems to get you kind of bothered.” God, did it ever. She’d learned when Val was worked up about something, her body reacted regardless of her mind’s hesitation, and Olivia was always happy to be there when it happened.
 
Instead of teasing, Val’s fingers were sharp as they dragged down Olivia’s skin. “Like this?” 
 
Olivia shifted her hand under Val’s shirt and mimicked the motion. The sharp intake of breath that Val expelled was unmistakable as anything other than heady, intoxicating want. “Just like that.” And then, Olivia decided to make good on her earlier thought, dropping to her knees in front of Val. “What about like this?” she asked, placing soft kisses against Val’s hipbone.
 
What happened next was hot, and fast, and had Val digging her fingers into Olivia’s shoulders so hard she’d left marks that Olivia wanted to get tattooed on her as a reminder of the sounds and tastes and touches Val had left when she’d come. She’d called out Olivia’s name so loudly as she came that Olivia was glad she didn’t have neighbors downstairs. It was possible the only thing that could have drowned out Val’s ardent screams would be a bar below.
 
They’d made it to Olivia’s bed later, after she’d given Val her first orgasm of the day up against the door, her leg hanging over Olivia’s shoulder. The afternoon sun streamed through the window, their legs tangled together with a sheet balled up at the bottom of the bed. 
 
Val placed a kiss on Olivia’s lips so different from the bout of sex they’d just had that Olivia wondered if she’d dreamed it, if maybe she’d fallen asleep.
 
She smiled and ran her fingers through Val’s silky hair, letting it slip through her fingertips.
 
Moments later, Val laid her head against Olivia’s chest, her hand resting over Olivia’s heart before she quietly said, “Whatever universe we’re in, I’m glad we’re stuck here together.”



CHAPTER SIXTEEN
 
 
 
Val didn’t much care for holidays with her family. July Fourth wasn’t the most important of holidays by familial or traditional standards, but she did know that her parents threw a party every year for the neighborhood and invited some of their friends from New York as well. It was an amplified version of the last party they’d had, one that Val could barely remember given all that had happened in her life since.
 
She let out a dramatic sigh just for the sake of it and rolled out of bed on July Fourth morning. It was already loud downstairs, with strangers bustling around preparing for the party instead of a family arriving throughout the day with potluck items and a six-pack of beer.
 
Before, it had been all she’d known, but it now felt like a stark contrast to the types of parties she’d like to go to, parties like the one Olivia’s family had thrown for Memorial Day. There was no pretense there. No expectation. She wished she could spend the day with Olivia, with her family, and just exist in a way these big events never allowed for.
 
Her family wanted to trot her out like a show pony and laud her accomplishments without asking anything substantive about how she was doing. That was the last thought that flitted through her mind before a knock on her door made her jump.
 
“What?” she asked, more sharply than intended.
 
The door opened slowly, and Carly’s head peeked around it. “I texted you, but you didn’t respond.”
 
“I think I left my phone at Olivia’s.” It felt good to say her name, and she didn’t miss the wide smile that worked its way across Carly’s face as she entered the room.
 
“Bummer. Guess you’ll have to see her soon to get it back.”
 
Val rolled her eyes, refusing to take Carly’s bait. “Guess so.” She moved over to the desk situated near the window and sat down in the chair. “How are you doing?”
 
Carly’s head bobbed up and down. “I”m okay. I feel stupid it happened but thankful you were there to help me.”
 
“Any time,” Val said, truly meaning it. “We can schedule a doctor’s appointment for you on Monday.”
 
“Okay. Sure. Um…” Carly stood near the door and put her hands in the pockets of the jean shorts that she’d undoubtedly be changing before the party later. “I emailed you some designs I made last night for the bakery. It helped distract me from thinking about everything.”
 
“That’s…” A bubble of emotion welled up in the back of Val’s throat. “That’s sweet of you. I’ll take a look at them before the party.”
 
Carly, with hands still in her pockets, wandered over to the bed and sat down on the edge closest to Val’s desk chair. “Can I ask you a question?”
 
Fear hit every nerve ending on Val’s body. “You can ask it. I might not answer it.”
 
“Okay, then not a question.” Carly laughed and took one of her hands out of her pocket to itch her nose. “All I wanted to say is that you seem different this summer. Not that I’ve really seen you a lot, but you’re more of a real person. You haven’t been putting up with my and Declan’s shit, which I kind of secretly love, and you just seem… well… happier.” 
 
Val’s throat was thick with emotion, and she wondered how her body could manage any more feelings on the subject.
 
She didn’t speak, so Carly continued. “So, whatever or whoever is prompting this change, I’m happy that you’re happy.”
 
A tear fell from Val’s eye, and she wiped it away quickly. Carly knew, and she didn’t care. More than that, she was happy for Val and seemed to be encouraging her. “Just to be clear,” Val said, “I’m not with anyone.”
 
Carly nodded seriously. “And just to be clear, I’m not, like, a secret nerd or anything who loves graphic novels. And maybe draws them herself.” With the beat of silence, Val tried to absorb that information. “Because I’m telling you I’m not that person. Even if I do those things.”
 
Val’s lips curled into a surprised smile. “Not a nerd, got it.”
 
“And you’re not having a fling with a very attractive woman. Got that too,” Carly said with a cheesy thumbs-up.
 
Heat washed over Val as she took in her sister’s words. “We’re not together.”
 
“But you get together,” Carly challenged her with a shit-eating grin before she thought better of it. “Olivia was super nice is all I’m saying.”
 
“She’s so many things,” Val said softly before she realized the words had come out. But it was too late to take them back, and the soft smile on Carly’s lips made her not want to anyway.
 
“Anyway,” Carly said, standing up and walking to the door, “let me know what you think about the designs.” 
“Will do, nerd.” She shot her sister a grateful smile that she wasn’t insistent on delving into this topic anymore.
 
Carly gave her the middle finger and left the room with a loud laugh.
 
Val had barely figured out her feelings for Olivia for her own peace of mind, let alone well enough to express them to anyone else. But it had felt good to talk about her, even in a small way. It made what was happening feel more real but also more terrifying, like Val wouldn’t be able to shed this summer when she left like a second skin and move forward as the person she told herself she wanted to be.
 
No, the marks Olivia made on her body and her heart and her mind were already there, whether she wanted to admit to them or not.
 
***
 
For the party, Val had decided on a light sundress that accentuated her shoulders and a pair of strappy sandals with a wedge. After showering and drying her hair into soft, loose curls, she’d applied mascara and a light lipstick. She knew the look would make her mother happy, even if she’d rather be in a pair of destroyed denim cutoffs and a tank top.
 
She was already bracing herself for the inevitable onslaught of banal conversation as she headed down the steps and into the kitchen.
 
Her mom was standing with a person wearing all black, their eyes focused on an iPad. 
 
“This is unacceptable,” she heard her mother say tersely.
 
“Absolutely, Mrs. Maycomb. I’m working on finding someone right now.”
 
There was no universe in which Val wanted to become involved in whatever was happening, so she eased through the back door and stepped onto the back patio closest to the pool.
 
Declan was the first family member she spotted, dressed in a pair of pressed khaki shorts and a navy blue polo shirt. His dark hair was styled to the side, and he looked about as unhappy as she did. Knowing what to talk about with her little brother had always been a struggle, and he’d grown even quieter during his teenage years, much happier to be playing sports or video games.
 
“Hey, D,” she said as she stood next to him.
 
“I hate these things,” he said, scuffing his boat shoe along the ground.
 
“Same,” she said with a shrug, without looking at him, though she could see him turn toward her.
 
“Why? You’re like the golden child. Mom and Dad love to brag about all of your accomplishments. Top of your class. First-tier law school.” He wasn’t judgmental about it, just stating facts as he saw them. She hadn’t even known he’d been paying attention, and was even more surprised when he continued. “My teachers try to compare me to you, you know. Because we’re Maycombs, it’s expected that we can do as well as you academically. Your name came up no less than half a dozen times at that stupid academic thing we did a month ago.”
 
Val turned toward him. “You didn’t tell me that.”
 
“Well, it wasn’t exactly a positive thing for me and Carly. It’s stressful. Teachers see our last name on the class list and expect we’re going to be perfect students with perfect grades.”
 
“I know that. I don’t want you to both be like me. Hell, I don’t even want to be like me some days.”
 
Declan looked at her curiously, like he was seeing her for the first time. “You don’t act like it.”
 
“I act like I’m supposed to act. Most days, I’d rather just read a book or bake,” she said with a deflated shrug. This was maybe the first real conversation she’d had with her brother all summer, and it was about how much it sucked to be her sibling. “How’s soccer going? You know I’ve always had two left feet, so I find your talent pretty damn impressive.”
 
He rolled his eyes exactly the same way Carly did and shrugged off the compliment. “It’s good.”
 
“Have you gotten to play much this summer?”
 
“There are some townies who play at the field near the high school a lot of days, so I join them sometimes.”
 
Apparently, all the Maycomb siblings were leading separate lives they didn’t share with one another. “That’s cool,” she said before adding, “I”ve been spending a lot of time in town too.”
 
He nodded agreeably and slipped his hands into his pocket. “I like this town.”
 
Val smiled as she looked out toward the lake, the edge of the town and the public beach visible on the far shore. “I like this town too.”
 
***
 
Olivia’s morning had been leisurely in a way she hadn’t had in a long time. She’d woken up, maybe wishing a little that Val had been next to her, but the bed still smelled like her, smelled like them.
 
It sent her brain into hyperdrive how much that didn’t bother her, that it was like wrapping herself in comfort and familiarity and warmth. Getting to know Val had been so much more than she’d imagined it would be, and she was surprised by how much she was learning about herself in the process.
 
She liked taking midday naps with someone, and she’d probably like sharing her bed with someone at night, too, if that was something that Val’s life could permit. And she liked that Val knew her way around Olivia’s apartment; she was the one to make them tea or snacks on many days when Olivia couldn’t drag herself out of bed after being thoroughly fucked by the insatiable appetite Val had for all things sexual.
 
And sensual, if Olivia thought about it. Some days, Val would simply trace her fingers along Olivia’s naked body, mapping and exploring, like she was committing her to memory. There were no conversations to be had or words that could change the reality of their situation come the end of summer, but Olivia didn’t think it was one-sided, this feeling that they were growing closer.
 
What did she do with that?
 
Right then, nothing. She was good at pretending things were okay, even though she felt herself falling a little more under Val’s spell each time they saw one another.
 
As she got ready to head over to her dad’s Fourth of July party, she sent off a quick text, telling Val she hoped that she had a good, and bearable, day with her family. Slowly, Val had opened up a little more. Olivia was surprised that she’d started to believe, as Val described her parents and her life, that money didn’t buy happiness. She’d come to the realization weeks ago that she wouldn’t trade her two jobs and apartment above a bar for the Maycombs’ house any day of the week.
 
Seconds after the text sent, she heard a chime come from her bed. She slid her hands through the rumpled covers and pulled out Val’s phone. Well, so much for Val getting her message.
 
So when Olivia’s phone rang in her pocket, it was stupid that she immediately got excited that maybe it was Val.
 
“Hey, Clara,” she said into the receiver after checking the name on the screen. Clara Briggs was the owner of Lucky’s, as well as her landlord. Not only did she allow Olivia to live above the bar rent free as part of her employment, but she’d always been good to Olivia.
 
“Oh, sweetie. I’m so glad you answered.” Clara sounded frantic. “Jade just called me and told me she has pink eye.”
 
“I’m sorry to hear that,” Olivia responded automatically. “The bar’s closed today, though.” With so many parties happening, Lucky’s always closed on the Fourth of July, another stand-up thing that she appreciated about Clara.
 
“It’s a private event.” Olivia knew that Clara sometimes hired out bartenders for local parties, though Olivia didn’t usually pick up those shifts. She’d much rather work a ten-hour day until two or three a.m. than spend her daylight hours serving for some bigwigs who refused to pour their own drinks. At least with the bar, it was a matter of patrons not being allowed to grab their own bottles, not because they refused to.
 
God, if they could, there would be a riot and Lucky’s would burn to the ground.
 
“Oh,” she finally said, hoping Clara wasn’t going where she thought she was going with this.
 
“I hate to ask, but can you cover, even for just a few hours?” Clara sighed. “We’re just starting to build a reputation, and this is the first time we’ve been paired up with this new catering company that could bring a lot of business to Lucky’s. I’d hate to have to tell them no, and I’m out of town with my grandkids this weekend.”
 
“Are Luke or Tony not free?” Olivia asked, trying to find any solution except the one that was unfurling in front of her.
 
“I can’t get a hold of either of them. They weren’t on the schedule this weekend. Jade worked last night and you’re in on Sunday, so they’re probably out of town too.”
 
There was nothing less she wanted to do than bartend this party, but it was Clara asking. The woman who’d given her a job and a home when she’d needed one. Who’d watched her grow up and had served her the lowest ABV on tap when she’d sneak into the bar with her older brothers as a teenager. What Clara needed, Clara was going to get, at least from Olivia.
 
“Sure. I can help you. Can you text me the address? Is there a dress code?”
 
She heard Clara let out an audible sigh of relief through the phone. “I’ll send the address now. Black pants and shirt, ideally. And Olivia, thank you. I cannot express how much this means to me.”
 
“I’m always happy to help you, Clara.” And really, she was doing this for the woman, not for her job. Jobs would always come and go, but having people who could depend on one another was what made Lake Cabot go round.
 
“Thank you again, Olivia. You’re a good person.” Clara’s voice was full of gratitude, like it was leaking through the phone and wrapping itself around her.
 
Olivia made a noncommittal sound and hung up the phone. Seconds later, a text message came through from Clara. There had been a brief moment during their call when a thought had flitted through her mind, but she hadn’t let the possible answer impact her decision. 
 
As she stared at the address to the Maycomb house in Westlake, she wished she hadn’t thought it such an improbable possibility.
 
***
 
With guests beginning to arrive, Val had escaped down to the cabana to hide out for as long as she could. She didn’t want to make small talk with her father’s boss, who’d made the trek from his own Connecticut home with his family in tow. And she didn’t want to talk to the Bollingers, the retired couple across the street who lived at the lake year-round and had made it their mission to get to know every person that set foot in their neighborhood. And she definitely didn’t want to talk to Bobby’s parents, the Vickersons, who’d been friends with hers for at least two decades, since Mr. Vickerson and her dad had started at the same company.
 
In this moment, the most idiotic thought struck Val, that if she had married Bobby, her name would be Val Vickerson. She shook her head and laughed at the absurdity of the idea. Most absurd was that a few months ago, she’d actually been considering it.
 
He hadn’t officially asked, and they’d never had anything close to a healthy, normal relationship for reasons that were now very clear. But still, it had always been an assumption. The same way it was assumed that she’d be the best, go to a good college, and head to law school after that.
 
Even though she’d known Bobby her entire life, she didn’t really know him. Or maybe, there just wasn’t a lot going on under the surface to get to know. He was attractive and could be charming, and she’d had no false ideas that, even if they had attempted to stay together while both of them had been away at separate colleges, he would have been faithful in any way.
 
He’d said something before freshman year about wanting them to make sure that it was the right move for both of them, at which point she hadn’t fought because, really, what was she fighting for? To sleep with someone she wasn’t sexually compatible with or who was ultimately going to do what they wanted and sleep around anyway?
 
Seeing his parents had stirred up a lot of painfully obvious facts that she’d avoided for so long. The way she felt about him couldn’t hold a candle to what she’d experienced with Olivia in what amounted to a second’s worth of time compared to what she’d spent with Bobby, but it didn’t matter. Bobby was an ember that wouldn’t seem to snuff out. Olivia was a flame that Val wanted to throw herself against and combust.
 
When someone rounded the edge of the cabana, Val’s eyes darted toward them in surprise. Thank god it was just Carly.
 
“Look, sis,” Carly said without waiting, “now that we’re buds, you can’t leave me alone up there. Mrs. Bollinger has been grilling me for ten minutes on where I ran off to yesterday, since I typically spend weekdays in the neighborhood.” Carly gave her a dramatic stare. “That’s fuckin’ creepy.”
 
Val smiled and pushed all the confusing ideas she’d just been processing out of her mind. “I’m pretty sure she has secret cameras up around the neighborhood to keep tabs.”
 
“If meddling was an Olympic sport, she’d win gold every year.” Carly looked around the edge of the cabana quickly before returning her attention to Val. “And Mom’s on the warpath. Something about someone not showing up. They’re sending a replacement, but her eye is doing that thing where it tics uncontrollably.”
 
“So, you need me to run interference?”
 
“At the very least provide a distraction so that I can steal a bottle of wine.”
 
Val lifted a dubious eyebrow. “You’re sixteen.”
 
“Yes. At a very boring party with all of my parents’ friends. Hell, I can’t believe you’re not drinking.”
 
Drinking hadn’t been the plan today. She’d been hoping she could find some way to slip out of the party later to go see Olivia. Her lack of phone wasn’t helping coordinate her great plan of escape, but the idea was the only thing keeping her sane.
 
She uncrossed her legs and stood up, savoring her last few minutes of solitude before she was thrown to the lions. “You owe me.”
 
Carly nodded solemnly but grabbed Val’s arm, already hauling her back toward the house. “I know, my debts to you are mounting,” she said, not seeming all that upset about the idea.
 
When they got to the back patio, there were about ten people milling about, with a large catering spread set up along the far side. About fifty people were expected, and Val couldn’t imagine them going through even half the food.
 
She eyed some of the buffet hungrily, but Mr. and Mrs. Vickerson noticed her quickly and waved her over.
 
“Valerie, it’s so good to see you,” Jeannie Vickerson said as she placed a kiss on Val’s cheek. 
 
“You too. Mr. Vickerson, lovely to see you as well.” God, it was all so fake; she felt like she should curtsy.
 
“We brought a surprise for you,” Jeannie said gleefully as her eyes shifted past Val’s shoulder.
 
Before she could turn around, an arm draped around her hips, and she felt a kiss against her cheek. “Hey, Val,” came Bobby’s voice from next to her. “It’s good to see you.”
 
“Bobby,” she breathed out, trying to buy a few extra seconds of time. “I didn’t know you’d be in town.” He smelled the same, like the expensive cologne he’d worn since they were sixteen. Everything about him was the same, except maybe that he’d gained a few pounds since the last time she’d seen him, his face ruddy with a senior year of drinking, a world apart from her own experience.
 
The real difference was that Val was, decidedly, not the same person she’d been the last time she’d seen him, and she didn’t know how to reconcile those two ideas. More importantly, she had no idea how to finally break it to Bobby that there was no world in which they ended up together, even if their marriage had been discussed since birth.
 
Not even as a safety net. Not even as a friend. It felt insane that Val had thought she could actually marry someone for convenience and to keep up with expectations, knowing what she knew about herself now.
 
“And miss a chance to see my girlfriend?” Bobby said with a wide smile as he squeezed her hip again. So, they were playing it like that. She hadn’t so much as talked to Bobby in months. Her ambivalence, she realized, was probably ideal for him. He could screw anyone up and down the Eastern Seaboard with no consequences, and he’d always have a publicly acceptable date to trot out at functions or mention in their circles.
 
With the Vickersons’ stares all trained intently on her, she managed  to say, “I’m glad you could make it, Bobby,” before she excused herself to get a drink. The idea of staying sober now felt almost impossible, and if she wanted to go somewhere later, she’d just walk.
 
Turning around to head toward the bar, which was set up on the opposite side of the patio from the food, became both the best and worst decision she felt like she’d ever made. For a split second, she had the craziest thought that Olivia had stopped by to see her before she noticed that she was wearing the same outfit as all the other staff at the party. Her unexpected presence didn’t stop the little flutter that worked its way into Val’s abdomen. It didn’t matter that she’d seen Olivia less than a day ago. She’d missed her, and not being close to her wasn’t a possibility.
 
“What are you doing here?” Val asked as her gaze flicked down to Olivia’s lips.
 
When Olivia finally responded, it felt like she was talking to a stranger, any trace of familiarity between them gone. “Lucky’s supplies bartenders for events sometimes, and I’m filling in. What can I get you?”
 
Val’s head cocked to the side and frowned in realization, a dull pain working its way through her body. “What about your family’s party?”
 
“The Maycomb Fourth of July celebration required a bartender, and I wasn’t going to let Clara down.” Olivia had mentioned Clara to Val on a number of occasions, and she knew immediately that Olivia would do whatever Clara needed, even at her own expense.
 
Val’s stare shifted toward the ground before she lifted it, only to be met with Olivia’s distant eyes again. They were almost cold.
 
“That’s really kind of you. I’m sure Clara appreciates it. I’m sure everyone here does too.”
 
Olivia barely resisted her scoff, and her eyes became impossibly harder. “I’m doing this for Clara.”
 
Val nodded quickly. “I know.”
 
“Can I get you and your boyfriend a drink?” Olivia asked, and the pieces clicked into place with her dour tone.
 
“He’s not my boyfriend.” Val’s words were fast and jumbled, but she didn’t want Olivia to believe her initial thought for a second longer.
 
Olivia touched the tops of a few display bottles of beer and smiled, though Val knew it was completely fake. “Didn’t quite look like that from my position of service.”
 
“It’s not—” Val leaned in closer, imploring Olivia with her eyes to understand. “It’s complicated. Can I come over later so that we can talk about it?” All she wanted was a chance to explain. What, exactly, she didn’t know yet.
 
“I don’t think that’s a very good idea. This is already complicated enough,” Olivia said, her voice so low it barely registered across the foot of space between them.
 
Val leaned forward, trying to find anything understanding in Olivia’s steely gaze. “Then why don’t you let me come over to un-complicate it? I promise, it’s not what you’re thinking.”
 
“What I’m thinking is that you keep a secret boyfriend in your pocket for family engagements. Am I close?”
 
Wow, this was going badly. “Maybe in the past but not anymore.”
 
“Doesn’t look like he knows that.” Olivia flicked her stare over to the Vickersons before dragging her eyes back to Val. “I met him a few minutes ago, by the way. He hit on me, and I wondered what kind of person could ever end up with a douchebag like him.”
 
Val stood up straighter, refusing to let the conversation devolve any further. “He’s done what he’s always done, which is chase anything that moves. I will credit his taste in this specific situation, but he is not my boyfriend.”
 
“But you let people think he is,” Olivia said accusingly, like she was disgusted by the idea.
 
“I’m trying not to, but I didn’t know he’d be here.”
 
Olivia clasped her hands together and feigned excitement. “What a sweet surprise.” It cut Val to the core.
 
“Olivia,” she pleaded, “you know I don’t like him.” Her voice dropped lower, and she could feel the anguish written across her face. It didn’t compare to the disappointment written across Olivia’s. “You know who I spend my time with.”
 
The noncommittal shrug Olivia gave her in return hurt the most. “I guess I didn’t account for just how good you were at keeping secrets, which is surprising since I already knew I was one of them.”
 
Months ago, Val would have turned tail and run away. She wouldn’t have fought. She wouldn’t have begged Olivia to listen. Doing those things right now wouldn’t be good for either of them, especially for Olivia who was working and not just representing herself, so Val tried to rein her next words in, to will her voice to come out evenly. “I am coming over tonight so that we can talk. If you don’t like what I have to say, then I’ll leave. At the very least, I need to get my phone.”
 
Olivia slid Val’s phone discreetly across the white linen tablecloth to her. “No.”
 
Val’s eyes narrowed. “Yes.”
 
“I don’t—” Val was surprised that Olivia actually stopped speaking when she held up her hand. It was a small breakthrough in the tense moment, but she’d take what she could get.
 
“I am coming over at ten p.m. tonight. We will talk, and if it doesn’t go well, I will leave. If it does go well, I will spend the night.” She emphasized her next words. “The whole night.”
 
Finally, the smallest hint of a smile flashed across Olivia’s lips. “I don’t think you will.”
 
Val leveled a playful smile back and let her stare roam wantonly across the parts of Olivia she could see. Her dark brows, lifted in challenge. Her pink lips, dry yet so utterly kissable in the hot afternoon sun. Her palms were pressed against the counter; bartending was such a waste for all the things her dexterous hands were born to do, ideally to Val. “Well, don’t pick a fight with me later and find out for yourself.”
 
This was neutral territory for them, Val’s inability—or, more accurately, unwillingness—to tell her parents she was doing something instead of acquiescing to their requests. It was about Val, not about what could be construed on Olivia’s part as jealousy. And if that was what it was, if Olivia was jealous of seeing Val with someone else, of even thinking it was a possibility, it made Val want to do it even more.
 
As someone stepped up in line behind Val, Olivia righted her posture and slipped back into work mode. The heat between them crackled in spite of Olivia’s professional tone. “The white’s great. Full-bodied and refreshing on a warm day.”
 
“Sure,” Val said without protest. When Olivia handed her the wineglass, their fingertips brushed, and she forced herself not to pull Olivia across the table and kiss her senseless. “Ten,” she mouthed as she picked up her phone and wandered away.
 
***
 
At nine fifty p.m., Olivia was still pretty damn mad. Maybe not quite at Val as much anymore, but definitely with herself. How had she let things spiral so far out of control? She wasn’t a jealous person. She didn’t let things get far enough for jealousy to even be on her radar.
 
Sneaky, sexy, sultry Val had done something to her. She’d cast some sort of spell on Olivia. It was the only possible explanation and the one that rolled around in her brain as she shoved books back into their respective places on her bookshelf and organized her stack of notebooks for the millionth time.
 
When she’d seen that guy, the stupid, overt, prickish type, walk up to Val and wrap his arm around her waist, heat had flooded through Olivia’s veins like it was the blood that usually pumped through her body. Her reaction had been swift and unmistakable: jealousy.
 
This thing between them hadn’t abated. If anything, she craved Val more. She wanted to know what it would be like to spend the night with her. She wanted them to eat pancakes for breakfast instead of dinner. She wanted to help Val with her problems, though she hoped those were a little less intense than a teenage pregnancy scare moving forward.
 
She wanted. 
 
That was the long and short of it. And wanting was a gateway to needing. If You Give a Mouse a Cookie was the greatest book ever written as far as she was concerned, for reasons that were becoming very obvious in her own life.
 
The uneasiness in her had bubbled up throughout the day, though she’d done her job and ensured that Lucky’s, and the new company they were trying to partner with, received nothing but positive feedback on her bartending and customer service abilities.
 
The problem was, she still didn’t know what Val wanted from her or what she would say if Val showed up at her apartment as planned in a few minutes. Was she okay with the double life Val had been leading? Were things getting too intense between them?
 
The idea of not seeing Val anymore wasn’t one she wanted to deal with, and she didn’t think Val would have fought so hard to come over if that was her intent for their future.
 
But really, Olivia didn’t know. She never quite had her footing where Val was concerned.
 
When she heard a knock at her door, she almost jumped out of her skin. This was what Val did to her, left her constantly off-kilter even though they’d literally agreed she’d come over now. Val actually following through on that shouldn’t have left  Olivia feeling like she’d just run a marathon as she walked across the living room to open the front door.
 
“Hi,” she said when Val came into view.
 
Val smiled timidly, some of her bravado from their earlier conversation stripped away. On any other day, one of them would already be pressed up against the wall and panting. “Can I come in?”
 
As Val shut the door behind her, Olivia sat down on the sofa and waited to hear whatever Val wanted to say. Hopefully, she could shed some light on what had become a clusterfuck of a situation between them because any time Olivia thought she had the words to explain it, they caught in her throat and made it difficult to breathe.
 
Olivia had changed into a pair of running shorts and a tank top, and Val had done the same, dressed in a pair of skinny denim capris and an oversized T-shirt with a breast pocket, her hair pulled up in a messy bun.
 
Val stepped farther into the room and dropped her satchel at her feet, nodding toward the sofa. “Can I sit with you?”
 
“Yeah.” Olivia nodded. She hated how weak her voice sounded, all the ire and frustration from earlier gone as Val stood, sad and confused, in her living room.
 
Instead of sitting at the other end, Val sat where she’d been just yesterday, in the middle of the sofa and pressed as closely to Olivia as she could get without sitting on top of her.
 
“Not exactly what I had in mind,” Olivia said, but she didn’t ask Val to move.
 
Val turned her head quickly and gave Olivia a pointed look that she felt down to her bones. “Look, I’m sorry about what happened today. I’m sorry that you got dragged to the party and couldn’t spend time with your own family. I’m sorry that we didn’t really talk, that my family doesn’t know about you. And I’m sorry that my ex-boyfriend has been my boyfriend on and off again so often that he thinks it’s always up for debate.”
 
Olivia stayed quiet.
 
“Does that about cover it or is there anything else I’m not including?”
 
Olivia forced herself to hold Val’s stare even though it made her stomach tumble. “It’s not just those things, though I appreciate you apologizing for them, some of which aren’t even your fault.”
 
Val looked so innocent, like she genuinely didn’t see any other obstacles than her apologizing for this hot mess of a day. “Then what is it?”
 
The question hung between them like a guillotine waiting to slice through Olivia’s carefully constructed world. With Val sitting so close, her jumble of thoughts snapped painfully into focus. She knew what the problem was, and it wasn’t Val. And if she could be honest with herself about it, she needed to be honest with Val too. Val was the one who hadn’t done anything wrong. She’d stuck to the plan: to have a fun summer and not let it become anything more than that.
 
Pride had always been one of Olivia’s flaws, and staring at Val, who had one leg dangling over to brush along the floor, her head propped against her hand as she rested her elbow on the back of the sofa, Olivia realized the magnitude of her miscalculation.
 
Olivia thought she might choke on the words, but she forced them out anyway. “I like you, Val.”
 
“Why are you saying that like it’s in the problem column?” The hopeful, slightly desperate sound in Val’s voice only made it harder.
 
“Because I’m…” Falling for you. Maybe falling in love with you. She didn’t dare say those words out loud. “Because I’m getting attached. This summer has an expiration date. I don’t want to make things harder than they need to be. For either of us.”
 
Val shook her head adamantly. “I don’t know what could be more difficult than staying away from you for the rest of the summer.”
 
“When you leave at the end of it,” Olivia said, her voice barely a whisper.
 
When Val’s fingers ghosted across Olivia’s jaw, it was both the most soothing and saddest touch she’d ever experienced. “No one can make promises forever. No one can know what will happen.” Val’s deep eyes bored into her. “I’d rather be with you now than close myself off because I’m afraid to get hurt.”
 
“Then you’re stronger than me, Val. This is just… it’s so much more than I thought it would be. You’re so much more than I thought you’d be.” She’d been caught in Val’s web for a while, and given the situation they found themselves in, avoiding the truth hadn’t helped. Whether Olivia had been willing to admit it or not.
 
Val smiled sadly and dropped her hand down to her lap.  “I feel like there’s a compliment in there somewhere, but what you’re saying still doesn’t make me feel good.”
 
“Whatever you do, you do it well. And in this case, you made me want you. Need you. Think about you all the time.” Olivia’s sad look mirrored Val’s, so at odds with what should be happy words.
 
She’d tried to keep Val, and their time together, tucked in a neat little box, in a part of her heart and mind and body she understood, had felt in control over. But Val, persistent and unintentionally charming and far more tenacious than people gave her credit for, had grown too much to be contained easily.
 
When she’d slipped past the first layer of Olivia’s defenses, it had been easy to tell herself it was because of their sexual chemistry. That spending this much time with anyone and having this much sex would make their footprint on her life larger. But then, Val had opened up. About herself. About all her fears of being inadequate in the eyes of her family. And that was another layer, and a desire spurred inside of Olivia to protect Val, to make sure she understood that Olivia had never met anyone like her.
 
Olivia could have survived all of that, probably, with a summer of keeping Val close still possible. Until, that is, Olivia realized, like she’d been plunged into the lake on a winter morning, that Val was changing her. She wasn’t just slipping past Olivia’s layers, she was dissolving them. Her heart was no longer protected; nothing was left but vulnerability and the inevitable conclusion of pain and heartbreak.
 
When Val nuzzled her nose against Olivia’s jaw, she felt wetness from a few tears that had slipped down Val’s face. “I don’t want this to be over.”
 
Sliding her hand through Val’s hair, Olivia massaged gently and savored the feeling of Val’s warmth against her fingertips. “I don’t either, but I don’t really know what else to do.”
 
Val let out a little hiccup as she worked to catch her breath. “Can I still stay here tonight? I want to prove to you that I can. That I want this, too, and you’re not in it alone. Tomorrow, I’ll give you space, but can we please just have tonight?”
 
God, it might break Olivia if she said yes, but either way, she already felt pretty damn broken. Instead of saying anything at all, she led Val by the hand back to her bedroom.
 
They undressed one another slowly, and when they came together, it was soft and sweet and more than a little bit sad. It was goodbyes before hellos had ever fully been experienced.
 
She committed every taste and touch and sound to memory, pleading with herself to accept this was the last time. That it had to be the last time. 
 
All Olivia wanted to do was protect herself, to protect them both from the inevitable fallout when Val had to leave. If this was how she felt now, she couldn’t imagine what another few months would do to her, what pieces of herself Val would take with her that she’d never get back.
 
“We’re not going to be total strangers, right?” Val whispered later in the darkened room, her body wrapped around Olivia’s like she was clinging to a buoy in a choppy sea.
 
Olivia ran her fingers through Val’s hair soothingly in a way she knew Val loved. “Probably a little space at first is good, but I hope not.” Was it a lie if she wasn’t sure what the truth was? 
 
“Okay,” Val said quietly as she wrapped her body tighter around Olivia’s.



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
 
Val hadn’t seen Olivia in two weeks. Like she’d promised, she’d left Olivia’s house in the morning before Olivia had woken up. A light kiss to the forehead and a lingering look at Olivia’s sleeping form were all Val had to remember her by in the cold light of day.
 
She still hadn’t come to terms with what had happened, that she’d finally gone after something she’d wanted and found a measure of happiness, however fleeting, only to have it ripped away from her.
 
But as she’d looked into Olivia’s green eyes that night, until she couldn’t bear to look any longer, she’d seen the hurt and fear. She hated that Olivia had turned away from her instead of to her, choosing instead to cocoon herself in the protection of isolation and loneliness.
 
Those things weren’t for her to say to Olivia anymore.
 
She’d done what Olivia had asked, and she’d given her space. Truthfully, Val didn’t know if she could stand to be in the same room with her and not break down crying. They’d only known each other for a few months, but Val was a different person now. She was a person who knew what being with Olivia was like, who knew that Olivia organized her mugs above the sink in size order and always slept with her feet sticking out of the covers because she ran hot.
 
It was all over, and Val was left with an aching hole that was ripped into being by all the whys and what-ifs and maybes that would never come to pass. The worst part was she couldn’t even blame Olivia. Going to law school was still the plan, though it filled her with a mounting sense of dread as the start date ticked closer.
 
Her path was no longer straight, and as she pushed her soggy cereal around in her bowl, she was too sad to even enjoy that stupid pun. Instead, her life had become a jagged series of decisions that had made her feel blown apart.
 
Law school, really? Was it what she wanted? The way her heart thudded in her chest and made her think she was having a panic attack every time she thought about it didn’t give her a lot of confidence.
 
Boxing up her sexuality and pretending it didn’t exist? Like that was possible now. After Olivia, as if anyone else would ever come close, she didn’t think she could pretend it wasn’t a part of who she was. She’d never marry Bobby, or any other man, and she didn’t think that another woman, at least for a long time, could make her feel as untethered yet as safe as Olivia had.
 
She was finally starting to realize what she didn’t want, but that wasn’t exactly helpful for the rest of her life except to teach her that she needed to find another way forward.
 
Val was so distracted by her own internal chaos that she didn’t notice Carly had sat down next to her until she felt a hand on her shoulder.
 
“You okay, Val? You look like someone just told you that World War Three broke out.”
 
“With this administration, don’t even joke,” Val said with a slight clip in her voice. Her shoulders hunched, and she shook her frustration away. “I’m sorry. Thanks for checking in on me.”
 
She hadn’t told Carly what had happened with Olivia, since you couldn’t break up with someone you were never together with, but her sister had noticed, gently checking in and working to be supportive. On the days when Val went into BTDT, Carly usually came with her, but Val spent the entire time a nervous bundle of energy that Olivia would come in. Or worse, that she wouldn’t.
 
It seemed like Olivia was standing by her request for space, giving Val a wide berth. The list of things Val had enjoyed about Lake Cabot had become much smaller, so that she was afraid to go to the public beach or Lucky’s anymore. She was spending so much time in Westlake that even Mrs. Bollinger knew her schedule now, which was a new low. It wouldn’t have been fair to Olivia, to go to her places of business and insert herself there, where Olivia would have to be nice and conversational in a professional capacity, when inside she probably wanted nothing more than to get away from Val or ask her to leave.
 
Everything was a mess, and she’d been the one to cause it. Even if Olivia had developed feelings for her, Val was almost sure she’d had them first. If they could have just stuck to the plan for a carefree summer, none of this would have happened.
 
She knew, finally, once it had been ripped away from her. It wasn’t just interest. It wasn’t just lust. 
 
It was love. Stupid, messy, complicated love. The kind of gut-wrenching pain spurred on by an empty, gnawing feeling in her gut, with its loss that gave her no more than a few hours of sleep each night.
 
She loved Olivia. She was in love with Olivia.
 
And the worst part of this whole idiotic situation was that she thought maybe Olivia loved her too.
 
When her mom walked into the kitchen, dressed for the day in a pair of khaki shorts and a linen shirt, Val could barely muster a greeting. 
 
She was learning that it was possible to be in love and heartbroken at the same time. The latter couldn’t really exist without the former. Being apart from Olivia wouldn’t hurt so much if she wasn’t in  soul-altering, stomach-churning, considering-blowing-up-her-carefully-constructed-world love.
 
Her mom gave her a surprisingly sympathetic look. “I get it, honey. It must be hard.”
 
That shocked Val right out of her head and back to the real world, heat flaming across her cheeks as she got her bearings in the drafty kitchen. “Get what?”
 
“You miss Bobby. It was so nice that he could make it for the Fourth of July party, what with his internship this summer. You haven’t been the same since he left.” 
 
She did not need this heteronormative bullshit today.
 
Anger welled up in Val’s gut, deep and consuming. She wanted to lean into the feeling, to latch onto anything except for the overwhelming sadness that had taken up residence in her body. “I’m not with Bobby, and I don’t miss him.”
 
“Well, you two always find your way back to one another. Maybe in a few years when law school settles down, you can hopefully be in the same place. Long-distance relationships can be difficult.”
 
Val dropped her spoon in her bowl, where it clattered loudly. “As I’ve said, Bobby and I are not together. We are never going to be together.”
 
The dismissive wave her mother gave her had Val seeing red. “You’re so young. You say that now, but life has a way of coming back around.”
 
This was not how she’d planned it, especially considering she hadn’t planned it, but the words were already rising in her throat. She tried to keep them in, but they pushed out anyway, like a bad case of food poisoning. “I’m a lesbian. I will not be dating or seeing or marrying or pining over Bobby at any point in the future.”
 
The look on her mother’s face before Val’s body flushed with terror was almost worth it. Almost. “Valerie. What are you talking about?”
 
Val stood up, wishing she wasn’t wearing her pajamas, that she at least looked put together even if she didn’t feel like it. “I’m a lesbian. I’m not going to be with a man. Right now, I’m not going to be with anyone. I would have liked to tell you this at another time in another way, but it’s out now.” 
 
And apparently, so was she.
 
“Sweetie,” her mom said in a surprisingly soft voice as she walked around the breakfast island to where Val stood. “I’m just surprised. You never hinted at anything.”
 
“Hinted? Was I supposed to start wearing rainbow Converse and put up Indigo Girls posters on my wall?” Her mom moved to speak, but Val wasn’t done. “You put so much pressure on us, you and Dad. We need to be a certain way, get certain grades, go into certain professions, be with certain types of people. It’s exhausting.” She gave Carly a half-hearted smile, comforted by her sister’s nod of approval. “I’m only speaking for myself, but you’re pushing me away. It’s too much. It’s all too much,” she said, the anger shifting to inconsolable sadness in an instant. 
 
She burst into tears, unable to stop them as they fell down her chin like someone had broken a fire hydrant on a hot summer day. 
 
There were so many things she was crying about. Her confusion about the future and what she wanted from it. The realization that she’d wasted so many years trying to appease her parents. And most of all, the loss of Olivia, for the jagged wound cutting across her chest where her heart used to be.
 
“Val,” her mom said, pulling her close and holding her against her chest in a way she hadn’t done since Val was little. “I didn’t know.”
 
“I feel like you don’t even see me,” Val sobbed. “You only see who you want me to be, and living up to that expectation is killing me.”
 
“I love you, sweetie. Nothing will ever change that,” her mom said as she stroked her hand through Val’s hair.
 
“Will you love me if I’m not the person you want me to be?” she said against her chest, unable to make eye contact.
 
“Yes, honey. Absolutely. You’ve always been so reserved, even with us. I didn’t want to push you into talking, but I’m sorry if that made you feel like you couldn’t talk to me.”
 
Val deflated. She’d been holding a lifetime of words and thoughts and resentment inside, and it had all finally come pouring out with a surprisingly not horrible, maybe going so far as positive, reaction from her mom. The whole conversation had her feeling more than a little bit like the wind had been knocked out of her sails. 
 
Finally, after her tears subsided, she pulled herself back and looked at her mom’s shirt, which was soaked with tears and probably more than a little snot. “I’m sorry about your shirt.”
 
Her mom rubbed her hand tenderly across Val’s cheek. “I don’t care about the shirt.” 
 
Since she was letting it all hang out… “And let Carly take an art class, dammit. Who cares if she isn’t valedictorian? She should take electives she enjoys and pursue her passions. Life isn’t some obstacle to overcome with constant focus and determination.”
 
Carly looked at her then and gave Val the sweetest, most vibrant smile she’d maybe ever seen on her. 
 
“I’m sure we can work that out,” their mom said softly, shooting a glance at Carly. It was like once Grace Maycomb had been thrown so far into the deep end that she was in the Marianas Trench, knowing Carly’s biggest problem was wanting to take an art class had her practically leaping with joy. If only, Val thought, but the other stuff, the pregnancy stuff, was a conversation for Carly and their mom to have later.
 
Val took a deep breath as she tried to make peace with the fact that she’d just said all these things out loud, that she’d told her mother the truth and it hadn’t gone as horribly as she’d expected. “I don’t want to lie to you anymore. I also know it’s like eight a.m., but I really, really need a nap right now. Can we pick this conversation up later?”
 
“Are you sure you’re okay?” Her mom’s voice was laced with concern in a way Val had never heard it before.
 
“I just needed to get that all out, apparently,” Val said with a shrug that couldn’t begin to cover how she felt.
 
“I’ll take her upstairs.” Carly hopped down from her chair and put her arm around Val. “Let’s go, lazybones.” 
 
Val knew it was weird that she waved to her mom like a starlet passing the paparazzi on the way out of the kitchen, but she felt giddy and more than a little off-kilter, like her breakfast had been a bottle of bourbon instead of a bowl of soggy Cheerios.
 
Because, truly, life as she knew it would never be the same.
 
***
 
Olivia felt like stopping things with Val was either the best decision of her life or the worst one, depending on which day you asked her.
 
As she dragged her tired body from the water, today was a Worst Decision day. It had been three torturous weeks since she’d woken up alone in her bed, just like she’d asked. 
 
She’d swum faster than she ever had this morning, propelled by a desire to find anything to calm her racing thoughts. She wanted things to go back to how they’d been before, but nothing was working.
 
Not the town, which was inked with memories of Val like a fountain pen had spilled everywhere. Not the lake, which had lost some of its tranquil calm; it was choppy in her mind as she tried to excise every day she’d spent there with Val like a surgeon removing a scattershot bullet. Many bullets, if she was being honest. And definitely not her apartment. God, she could barely sit on her sofa without wincing. Her bed was almost as unsafe. She’d started sitting at her kitchen table to write for prolonged periods of time, something she’d never done before. While her posture was thanking her, her mind was still not.
 
She walked up to the shore and threw herself unceremoniously down on her towel, letting out an indignant huff.
 
“Penny for your thoughts?” Her dad continued to walk around the rental hut and prop up the wooden boards, business as usual.
 
“I’ve just been busy.” Which wasn’t a complete lie. She’d been picking up every available shift at the bar, helping at the rental hut even when unprompted, going over to Mr. Hutchinson’s almost every day, and writing frantically until the wee hours of morning. 
 
Nothing helped. Nothing caused the strange, aching feeling in her chest to abate, no matter how much she threw herself into other activities. 
 
When her dad finished affixing the wooden boards to the hooks along the roof that held them in place, he hopped up on the counter and sat with his legs dangling over the edge, looking like a little kid. “I wanted to talk to you.”
 
God, he was probably going to say something funny yet inspirational with an underpinning of seriousness about how she needed to get out of the funk she was in. It was so him she could practically have the conversation with herself.
 
“I know I’ve been all over the place,” she said with a dismissive hand wave.
 
“It’s not about that, though I am happy to talk about what’s been going on with you whenever you’re ready.”
 
Olivia looked up at him then. His green eyes were bright, though the rest of his face was tight. Was that nervousness? Maybe something else? She didn’t know if she’d ever seen the look on his face, which was probably why it was so hard to place.
 
Instead of staying on her towel, she stood up, dusted the sand off her body, and walked over to the counter before hoisting herself up so that they sat next to each other. She picked up the rock that usually weighed down the signed disclosure forms and rolled it between her hands. “What’s up?”
 
“I wasn’t going to mention anything, but I think it’s about time.” 
 
Time for what? Her mind went to all the bad places first. That he was sick. That something was wrong with the business. That there was going to be some bad, monumental upheaval in their life. “What’s going on?”
 
The normally comforting hand he placed on her thigh did nothing but ratchet up her nerves.
 
“Jelly Bean, you’ve got to stop expecting the worst. Planning for it, in fact,” he said casually in a way that made her wonder what exactly her dad had picked up on this summer. 
 
But they weren’t here to talk about that. “We can talk about my fatalistic outlook next.” She turned her body so she could look him in the eyes. “What’s going on?”
 
“I’ve…” His tanned cheeks turned a light shade of pink. “I’ve been dating someone.”
 
Olivia should have picked somewhere else to sit because she almost fell off the four-foot ledge and onto the rocky sand below. She braced her arms against the wood and tried to think clearly. “You’re dating someone?”
 
Her dad, who’d put on a brave face after the loss of Olivia’s mom but still never quite had that same twinkle in his eye again. The man who’d never once made a comment about dating or moving on even though half of Lake Cabot’s single residents, and many of the taken ones, would jump at the chance to be with him.
 
To say she felt blindsided would be an understatement, and she didn’t know if that was because he’d hidden the signs or because she’d been too preoccupied with her own life to look for them.
 
“Who? Is it serious?” Congratulations should have been in order first, but she was still reeling from his casual breakfast announcement that, after ten years, he’d decided to hop back on the horse.
 
His cheeks burned an even brighter shade. “It’s Dee, and yes, I think it’s getting pretty serious.”
 
Well, of all the things hiding in plain sight. “Dee of the infamous Bean There, Done That?” She knew there was only one. Suddenly, his daily coffee runs made a lot more sense. As did Dee’s almost rabid excitement at giving Olivia the ‘friends and family’ discount, the words now imbued with so much more meaning.
 
“The very one,” he said, his voice full, a timid smile etched across his lips.
 
“So, you’re, like… you’re together?” Maybe it would be overkill to push two of her fingers together to emphasize her point, so she kept her hands flexed against the edge of the counter. “I’m not gonna lie, I’m surprised.”
 
“Why?” His voice slipped from a deep timbre, elevating  slightly, like he feared what she was going to say next. Sadly, Olivia wasn’t known for her agreeable reactions.
 
She thought about making a joke, but it didn’t feel right. Maybe what she was about to say was unfair, but it was the truth. “Honestly… I thought you’d never get over Mom.”
 
Her dad wrapped his arm around Olivia’s shoulder and pulled her close. He smelled like suntan lotion and pine, the same scent he’d had for as long as she could remember. “Your mom was the most vibrant, wonderful, loving person I’ve ever known. She changed my life. She changed me in ways I didn’t even know were possible. I don’t think there is any getting over someone like that.” 
 
His voice choked up as he continued. “But life doesn’t always work out how we want it to. I will always be thankful for the time we had together, and I am so grateful that I had you kids. If you asked me would I do it all again, knowing how it ends, the answer is always.”
 
It was only when Olivia felt a splash of water hit her thigh that she realized she’d started crying. She quickly wiped a hand across her face and tried to hide it. “God, you’re a sap,” she said with a strangled laugh.
 
His only response to that was to wrap his arm around her tighter. “I know that you already know Dee, or at least the bright, friendly woman you see at the coffee shop, but she hasn’t had an easy road either. We bonded over that, and well… it became something more. I don’t know what the future holds for us, but I am happier now that I’ve met her.”
 
Olivia cleared her throat and willed any more tears away. “Were you afraid to tell me? Why did you wait so long?”
 
He shook his head. “I wasn’t afraid, but I know losing your mom still weighs on you. I also know that you don’t love letting new people in. I didn’t want to say anything until I was sure that I wouldn’t be putting undue stress on you.”
 
“So, you were trying to protect me?”
 
He smiled. “I always will, no matter how old you get. But this summer, you’ve been different. Less reserved, more open to people and things. It’s been so wonderful to see, so it also seemed like the right time to say something.”
 
Olivia nudged her shoulder into his, even if she didn’t want to absorb the weight of his words or admit to what had spurred the change. “I’m glad you did. I’m happy for you.”
 
“Thanks, sweetie,” he said as he pulled her head closer and kissed the side of it. When he let her go, he knocked his shoulder gently back into hers like she’d done to him. “Now, what’s going on with you? I haven’t seen you running around with Val lately.” 
 
“Yeah.” He could lead her to water, but he couldn’t make her drink.
 
“Well, I miss seeing her around. It’s been great to see what she’s done both for the rental hut and Bean There. She’s a little bit of a business whiz, that one.”
 
Add it to the list of things Val was amazing at, though Olivia wasn’t going to go into detail with her dad on the others.
 
“Seems like she’s heading off at the end of the summer?” he asked, carrying the bone-crushing weight of the conversation alone on his broad shoulders. 
 
At the mention of Val, Olivia had already drawn inward. She pretended like she was only thinking about her now because her dad had mentioned her when, in reality, Val was never far from Olivia’s mind. “Yep. To Chicago for law school.”
 
“Casts a little bit of a dark cloud over the summer?”
 
Olivia kicked her legs out from the shack and let them thud against the wooden panes. “Yep.”
 
He focused his attention out toward the lake. “You know, I always thought it was interesting how the best stories have the most conflict. Do you ever think about that with your writing?”
 
“In what way?” she asked, following his lead and watching the undulating waves. It made it easier, somehow, to not look into his knowing green eyes while they talked.
 
He shrugged, like this was the first time he’d ever considered the idea and was just spitballing. She knew him far better than that, but she let him go on anyway. “I mean, it wouldn’t be much of a story if nothing happened. If no one sacrificed anything. If no one learned from their mistakes.” He paused and threw a pebble sitting on the counter out onto the beach before adding, “I guess it wouldn’t be a story worth telling at all.”
 
“Is that what you think about when you’re telling a story?” she asked, turning the conversation back on him.
 
“All I think about is how I can best torture you guys,” he said with a mirthful laugh. When he finally settled down, he said, “But that’s the gist of it. The little moments that are strung together to become something more, something worth telling again, are because they teach us. Maybe it’s about the world. Maybe it’s about ourselves. Either way, we’re transformed by learning it. And as hard as it is to go through, transformation doesn’t happen without conflict in its many forms.”
 
She sulked like a temperamental teenager and started to roll the rock back and forth in her hands again. They were both too smart to pretend they didn’t know what this conversation was really about. “What if I don’t want to be transformed?”
 
He turned toward her then and gave her a lopsided smile that made her feel protected and warm, even if she didn’t love his next words. “I hate to burst your bubble, Jelly Bean, but I think you already have been. The question now is: How do you want this story to end?”
 
***
 
Val sat at her normal table and worked on an updated business plan for the coffee shop, now that Dee had seen some of the value her ideas could provide firsthand. Revenue hadn’t decreased after the Fourth of July bump, and as they edged toward the end of the month, Dee had asked if they could look at some budgets for investing more money into the business to take things to the next level.
 
It was a dream come true for Val, not only to make her ideas a reality and help Dee’s business, but to give her anything that could take her mind off missing Olivia.
 
And not only was she ramping up with BTDT, but Dee had brought her into the fold of local businesses. Many shop owners were asking her for advice, and a surprising number were willing to pay for it.
 
It was early, but it was the only time Val was unlikely to run into Olivia. She knew that Mr. Carver did the morning coffee runs when Olivia worked with him at the rental hut, so she’d fallen on her sunrise sword and tried to keep her footprint in Lake Cabot as minimal as possible where it could intersect with Olivia’s. 
 
The morning rush was settling down, but Dee was running around, cleaning every possible surface like they were about to get a tsunami’s worth of people at any second.
 
Finally, Val couldn’t handle Dee’s frantic energy any longer. The next time she rushed by her table, Val placed her hand on her forearm gently. “Hey, Dee. Everything okay?” 
 
Dee sat down across from her and threw the towel she’d been cleaning with over her shoulder. Her face was flushed, but amid the chaos, she looked happy. There was a lightness in her eyes that made her seem as young as Val. “Well, I mean, Olivia probably told you, right?”
 
Val’s brows drew upward in surprise. She’d managed to skirt around Olivia in almost any conversation topic, even with Dee. Apparently, all good things must come to an end. She cleared her throat, working to tread lightly. “Um… I actually haven’t seen her in a while. We’ve both been busy.” And my heart is a little broken, but I’m trying to respect her wishes.
 
“That’s a shame,” Dee said sympathetically before her features grew tight. “I thought maybe she was upset.”
 
A million thoughts flashed through Val’s mind. There was no way Dee, even with all of her people skills, could have picked up on what had happened between the two of them. They hadn’t exactly been discreet, but they also hadn’t been overt. Just two friends, gal-pallin’ around for the summer. Even so, the idea that maybe Dee did know didn’t bother Val, and in that moment, she made the decision to let the conversation play out truthfully.
 
Val leaned closer. She knew it was wrong, but she had no idea how Olivia was. How she was holding up. If she was doing okay. If she’d just moved on with her life like they’d never happened. “Upset about what?”
 
“Ben told her that he and I are…” Dee stopped speaking. A blush fanned across her cheeks and wrapped around her neck. “Well, he told her that we’re dating.”
 
She knew that surprise flicked across her features, but she tried to school her stare. Apparently, she wasn’t the only one with a secret romance this summer. “Were you expecting she’d take it poorly?” was the nicest way Val could think to phrase it. She knew Olivia didn’t like change, and she definitely knew that a love interest in her father’s life would be unexpected.
 
Dee smiled sadly and clasped her hands in front of her on the table. “Olivia’s been through a lot. When she lost her mom at fifteen, I don’t think either she or Ben knew what to do with themselves. That family is a rock, but something like that is never easy to move on from. Ben seems to finally be in a more open place, but Olivia…” 
 
What about Olivia, Val silently urged, practically leaning across the table.
 
“I don’t think she really knew how to deal with that hurt, so she threw herself into making sure she never got hurt like that again. It must be the hubris of youth that makes you kids think you can defy humanity,” Dee finished with a small laugh.
 
It was hard for Val not to get lost in all the ways that Dee’s words about Olivia could impact her, impact them, but that wasn’t what they were here for right now. “So, how did it go, when he told her?”
 
Dee smiled then, toothily and broadly, like a woman madly in love. “It went really, really well. She said she was happy for him. Now, what that looks like when we all get together remains to be seen, but it’s a big step in the right direction. For all of us and for Olivia.”
 
Val tapped her fingers against the table, trying to work something out. “It sounds like the hard part is done. Why are you so”—she gestured broadly around them—“today?”
 
“Oh!” Dee said loudly, like she had just remembered her nerves again. She sat up straight and looked around the shop. “Olivia’s grabbing their morning coffee.”
 
Every hair on Val’s body stood up as straight as Dee’s ramrod posture. Shit, she needed to leave. She wanted nothing more than to see Olivia, but she didn’t know if she could handle it. And really, she didn’t know how Olivia would handle it. Casual indifference would be bad, but Olivia ignoring Val completely would be worse.
 
Who sent someone away from their life because they liked them? Well, obviously Olivia, who was working so hard to protect her heart, which had never seemed to fully mend after she lost her mother. But, she’d been happy for her dad, and that had to count for something. Olivia was seeing firsthand that people could learn and love and move forward, finding happiness in spite of the chaos and uncertainty.
 
Maybe that could mean something? Val didn’t let her thoughts linger on the improbable idea.
 
She finally snapped back to the moment when she realized Dee was staring at her a little strangely. “You okay?” Dee asked sweetly.
 
“Yeah,” Val said quickly, already picking up the items on the table. “I was just thinking about all I need to get done today.”
 
Just as she was about to finish packing up, the door chimed, and it was like the clock had run out. She knew it was Olivia even before she’d looked up. She knew it the same way she knew what it felt like to wake up in Olivia’s arms or the indignant little huff Olivia made when Val said something about conspiracy theories, which she mostly had done to hear that sweet sound.
 
She couldn’t stop herself if she’d tried from looking up and finally seeing the person who’d occupied the majority of her thoughts for the last three months. Whether they were together or not, it didn’t matter.
 
Olivia was still Olivia, with her wild, dark hair and her green eyes that drew Val in. She still dressed the same, in comfortable clothing as she eased through her day from one job to another.
 
But she was also different, her posture a little more rigid, those green eyes a little more guarded. Val’s heart picked up, thrumming in her chest at an uneven tempo when Olivia’s stare locked on hers.
 
If Olivia was surprised, she didn’t let on. Dee, thankfully or not, toss a coin, stood up from the table and whispered, “Wish me luck,” before she hopped quickly around the counter.
 
And with that, there was no reason for Olivia to detour to Val’s table, which was tucked into the far corner of the shop. There was no reason for them to communicate, except for all the unsaid things threatening to explode from Val at any moment.
 
There was a split second when Olivia walked through the tables that Val thought she’d veer and come over to her. Did Olivia feel it too, the pull that made Val want to stand up and move toward Olivia, like it was out of her control?
 
But she didn’t. Olivia eased up to the counter like she’d done a million times before, and Val tried not to stare at the conversation from her vantage point, knowing it was probably a strange situation for both Olivia and Dee.
 
When Val heard laughter, though, she couldn’t help but sneak a glance. Dee had her hand wrapped around Olivia’s, and Olivia’s head was tipped back in laughter at whatever Dee had said.
 
It should have made Val happy, seeing Olivia lit up like a Christmas tree. Instead, all she felt was sad, like someone had hollowed out her insides with a dull knife. 
 
She sighed quietly and picked up her bag before heading out the door without looking back. It wasn’t that Olivia couldn’t let people in; she didn’t want to let Val in.



CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
 
Olivia peered at Mr. Hutchinson and looked at him with all the intimidation she could muster. “We’re going out.”
 
“Out?” he asked, feigning stupidity. “I’ve heard of this place, this ‘out’ you speak of. It didn’t get very good reviews on the Yelp.”
 
“First of all, it’s just Yelp, not the Yelp.” 
 
The devious smile he leveled in her direction helped her realize quickly that he already knew that.
 
She grabbed the newspaper out of his hands. “Come on. Dee’s debuting a new flavor today for the start of August.” She looked at him seriously. “I need to bring a hot date. Can’t be outshone by my dad and his girlfriend.” 
 
It was still weird to say, but she’d tried to get used to it over the past week. Dee had come over to dinner twice at her dad’s house, and Mr. Hutchinson was there on one of the nights. They’d settled into a familiarity. Olivia already knew Dee, had known her for years in fact. It was just switching her from the box of ‘proprietor of the world’s best desserts’ to ‘girlfriend of her father’ that was giving her trouble. 
 
It would take time, but from the moment she’d seen them together, she’d vowed to never be the thing that drove them apart. She hadn’t seen her dad look so happy since her mom had been alive, and Dee’s normally bright energy had been amplified, like she could eclipse the sun with her radiant glow.
 
Mr. Hutchinson rose slowly, though surprisingly without a fight. “Guess I have to dust off the suspenders.”
 
“And your pageboy cap.”
 
He looked out toward the yard before shifting his focus back to her. “I think I’d like to wear the panama today.”
 
“But it’s Saturday.” Concern welled up in Olivia, but he waved it off when he saw her face.
 
“Life’s too short to follow a schedule,” he said with a wheezing laugh. “Give me ten minutes.”
 
It had been surprisingly easy to coax Mr. Hutchinson out, and she ran the few doors down to her Dad’s house and grabbed the truck while he got ready. When she returned, she helped Mr. Hutchinson into the passenger’s side, and they were off on the five-minute drive to the cafe.
 
As they drove, he looked out at the houses slipping by slowly. “I could have walked, you know.” 
 
Olivia gave him a side-eye. “I said I wanted a date, but I also wanted to get there before they sold out.” His scowl only made her laugh harder as they pulled onto Main Street and looked for a parking spot.
 
It took a few minutes, as the late-morning crowd on the weekend was beginning to pick up, but she eased her truck into one of the slanted parking spaces that ran through the main thoroughfare.
 
Mr. Hutchinson moved slowly, but they got him out of the high truck seat without incident and, after waiting for a group to exit, made their way into the shop. Olivia had never seen the place busier. Every table was filled, with a line that almost reached the door.
 
Within seconds of them walking in, Dee waved from the counter before pointing to the single empty table with a small ‘Reserved’ sign on it. 
 
Olivia sighed. Val’s table. Sadly, Val wasn’t occupying it, but she led Mr. Hutchinson arm in arm over to the closest chair and then sat down across from him.
 
Val had told Olivia what she wanted the day she scurried out of the coffee shop without talking to her. From the moment Olivia had walked in and spotted her, she’d been plucking up the courage to approach her. To decide what she would say. If she could act casual. Making promises to herself that she wouldn’t throw her body down at Val’s feet.
 
Talking with Dee had been her first prerogative, but there was no world in which she could have left without saying something to Val, anything that would have started a conversation. She hadn’t been lying their last night together when she’d said she wanted to find a way back to friends. The problem was, she hadn’t realized how difficult only being Val’s friend might be.
 
God, she’d looked so incredibly Val that day, if that was even a thing. Her hair had been pulled back in a messy, blonde bun, and she’d worn a tank top that looked like it had lived its past life as an academic T-shirt before Val had taken a pair of scissors to it. It was both infuriatingly cute and incredibly sexy, just like Val.
 
Olivia hadn’t known what she would say. She’d been plucking up the courage to text Val even before that, but every message she’d composed was deleted before she’d sent it. Nothing quite articulated how she felt.
 
I miss you so much I can barely breathe. Too intense. Delete.
 
I think I saw Terry the other day at the lake. Not serious enough. Delete.
 
Does your heart feel like someone’s stomped on it and it’s now just pulpy mash? Way too macabre. Delete. 
 
Embarrassingly, as a writer, it killed her that, through the medium she professed to love, nothing seemed to strike the right chord. Maybe it was because she still didn’t know quite what she wanted to express.
 
Did she want to see if Val wanted to make a go of it, in spite of the impending distance? She knew that it would crush her and that they’d probably grow apart as time and thousands of miles took their toll.
 
Olivia felt like every moment of every day she was running thousands of simulations in her mind, working to find a solution. So far, she hadn’t come up with anything to write home about.
 
Dee appeared at their table, all smiles. “I’m happy to grab you guys whatever you’d like.”
 
Mr. Hutchinson made an adorably annoyed sound. “I can stand in line. I’m not an invalid.”
 
Olivia loved how Dee waved him off. “It’s not an age thing; it’s an ‘I’m so happy you both stopped by’ thing.”
 
And that was that. Mr. Hutchinson changed his tune, squinting through his glasses to read the chalkboard sign fastened high on the back wall. “I’ll take whatever we’re here for.”
 
“And I’ll also have that and an iced coffee.”
 
Dee smiled at her fondly, a look of such warmth radiating from her that Olivia got caught up in the moment. “I’ll be right back.” Before she left, Dee put her hand on Olivia’s. “Thanks for stopping by today.”
 
Olivia nodded and smiled back, not trusting her own voice.
 
When Dee disappeared behind the counter, Olivia felt Mr. Hutchinson’s eyes on her. “What?”
 
“I feel like you’ve made a mess of things.”
 
Olivia blanched. “I’ve been so nice to my dad and Dee. Don’t you dare try with that.”
 
He waved her off. “I’m not talking about that.”
 
“What are you talking about then?”
 
“I’m talking about Val,” he said, like it was the most obvious statement in the world.
 
Whatever was more intensely pale than blanching, that’s what Olivia did in that moment. “What are you talking about?” God, she sounded like a parrot. And not a very smart one at that.
 
“I’m old, but I’m not dead. I saw the way you looked at her at the Memorial Day party.” That day felt like a lifetime ago.
 
“Val’s my friend,” she said, working to tread lightly. Mr. Hutchinson was as shrewd as they came, and it would do no one any good to underestimate him.
 
“Let me put it this way. You came to me with pages. You came to me with words that were so different than anything you’d ever written. Fiction doesn’t just tell a story, it tells a story about the world as you see it. There are some things you can’t hide, even obscured among pithy words and an unhappy ending.”
 
Olivia jutted her chin out in defiance. She knew she’d regret the words, but she’d said them anyway. “And what am I hiding?”
 
“That you care. That you’re human.”
 
“I’d like to think that was pretty obvious.”
 
“Olivia.” The way he said her name gave her pause, and she leaned in toward him. “I said something to you before, and I think you may have taken it the wrong way.”
 
She tried to run through every conversation they’d ever had, but still had no idea what he meant. “About what?”
 
“I told you that people needing people was the flaw in our design.”
 
“Where’s the lie?” Olivia responded quickly with a light, hollow laugh.
 
And then, he did something he’d never done before. He reached across the table and wrapped his age-spotted hand around her own. “It’s not a flaw; it’s a feature. Or, if you want to look at it another way, it’s the price we pay for humanity. Who are you, if I’m not me? Who am I, if you’re not you? We are ourselves because the world shapes us, and we shape the world as a result.”
 
“Did someone switch up your meds?” She knew she sounded like an asshole, but the weightedness of this conversation was crushing her from all sides, like she’d been thrown into a trash compactor.
 
“I know you know what I’m saying whether or not you want to hear it. You can spend your life alone, making up stories about other people, if that’s what truly makes you happy.” He looked at her over his glasses for a beat. “But I don’t think that’s the case. Letting people in is messy and terrifying because you can’t control the situation. I know what you went through with your mom. I know that you were there with her through the sickness and deterioration. I went through it with my Mary. I know how powerless that makes someone feel. After going through something like that, all you want to do is protect yourself.” 
 
Olivia felt tears prickle behind her eyes, and she willed them away. “Then why would you want someone else to experience that?”
 
“Because that’s life. The good and the bad. The highs and the lows. Loving someone so much that you’d do anything to trade places with them when all you can do is sit by and love them while it happens. It’s not fair, and it never gets easier, but that’s what makes us human. The real flaw in our design is that some people don’t care enough, not that other people care too much. There’s no such thing.”
 
“Aw, fuck,” Olivia said as the first tear fell, and she wiped it away quickly. “Why’d you have to wait until we went out in public to lay this on me?” She laughed as she dabbed the top of her shirt at her face. “You’re such an ass sometimes.”
 
“And that may be the case,” he said as he fished a handkerchief out of his breast pocket, like this was a goddamn episode of Mad Men, “but it doesn’t change what I’m saying.”
 
In spite of Olivia’s whole body buzzing with the weight of his words, she couldn’t stop herself from smiling. “Are you going to kick me under the table if I tell you that I much preferred you just tearing my writing apart instead of dropping life bombs on me?”
 
Instead of answering, he looked up as Dee approached the table.
 
“So sorry that took forever,” she said apologetically. She placed Olivia’s coffee on the table and then served the desserts. “Blackberry cheesecake brownie,” she said with a flourish. “Not for the faint of heart, but the berries are in season right now and absolutely to die for.”
 
Olivia looked down at the dessert, and all its unintended implications, her stomach suddenly rolling.
 
Mr. Hutchinson picked up the brownie and took a large bite. “It’s delicious, Dee. You’ve really outdone yourself.”
 
“I can’t take all the credit. Val gave me the idea, and she’s been oh-so gracious to try the many permutations of the recipe.”
 
“That Val is such a lovely girl,” Mr. Hutchinson said before taking another bite, almost halfway done already.
 
Olivia wanted to crawl under the table. Dee didn’t know, and Mr. Hutchinson knew too much. More than that, he was hell-bent on making Olivia examine every facet of her existence in a busy coffee shop and decide whether she was willing to completely eschew the path she’d set out for herself over the last ten years.
 
That thought jarred her to reality, and she dropped the fork she’d picked up. Well, shit. Maybe she wasn’t the only one who’d been living life according to a plan.
 
***
 
It was bound to happen, running into Olivia. In spite of them circling around the inevitability in a town smaller than a petri dish, they’d managed it well.
 
Until they hadn’t.
 
The plan was for Val to leave in two weeks, to head to law school at the University of Chicago. In spite of that and all the hours she’d spent telling herself to move forward, her pulse picked up when she noticed Olivia walking down the street, likely to a shift at Lucky’s.
 
It was a beautiful day, with big, billowy clouds, and she and Carly were heading back from BTDT after working on some of the designs Carly had finalized for the business. 
 
Along with a new logo, a nod to the sailboats that littered the lake that was beautifully architected by her sister with an eye Val had never had, Carly had acted as a sounding board for a younger demographic.
 
But really, none of that mattered. Olivia was walking toward Val, and for once, she felt like she was on the right path.
 
There was no other option.
 
It was Olivia, in the overalls she’d worn at the Memorial Day party, a tank top from Lucky’s underneath. A pair of white Converse completed her outfit, and Val realized that Olivia was her dream woman, whether or not she’d known it before this summer. 
 
Beautiful, feisty, protective Olivia. Hard edges and a soft heart. Most people could spend their whole lives searching for someone who inspired things within them, who made them want to change and grow and learn. Val had found that while she’d been intent on doing anything else, and because of Olivia’s fear or Val’s unwillingness to be open about herself, they had missed their first chance. 
 
She didn’t want to miss another one.
 
It wasn’t until Olivia had almost reached them that she seemed to realize what was going on. Her headphones were in her ears, probably some seventies rock classic that she loved to blast in her apartment.
 
When Olivia finally noticed Val was almost in front of her, she stopped in her tracks. Her eyes darted around like she was looking for possible escape routes.
 
No dice. The only way forward was through Val, as far as Val was concerned.
 
From beside her, she could see Carly shooting a look at each of them. “Okay, cool. I’m going to go… somewhere. Text me, Val.” She skittered off faster than Val had ever seen her move.
 
“Hey,” Val said, willing her voice not to fail her. If she couldn’t even lead with that, it was all hopeless.
 
Olivia took her earbuds out and let them dangle over her shoulders. “Hi,” came out of her perfect, lush lips, so pink and utterly kissable that Val didn’t know how she’d managed to go a month without doing exactly that. 
 
“Are you on your way to work?” As much as Val hated it, she was still giving Olivia an out.
 
“Yeah. We’ve been busy at Lucky’s. We’re going to need to hire a few more people with all the requests coming in for private bartending events,” Olivia added, unprompted.
 
Val smiled. All she wanted to do was keep Olivia talking for as long as possible. She pushed a strand of hair behind her ear and relaxed her posture, even if every nerve ending in her body was screaming to reach out and touch Olivia. “That’s great news. Dee’s been super busy too.” She shifted from her heels to the balls of her feet. “And she told me about her and your dad.”
 
Olivia nodded and shifted over toward a storefront window, stepping out of the main walkway. “It was surprising, but I’m really happy for them.”
 
“Yeah…” Val moved along with her and leaned her shoulder along the brick running between the window and the next store. Now or never. “So, you’re happy? Everything’s going okay with you?” She let the words hang between them, heavy like a looming stormcloud.
 
The idea that a smile could be sad was such a strange concept, but it was the only one that fit when Val looked at Olivia.
 
“I miss you,” Olivia said quietly as she wrapped her arms around her body. 
 
Val didn’t have the heart to tell her that nothing could protect them from the mess they’d found themselves in, except maybe each other.
 
A step closer, and she was in Olivia’s space. “I miss you too.” She tilted her head downward and tried to focus on anything except Olivia’s lips. “You didn’t text me.”
 
“You didn’t text me.” Olivia wasn’t accusatory; it was just a matter-of-fact statement.
 
A scowl worked its way across Val’s face. “You told me that you needed space. I was trying to respect that.”
 
“And you ran out of the coffee shop that day. I figured you’d decided…”
 
Val leaned forward, so close that she could smell the cherry lip gloss Olivia wore. She arched an eyebrow in challenge. “Decided what?”
 
Olivia trained her stare on the ground between them.
 
“Olivia, look at me.”
 
When she finally looked up, her eyes were glassy and full. It was unsettling how a single look from Olivia could arrest all of Val’s attention. It always had, even from the first day they’d met. 
 
“I came out to my parents,” Val blurted out. “Well, I came out to my mom and Carly, and then my mom told my dad. Honestly not sure if the news has made its way to Declan yet.” Val shrugged and laughed. “The family is working on communicating better, so I should probably make it a point to tell him.”
 
“To the best of my knowledge the Maycomb family home is still standing, so it sounds like it went okay?”
 
Val managed a smile. Olivia really did have a way with words. “Yeah. They were surprised, but overall it’s business as usual at home. Except my mom did randomly give me a hug the other day and told me she was proud of me. That was weird.”
 
“All the surprises in Lake Cabot this summer,” Olivia responded, mirroring Val’s smile back at her.
 
Including that maybe we both fell a little bit in love with one another, Val thought, but she wasn’t quite confident enough to say that yet. Instead, she settled on, “They should really change the town slogan to something tacky yet inspirational like ‘Surprises await in Lake Cabot.’”
 
“I would let Terry bite off every one of my toes before I let that happen.” Now Olivia’s smile was bigger, and they’d both shifted so their arms were touching.
 
It felt good, electric even. Such a simple connection that, for the briefest moment, made everything feel like it would be okay. Like they would be okay.
 
This conversation was going better than Val could have dreamed, and she didn’t have the strength to double back to what coming out could mean for her and Olivia, for some type of future together.
 
When Olivia cleared her throat, Val realized she’d been staring at her lips again.
 
“I... I need to get to work.”
 
“Oh, right.” Val took a small step back. Every cell in her body fought the movement. Before she overthought it, she put her hand on Olivia’s forearm, relishing the warm skin under her fingertips. “Does this mean we’re no longer in the space space?”
 
“If you want it to.” Olivia’s lips curled into a smile that caused Val’s heart to flutter.
 
Her answer came quickly. “Absolutely, yes. I want it. But I want to make sure you’re okay with it too.”
 
“I don’t like being away from you. I hate it, in fact,” Olivia said in a moment of uncharacteristic vulnerability. Just like she’d shown that night in her apartment when she’d admitted her feelings to Val.
 
So maybe it wasn’t Olivia who had the problem with being open, even if Olivia was the one terrified of getting hurt, of loving someone and then losing them.
 
“I hate it too.” Val wasn’t expecting it, which was stupid considering how much she’d been crying lately, when she felt the sting of tears in her eyes. Talking to Olivia again, sharing the same space with her, made their relationship come sharply into focus, the rest of the world melting away. “Can we do this again? I mean, can I see you soon? Instead of randomly running into you on the street and having a conversation that’s long overdue.”
 
Olivia nodded, and when she finally spoke, it was like her voice held the same thick emotion that was swelling through Val’s body. “Tomorrow? Do you want to hang out tomorrow?”
 
“Tomorrow,” Val responded, and it was a word so full of promises and hope that her whole body vibrated with possibilities.
 
When Olivia finally walked away, after more than a few lingering stares on Val’s part, it took Val a few seconds to reorient herself. To the place. The day. The world. The entire universe.
 
She pulled out her phone to text Carly, knowing she was probably lurking somewhere close by. As she sent off the message, a strange feeling persisted that she struggled to name. Her brain, which usually calculated and plotted the optimal path given the information she had, had eased quietly into the background, was no longer the dominant force in her body. Instead, she felt all the atoms that formed her into existence vibrating like an undulating wave. In the center of her chest, the feeling grew stronger, like the atoms vibrated closer together, like they were being drawn to something. It was there, as they whirred and swirled and moved as one; her brain kicked into gear, though it didn’t overtake the new sensation, not by a long shot.
 
For the first time in her life, with staggering clarity, Val realized she was really and truly being pulled forward by her heart.
 
***
 
Olivia had been working her shift at the bar for a few hours, and the stupid smile on her face hadn’t dwindled in the slightest. They’d been bound to run into one another at some point, and Olivia was proud of Val for taking the step, literally, to force them together.
 
As she wiped down the counter, she caught Hannah’s wave from down the bar.
 
“What can I get you, Hannah?”
 
“Since your number’s out of the question, I suppose I’ll settle for a gin and tonic.”
 
Olivia rolled her eyes. Hannah had been in a few times over the past few weeks, though less frequently than the beginning of summer. Flirting was just how she made conversation, and it was Hannah herself who’d told Olivia as much.
 
“I’m sure the girl you’re dating doesn’t love you flirting with bartenders,” Olivia said while she measured the gin into a highball glass.
 
Hannah waved her off. “She said she likes that I’m charming.” The smile on Hannah’s face told Olivia that the woman Hannah’d met on the LadyLuck dating app from the next town over really did believe that. 
 
Olivia slid the drink across the bar. “Where is she tonight?” 
 
“Early day at work, and we’re taking it slow.“ A new song kicked on through the stereo system as Hannah took a sip of her drink. 
 
“Well, look at you go.” Olivia leaned her forearms on the bar. “How does that work exactly? Don’t you want to try to make the most out of the summer?” She paused and then added, “Because it might be all you have.” The parallel to her own life wasn’t lost on her, and she was more than a little curious to hear Hannah’s answer.
 
Hannah shrugged and twirled her straw around the glass. “We’ll take things as they come. It’s still early, but I like her a lot. I only live a few hours away. All that matters is we have a connection. The rest is just details.” Hannah grinned sheepishly, looking much younger than the twenty-six-year-old Olivia now knew her to be. 
 
A couple waving across the bar got Hannah’s attention. She waved back and turned to Olivia. “I’m going to go chat with Ted and Elma.” Ted and Elma were some of Hannah’s new friends, a couple in their fifties who’d rented a house for a few weeks. Olivia knew this because Hannah loved giving Olivia a list of Lake Cabot’s comings and goings, which she’d accepted as of late to keep her mind from wandering down the paths that always seemed to end with Val. 
 
Hannah gave her a bright smile and ambled over to a table to spend the night talking about god knows what; her breadth of knowledge on a range of topics was surprisingly vast. Olivia had once heard Hannah arguing with an older woman about knitting needles, only to pop by later and hear her discussing thoroughbred horses with an impassioned vigor.
 
In another world, if a different startling blonde with honey-brown eyes hadn’t captured her attention and never let it go, they might have had a fun summer together. But it would have been just that, a moment in time, in which Olivia continued pretending that she could exist without experiencing one of the most basic, instinctual parts of her humanity.
 
Loving someone. Loving Val.
 
The crux of it all wasn’t that she’d opened herself up and Val had been the one there to experience it. No, it was unequivocally the opposite. It was because of Val that she’d been able to evolve, the layers slipping away so slowly that she hadn’t realized her entire skin had been shed.
 
But the thing about new skin is that it’s soft. It hasn’t hardened with calluses or gotten used to the scorching sun beating down on it. New skin is vulnerable and yielding. She felt vulnerable. 
 
Because now, whatever happened with Val, Olivia absolutely knew what it meant to love her and to be changed because of it.
 
She was thankful that Jade arrived as her mind continued to wander, though the night wasn’t very busy. Thinking about Val propelled her through the next hour, along with texting back and forth with her. It was nothing serious; all of that could wait until they were in person. They both seemed happy to send mundane little messages, now that the line of communication was open again. Olivia had texted first, just to confirm that agreeing during their meeting earlier today hadn’t been a fluke and that Val definitely wanted to hang out tomorrow. Then Val had sent a picture back of Carly sitting on Val’s bed, giving her sister the finger. 
 
From there, the conversation had started to flow, and Olivia was a fluttery mess of want as she thought about seeing Val again. Even just as friends, even if nothing happened tomorrow between them, all she wanted was to be close to her. Today, it had been like Val had created an intense orbit when she’d stepped into Olivia’s space, leaving her with no ability or desire to escape.
 
Her phone buzzed in her pocket, and she glanced around the bar to make sure no one needed refills before sliding her phone out.
 
Incoming Call: Papa Jelly Bean
 
She ducked through a doorway at the end of the bar and eased into a small closet off the hallway. “Hey, Dad. What’s up?” He didn’t usually call her while she was at work, though with the crazy shifts she’d been picking up, it was entirely possible he had forgotten she was scheduled tonight.
 
“Olivia…” The tone of his voice turned her stomach to lead, and sweat sprang up along the divot on her back. “Honey, do you think you could wrap up your shift early?”
 
Her heart hammered in her ears, and she felt like all the air had been sucked out of the tiny, dingy room. She focused on a mop in the corner and began to count the individual banded fibers that looked like a bad idea of a wig, dried at chaotic angles where it’d been propped against the wall.
 
“Olivia? Are you okay?” Her dad’s voice sounded far away.
 
“What’s wrong?” Breathe in. Breathe out.
 
“I think you should just come over to the house. We can talk about it here.”
 
Her lungs hurt from forcing herself to breathe, and talking on top of it felt almost impossible. She pushed the words out anyway. “Tell me.”
 
“Mr. Hutchinson passed away tonight. I went over to bring him some dinner, and when he didn’t answer, I went inside.” He didn’t offer more, and Olivia was in too much shock to ask. 
 
She tried to process what he’d just said, but all that was running through her head was no, no, no, no, no. She latched onto the word until it stopped making sense, until it was nothing more than a sound that rolled from her lips, foreign and acrid. “No.”
 
“I’m sorry, baby girl. He went peacefully. Why don’t you come over? Can someone cover for you at the bar?”
 
Olivia ignored his words. “I just saw him yesterday. I was going to take him breakfast tomorrow.” Her voice cracked, her chest heavy like someone was pressing a rock against it. “It was going to be a brownie, but he told me it counts as breakfast if you eat it in the morning.”
 
Her dad sounded like he was on the verge of tears, just holding it together. “I’m going to come pick you up. I’ll be there in five minutes.”
 
“No.” The strength of her voice surprised her, and she felt a sharp pang in her chest from the force of it.
 
“Olivia, please.” Her dad was practically pleading now. “I should have come there from the beginning and told you in person. I’m coming to get you.”
 
“I’m going up to my apartment. I need... “ God, what did she need? For this to not have happened. To find out it was some cruel mistake. But it wasn’t. Her dad would never joke about something like this, and it hurt how much she felt the truth in her bones. 
 
For a moment, she snapped back to the present. She wiped her eyes and took a deep breath. “Are you okay? Is Dee with you? And John, Kyle, and Steve?”
 
“Everyone else is here, and Steve is on his way.”
 
Olivia nodded, even if her dad couldn’t see it. “Good. I just need to be alone for a little. I’ll come over later.” She tried to hide the quiver in her voice. “Please. I don’t want to talk right now. I promise I’m okay.”
 
“I’m going to have Dee call Val. I’m going to see if she can come be with you. Okay?” It was a strangled request, his voice wobbly with emotion that mirrored her own.
 
“Okay,” she said, and at the same time she let out a heavy, choppy breath.
 
She didn’t remember what she said to Jade when she walked back into the bar. She didn’t remember taking the steps up to her apartment. She didn’t turn on any lights on the way to her bedroom, so that everything was cast in an eerie, somber glow from the streetlamps outside. 
 
She crawled into bed, and it felt like it had taken a lifetime to get there until she pulled the comforter around her shoulders, every step to this moment like she’d been walking through cement. She curled up on her side into a tiny ball, alone with her thoughts and the weight of her emotions, and that was when the tears finally came.



CHAPTER NINETEEN
 
Olivia’s throat was dry. Why did her eyes burn? They were dry too; she accepted this fact, though she couldn’t quite remember why in the fog of a fitful sleep. She felt like a wrung-out sponge, and a quiet whimper escaped when she swallowed.
 
And then, it all came tumbling back. Her memory was a line of dominos, and the first one had been knocked over by the insistent and crushing feeling of sadness, overwhelming for a reason she still couldn’t place. The first domino knocked into the second, and her dad’s call came into her mind. After that, they fell more quickly. Mr. Hutchinson. The ache in her chest. Fleeing to the safety of her apartment to cry until there were no more tears left. 
 
She didn’t know when she’d fallen asleep, but it was pitch black outside her window, with not even a moon to howl at in grief.
 
As she moved to roll over, she noticed the weight. Unobtrusive, but present along her hip. It was an arm, and even if she couldn’t see it, she could feel it. She followed the sensation from her hip to the palm placed flat against her stomach, keeping their bodies pressed closely together.
 
Val. 
 
And then, like a tidal wave, the rest came rushing back. When Val had found Olivia in her bedroom, and she’d crawled onto the bed with her and held her close. She’d stroked Olivia’s matted hair, carrying the weight as Olivia had sobbed into her pillow.
 
Val hadn’t asked her if she wanted to talk. She’d just been there. And it meant everything to Olivia.
 
She placed her hand on top of Val’s and turned over so they faced one another, tangling their legs together under the covers. They were both still fully clothed, but in shorts, Olivia felt the softness and warmth radiating from Val like she was a fire that Olivia had discovered burning inside a cozy cabin during a blizzard.
 
“Hi,” Val said softly, running her fingers along Olivia’s temple.
 
She wondered if Val had fallen asleep, too, or if she’d remained a dutiful sentry, ready to spring into action at a moment’s notice.
 
Everything was awful, except that Val was with her again, on the side of the bed that had become hers. Olivia could barely make out her gentle features by sight, but she didn’t need her eyes to see Val. She touched her fingers to Val’s lips, and then she ran her knuckles along Val’s jaw, and then she brushed a wayward strand of hair she’d already known had escaped back behind Val’s ear.
 
Val spoke again, content to let Olivia’s fingers wander over her face. “Do you want me to make you some tea? I put a cup on your night table earlier, but it’s probably cold now.”
 
“How long was I asleep?” Her throat hurt, and every word scratched against her as it came out.
 
“About two hours.” Val’s voice was as smooth as honey. Olivia wanted to coat her whole body in the sound to make the sandpaper feeling on her and in her disappear.
 
Her body froze as her mind caught up to Val’s words, and she jerked upward like she’d been shocked. “My dad. I need to call my dad and let him know I’m okay.”
 
Val’s arm was on Olivia’s hip again, easing her down as she gave her a reassuring squeeze. “I texted Dee. They know I’m here with you, and I let them know you were sleeping.”
 
Olivia didn’t know it was possible to hold space in her body for so many coexisting emotions. Gratitude. Fear. Sadness. Anger. Grief. They were all battling it out in her heart and her stomach, punching at one another for dominance so forcefully she was out of breath. Which was fine because breathing hurt anyway.
 
In spite of the hollow feeling that had taken up residence in her heart, it was gratitude that won out, with fear of needing Val this much coming in a very close second.
 
“Thank you for coming.”
 
“I hope you know that I would have come the second I found out, even if I wasn’t called.”
 
Olivia nodded with the truth of the statement. “I know.”
 
“And I know you would have done the same.”
 
Another nod.
 
“I’m going to go make you some tea, okay? You sound like it hurts to talk.” Val gave her another gentle squeeze and eased out of her side of the bed. “Is it okay if I turn on a night-light?”
 
“Yes,” Olivia croaked, and it felt like flames were licking through her throat.
 
Val didn’t ask any more questions. She turned the small reading light on so that the room bathed in a warm, gentle glow. “I’ll be right back.”
 
Thirty seconds after Olivia heard the kettle whistle, Val returned with a steaming mug and placed it next to Olivia, who’d managed to sit up in her absence.
 
Val returned to her side of the bed and mirrored Olivia’s position, her back pushed up against the pillows with her legs bent at the knees. There wasn’t a world where Olivia thought this was why or how Val would end up back in her bed, but it felt right and had been so, so missed.
 
They sat in silence until most of her tea was gone. It was desperately needed as the burn in her throat finally eased. In spite of the present grief laced through every part of her body, Olivia’s heart managed a timid flutter when Val intertwined their fingers, content to sit in the almost darkness with her for as long as she needed.
 
***
 
The next day passed in a blur, but Val stayed beside Olivia for every second of it. There was nowhere else she could possibly be that was more important.
 
They walked to Olivia’s dad’s house early in the morning. The streets were quiet except for the occasional car that drove past or the chirp of a bird. Silence had been a theme of the last twelve hours as Olivia drew in on herself, obviously working to process something incredibly painful that she didn’t quite have words for yet.
 
In spite of Olivia’s grief, her face etched with hard lines and sadness, it meant everything when she slipped her hand into Val’s and continued walking. They would have time to figure themselves out. Today was about being there for Olivia, whatever that meant. Whatever she needed.
 
When they walked into the Carver house, Ben was up from the sofa and crossing the living room before they’d shut the door. His T-shirt was wrinkled, like he hadn’t slept all night. He probably hadn’t. He wrapped Olivia into a strong hug and held her for a full minute before finally letting her go. 
 
Val heard him whisper, “I love you, Jelly Bean. I’m so sorry this happened,” before he kissed the top of her head and drew back. “Can I get you guys anything?” he asked a little louder, including Val in the conversation. “Coffee? Tea?”
 
Olivia stood awkwardly at the door, like she didn’t quite know what to do. “Tea would be good, I guess.”
 
Dee appeared through the doorway to the kitchen. She looked tired, but she smiled, radiating warmth.  “Hi, girls,” she said as she, too, crossed the living room and gave Olivia a hug. “I know how much he meant to you. I’m so sorry for your loss, sweetie.” Dee’s hug didn’t last as long, but it was just as soft. Val knew because Dee wrapped her up in one too.
 
“Thanks, um… for the hug. And for, ya know, being there for my dad,” Olivia said.
 
“Any time,” Dee said before she shifted her attention to Val. “Val, do you want to help me make some tea and coffee?”
 
Val gave Olivia a look, but Olivia nodded and gave her hand a squeeze before letting it go. With that, she followed Dee into the kitchen, and they went about making coffee for Val, Dee, and Ben and putting a kettle on for Olivia.
 
Finally, Dee broke the silence. “Her dad keeps a stockhouse of her favorite teas,” she said lovingly.
 
“That doesn’t surprise me.” Val poured coffee into three mugs set on the counter. Hers was chipped in places from years of use and love and life. She ran her fingers along an especially deep groove.
 
Dee handed Val maple syrup instead of sugar. “How are you doing?”
 
For the first time since she’d gotten Dee’s call, her body deflated, and a wave of exhaustion washed over her. She’d finally slept in the early hours, when Olivia had fallen back asleep after her tea. “I don’t have a lot of experience with death, to be honest. I’m just glad Olivia’s not pushing me away.”
 
“You’re good for Olivia. Ben said she’s been so different this summer. The reason now makes a whole lot of sense.” Val could see Dee’s smile from her periphery and wondered if Dee would say more on the subject.
 
Val, in spite of her tiredness, felt warmth radiate through her. “She’s been good for me too.”
 
Dee stirred her coffee with a long spoon. The din of metal against ceramic was the only sound in the cozy kitchen until Dee spoke. “When Olivia’s mom died, it was incredibly hard for her. Ben doesn’t talk about it often, but I know it weighs on him. Olivia shut him out, shut her brothers out. I think it was her way of dealing with the situation. There’s no right way to handle grief or loss, and it was probably a way to protect herself more than anything.”
 
“That all sounds like Olivia,” Val said quietly. She dropped a large pour of maple syrup into her coffee. This wasn’t the day to forego the simple indulgences of life.
 
“What I’m saying is, last night, she let you in. That means something. I know you two are both young and likely heading in different directions, but finding that with someone is such a special, rare gift.”
 
Dee lifted her coffee mug and took a long sip. Val did the same, letting the heady flavors wash over her tongue. The fact that Dee didn’t push her for explanations or answers made Val want to talk to her, and the words came tumbling out. “I don’t want to leave her. I’ve never felt like this before. I don’t want to leave Lake Cabot either. I feel more at home here than any other home I’ve ever had. Sometimes something just feels right, you know?”
 
“Absolutely. My…” Dee looked out at the backyard, her attention focused on a strong oak tree near the edge that shaded much of the property. “My husband was a drunk. A mean one at that. We married young, and it didn’t surface until later. He lost his job. We were having financial troubles.” 
 
Val placed her mug back on the counter and angled her body toward Dee. She’d never heard her talk about being married before, hadn’t even known it. 
 
“I didn’t think divorce was an option. The only thing I ever really put my foot down on, not that he knew it, was refusing to bring a child into our home. Even if I wanted it more than anything, I would never put an innocent life in the crossfire.”
 
It was difficult to imagine a situation like that, of a life feeling trapped by fear. “I’m sorry to hear that, Dee. You’re such a bright, vibrant person.”
 
“That’s sweet of you to say. He died about four years ago. Liver disease, which wasn’t really a surprise. I know this seems like a long-winded story. God, I’m starting to talk like Ben, though he refuses to admit when he’s doing it,” Dee said with an apologetic smile.
 
Val shook her head quickly. “No, I’m happy you’re telling me.”
 
“The point is, I spent so many years doing what I thought I was supposed to do. Living a life I thought people expected. I didn’t want to be the divorcee of a drunk, and I didn’t want people to think I couldn’t make my marriage work. I’d like to say I was braver and left of my own accord, but that didn’t happen. Regardless, when I found myself free, I knew I needed to make a change. I refused to spend the rest of my life waking up every morning and feeling like there was a bowling ball rolling around in my stomach.”
 
God, did Val know the feeling.
 
“So you opened the cafe?” Val guessed, running her finger around the edge of her cup.
 
“I wanted to be happy, and I wanted to make a place where people could be happy together. Obviously I wanted it to succeed, but I didn’t even care if it failed. The point was I tried something I cared about, invested in something that could end poorly. I’d already wasted so much time trying to make things work that I didn’t care about. Imagine what I could do if I did care? If I wasn’t just going through the motions?”
 
“A whole hell of a lot, Dee.” Val lifted her coffee cup in cheers. “You’ve done a hell of a lot.”
 
Dee clinked her mug against Val’s. “There’s no right way to exist. No real plan to follow when it comes down to it, especially when it’s about making two people work together as a team. A relationship is a million little inflection points that are constantly changing as we change. It takes work, and it takes time.”
 
“And do you feel like you’ve found it?” Val asked before adding with a smile, “You know, the person who you think you can make it work with?”
 
“I’m cautiously optimistic.” Those were Dee’s words, but her face was positively bursting with happiness, her eyes bright before she frowned. “Today is a sad day, and I’m sure there will be many other sad days in our lives. I’m just so grateful to be surrounded by people I love so that we can lean on one another.”
 
“Me too, Dee.”
 
“Now, why don’t we pour Olivia’s tea and head back in there, yeah?” But instead of moving, Dee turned to face Val. “And if you ever need anything, you let me know. You can lean on us too.” 
 
Val knew she meant every word. She nodded and refused to cry. She needed to be strong right now, not only for Olivia but for herself. “Thank you. I would like to talk about some things soon, if that’s okay with you.”
 
“Absolutely.”
 
***
 
Mr. Hutchinson’s funeral was on a Tuesday. With no living relatives, he’d named Ben Carver the executor of his estate, and Olivia had been surprised to learn that he’d extensively planned for this day. Too bad no one had given Olivia that message. Most mornings, she still felt like she’d been punched in the gut.
 
“He didn’t want to be a burden,” Olivia’s dad had said as he’d pulled her into a hug when she found out. “He already had his plot, next to Mary, and he wanted something that wouldn’t cause a fuss.”
 
“So I should return the fireworks display then?” Sarcasm hadn’t been helping the deep sense of being adrift at sea as much as she’d hoped.
 
It didn’t feel real, the idea that he was gone. She still found herself making plans to go see him or wondering what he’d think of any new words she’d managed to jot down in the past week.
 
At the funeral, her dad sat on one side of Olivia, Val on the other. Olivia and Val both wore simple black dresses, though Val’s was paired with a strand of pearls that her mother had given her. They’d been making progress, Val had told her one day as she’d made Olivia lunch.
 
Neither of them had brought up what would happen between them. Summer was almost gone, but Olivia couldn’t think about anything before the funeral. She hadn’t been able to go back to Mr. Hutchinson’s house since he’d died, knowing she’d see a million little reminders that wouldn’t fill her with comfort, only with sadness. An errant coffee cup. A newspaper open to the business section. His hats, hanging neatly by the door.
 
When they lowered the casket into the ground, she held on to Val’s hand like she’d float away into the sky if she didn’t. Val had become synonymous with safety and protection and… love. It was a constant now, burning just below the surface and threatening to boil over. Even if she couldn’t have the conversation yet because she was too preoccupied with her grief. Even though she’d known it for far longer than she wanted to admit, even if just to herself.
 
They had to have a conversation. Val had said a lot of things at the beginning of the summer, but those had to be different now, right? She’d come out to her parents, so it didn’t seem like she planned to live a life of secrecy or chastity. That was a laughable thought, given how much Olivia knew Val loved sex.
 
She shook her head forcefully and had to shrug when Val gave her a concerned stare. This was not the thing to be thinking about right now.
 
Hours later, after many tears and many toasts to Mr. Hutchinson, Olivia let herself into her apartment, Val behind her.
 
Olivia slipped out of her heels and flipped on a light. “I feel like you’ve been my emotional support animal this last week.” Truly, that didn’t begin to encompass what Val had done for her.
 
Val slipped off her own shoes, though she was still a few inches taller than Olivia. She wrapped her arms around Olivia’s waist and held her. This had also become more common. The touching. They hadn’t slept together again, but they’d held hands, sat close together when they were in the same room, and found innocuous reasons to stay close. It was like they’d started over, going back to the start and really becoming friends, instead of just two people who wanted to rip one another’s clothing off.
 
Which, if Olivia was being honest with herself, she still desperately wanted to do some days. Like right now; Val’s body was body pressed close, a light perfume filling Olivia’s nostrils. It was all so intoxicating-—so Val—that her knees went a little weak.
 
How many people in the world felt this way? Felt loved and protected and adored? And, she wondered, of those people, how many had obstacles they couldn’t overcome? How many were stuck wishing and hoping things had been different?
 
She didn’t want regrets, but she didn’t know how to give herself over to this thing between them without losing a little piece of herself she’d never get back. Could she deal with distance between them? Would Val want to make it work, or, now that she was out, would she want to run free in Chicago and experience what the world had to offer a pretty young thing like herself?
 
Olivia didn’t know the answer. And she didn’t know the answer because they hadn’t had the conversation yet. And they hadn’t had the conversation yet because after that moment, everything would be different, regardless of which path they decided to take.
 
The hug Val still had her wrapped in had moved so far beyond friendly it was laughable. Her face was nestled into the crook of Val’s neck while Val soothingly ran her fingers up and down Olivia’s back. It wasn’t overtly sexual, but it reminded Olivia of just how much she missed physical intimacy with Val.
 
It happened quickly, like a dam had broken inside of her. She didn’t quite know when she slid her hands up the column of Val’s spine to tangle her fingers in her hair. Like most things in her life over the past week, she was functioning on autopilot.
 
A soft, low sigh from Val was all the permission Olivia needed as she pressed her lips against Val’s neck. She kissed softly at first, savoring the warm skin beneath her lips. She trailed upward, tasting sweetness as she switched between soft bites and gentle licks. 
 
What made it almost more than she could stand was how Val gave herself over to the moment readily, her fingers digging into Olivia’s hips and pulling her closer.
 
Olivia shifted her lips to trail across Val’s jaw before she kissed gently at the edge of her mouth. Hesitant and longing, all she wanted was to be granted entry.
 
And Val obliged, tenfold.
 
Her lips met Olivia’s, hungry and insistent, their tongues colliding. Olivia’s body vibrated, her stomach tight as she slipped her thigh between Val’s to find any sense of friction to deepen the moment. 
 
Life was a mess and nothing was forever, but this feeling, the same one that terrified her as much as excited her, helped the grief and sadness mellow for the briefest moments.
 
Olivia kissed harder, biting at Val’s lower lip.
 
When Val let out a frustrated groan and eased their mouths apart, Olivia found herself pushing forward to try and recapture the moment.
 
“Olivia,” Val panted, her hands stilling and digging into Olivia’s hips.
 
“What?” Olivia wasn’t deterred, instead switching her focus to Val’s jaw and neck again, the taste of Val like the north star in the night sky to chart her way.
 
It was only when Val’s fingers dug in harder that Olivia stopped and pulled her head back.
 
“Olivia, wait.”
 
“Why? Do you not want this?” Olivia hadn’t meant it as an accusation, but it came out like one.
 
The groan Val let out made Olivia’s stomach drop uncomfortably.
 
“Obviously I want this. I’ve wanted this for the past month, but I…” Val’s eyes were pained, and she chewed at the same lip Olivia had savored moments ago. She took a breath at the same time she took a small step back, grabbing Olivia’s hands. “God, I want this. But you’re emotional right now. I don’t want to feel like I’m taking advantage of you.”
 
Frustration welled up in Olivia’s gut. She understood Val’s sentiment, but that wasn’t what this was about. “You’re not. I want this.” Not her most eloquent of speeches, but she had hit all the important points as far as she was concerned.
 
“Olivia.”
 
Olivia shook her head forcefully and looked into Val’s eyes. “I don’t care if you’re leaving. I don’t even care if it may break my heart when you go. I know we need to talk about everything, but I don’t want to do that tonight. ” She shrugged and managed a small smile, the vulnerability seeping from every pore on her body. She couldn’t have hidden it if she’d wanted to. “I don’t want to be without you tonight. Not because I don’t want to be alone, but because I don’t want to be without you. I’m not going to pretend that I haven’t been through something this week. You of all people know because you’ve been with me every step of the way.”
 
With trepidation, she disentangled one of her hands and cupped it gently along Val’s neck. “You asked me for one more night, and I’m asking you for the same.” Maybe it wasn’t fair to play this card, but the alternative wasn’t imaginable. A night alone, without Val’s warm and loving embrace.
 
It felt like Olivia waited a lifetime for Val’s answer, and it finally came, but not in the way she expected.
 
Val pressed her lips against Olivia’s, and she felt all the tension in her body melt away. If Val’s other hand hadn’t come up to wrap around her, she may have crumbled from the sensation that all of her bones had disappeared from her body.
 
“I want this,” Olivia said between kisses, making sure there was no room for confusion.
 
All it took was a nod from Val before she led her, by the hands still tangled together, toward the bedroom.



CHAPTER TWENTY
 
Val was sipping her coffee at the breakfast island when Carly ambled into the kitchen on Thursday morning. Their parents were back in Connecticut for work, and she’d been woefully neglectful of her imposed duties to keep the twins alive.
 
Instead of worrying, she smiled down at her cereal. They were good kids. Good kids who sometimes made mistakes, but she trusted them more than she trusted herself a lot of days.
 
She was riding on the high of successfully answering her emails for the past hour and putting together the paperwork she needed; she was surprised at her internal fortitude to stay the new course she’d set for herself. Whatever happened with Olivia, Val knew what she wanted. There was no stopping her now.
 
Carly went about pouring a bowl of cereal, speaking with her head stuck in the fridge while she grabbed milk. “I’m surprised you’re here.” It was the gentle tone in her voice that cut the bite from Carly’s words.
 
“I’ve been busy.” It was the understatement of the century.
 
“How’s Olivia doing?” Carly asked as she turned toward the counter and poured more milk than cereal into her bowl.
 
“She’s…” Sad. Overwhelmed. Blessed with the most unfairly kissable lips. “She’s good.”
 
Carly lifted her brows. “Then what are you doing here?”
 
Val laughed and dragged her spoon around in the dregs of her own cereal bowl. “That’s a great question.” But Carly deserved honesty. “We... um… we reconnected earlier this week. We’re taking a few days to process things.”
 
“Whose idea was that?”
 
“She was helping her dad with some estate things yesterday. I’m going to see her today.” 
 
And truly, it had seemed to make sense at the time. Val had begrudgingly left Olivia’s bed yesterday morning since Olivia needed to go with her father to a meeting with the lawyers, even if she wanted to stay wrapped up in the covers all day. She hadn’t forgotten just how mercurial Olivia could be, but she’d basked in every moment they spent together that night, replaying the moments on repeat since she’d left Olivia’s house.
 
“And then what?” Carly’s question cut through the noise of her mind.
 
“I honestly don’t know.” Val felt her cheeks flush with heat. Even if she was getting better, it still made her feel vulnerable to talk about wanting something that had nothing to do with school or her career. “I’m hoping we make it work. What that looks like, I’m not quite sure yet, but I’m working on it.”
 
Carly eased around the island and slid into the seat next to her. “So, you guys are just pretending like summer isn’t coming to an end?”
 
“Not exactly. We’re going to talk.”
 
“Oh, so you’re going to have the talk.” God, Carly was too smart for her own good, and infuriating on top of it.
 
“Yes.” Val treaded lightly as she opened the conversation to broader topics. “A lot’s happened this summer. With me and Olivia. With me and you. With myself. I feel like a different person. I think that warrants a conversation, no?”
 
The smirk etched across Carly’s face was almost cartoonish. “If you’re planning on dipping out of law school and trying to live in the lake house, Mom and Dad will never go for that. Being a lesbian is fine, but being a freeloader with no purpose is an entirely different conversation.” There was no lie in Carly’s words.
 
“I know. I’m not trying to move into the lake house.”
 
Carly’s eyes cut through her. “Then what are you trying to do?”
 
“Be happy.” She wanted her words to come out stronger, but they didn’t. There were still so many unknown variables, but Carly’s words spurred something in her. It was clear that both she and Olivia were afraid of putting their hearts on the line, in spite of their actions over the last few days. “But… I’m planning to see her later today. I’m going to talk to her then.”
 
“Do you know what you’re going to say?” Carly asked maturely before she decided to hold her own bowl to her mouth and chug the leftover flavored milk. Her sister was always full of surprises.
 
“That I want to be with her.” It was an easy answer.
 
“Then I know you’ll figure it out, Val.” Carly’s confidence made her swell with pride.
 
It still blew her mind that she and Carly had gotten to the point of being able to have these conversations. It was unfortunate that it took a scary situation for her sister to bring them closer together, but the fact that Carly had been willing to lean on her, had been willing to trust her with something that made her vulnerable, meant more than Val could probably articulate.
 
“Okay, I’ve gotta go meet Dee.”
 
Carly gave her a pointed look. “Yes, final designs are in your inbox.”
 
Val picked up her cereal bowl and walked around the counter to rinse it out. “I already saw them. They look great.” Carly had a knack for art and graphic design, and in spite of any familial pressures to go down a more traditional career path, Val hoped her sister stuck with it. And maybe, just maybe, Val being brave could help set a new path for all of them.
 
The startling difference between doing something that inspired passion and doing something that got you from one day to the next was like, well… it was like the beginning of summer and now. Impossible to imagine going back.
 
***
 
By the time Val left BTDT in the early afternoon, sweat dripped down her back. It was a hot day, sure, but she was on her way to meet Olivia at Mr. Hutchinson’s house. She didn’t know what emotional state Olivia would be in or whether it was the right time to have a conversation about any possible future between them. Because of that, she both tried to brace herself for the oncoming impact while still telling herself that it wouldn’t happen. It felt like she was playing a game of chicken, wondering if they’d finally collide or if one of them would jump out of the way again.
 
If someone did, it was going to be Olivia. Val was not backing down. She knew what she wanted, and her conversation with Dee earlier had only solidified that want and given her a renewed sense of purpose.
 
Val hadn’t been to Mr. Hutchinson’s house before, but it was unmistakable with its slate-blue paint and surprisingly festive lawn ornaments dotting the front grass. The fence wrapping around the small property was just as pristine as the white trim running along the bungalow-style home. It was cozy. She imagined that Mr. Hutchinson and his wife had been very happy here together before she’d passed away.
 
When Val reached the front steps, she noticed the screen door closed with the interior door already open.
 
“Olivia?” she asked from the front steps, hoping she hadn’t startled her.
 
“In here.” 
 
Val eased the door open and followed Olivia’s voice.
 
The walls in the entry were lined with pictures, along with Mr. Hutchinson’s many hats, which Olivia had told her about one day with a smile that had made Val’s heart constrict. She walked past the living room on the left and continued down a hallway. It looked like the kitchen was at the end, but one of the bedroom doors was ajar. Not knowing what she’d find, Val eased her head around the corner.
 
Olivia sat at a rich, mahogany desk facing the wall, her back to Val. She was staring intently at something that looked like a shipping envelope when Val finally plucked up the courage to enter the room. 
 
“Hey, Olivia.” Her words were soft. She had no idea what it would be like to come to the home of someone who’d died and see all their things laid out like the home had become a time capsule, a shrine to a life that still couldn’t be encompassed by the physical things the person had collected.
 
“That old coot,” Olivia said thickly, and she turned in the chair to finally look at Val. Her eyes were rimmed red, but there was a smile on her face that caused that flutter in Val’s heart to roar to life. “He’s been sending my stories to publishers.”
 
Val took another step into the room. “That’s good, right?”
 
Olivia let out a strangled sound that was part laugh, part sob. “Yeah, it’s good. He never told me he used to work in publishing.”
 
From what Val knew of Mr. Hutchinson through Olivia, that seemed like a very him thing to do.
 
There was a piece of paper on top of the envelope, and Olivia silently handed it to Val.
 
Dear Mr. Reese,
 
When I left publishing almost thirty years ago, I expected nothing more than to bask in the curmudgeonliness that comes with age. There was not a world where I anticipated a young girl, racked with grief and sadness, to come into my life at the same time I was also grappling with the loss of my wife.
 
She wrote. She wrote to ease her pain. She wrote to put into words a depth of emotion that I could see swirling and frothing angrily around her like a hurricane.
 
My heart was still bruised and broken, but the light of my day was when this plucky little thing, fresh from fighting with her older brothers, would wander over to my house with handwritten pages and let me read them. I offered advice, but what she had, it’s something that cannot be taught.
 
It’s a need to understand the world through words, through the language we so often use that poorly captures the depth of the human experience. Olivia Carver is an uncut gem. Her talent was forged from emotion, from a need to understand the world around her that was incomprehensible in its unfairness but that, still, she wanted to experience from the safety of telling the story of others.
 
It is my privilege to submit one of her works to you, The Flaw in Our Design, for your consideration. With my experience reading thousands of manuscripts, essays, and poems, I do hope that you will see the talent that so readily captured my attention. 
 
Her words have the ability to change people. They changed me, a hardened, misanthropic old man, and I hope for nothing more than for others to have the same opportunity I did.
 
Sincerely,
 
Clarence Hutchinson
 
When Val looked up from the page, Olivia was staring at her intently, biting at the edge of her lip.
 
“He loved and respected you a great deal, Olivia. That’s obvious from the letter.” In spite of Olivia making it hard to get close to her, she absolutely had that effect on people.
 
Olivia stood up from the chair and gestured around the room. “He left me his house.”
 
Val’s jaw dropped. “Olivia, that’s… How do you feel about that?” Mr. Hutchinson had known that Olivia wanted to make a home for herself in Lake Cabot, but Val didn’t know how she’d deal with the reminders of a loss that she knew was still raw for Olivia.
 
“I only found out yesterday when we went to discuss his estate with the lawyer. It feels insane. I haven’t had time to process it yet.” Olivia managed a small smile when she added, “Really, can I live a few doors down from my father?”
 
Val laughed and took a small step closer before she ran her hand down Olivia’s arm. “I’m sure it would make his century, not that you were much farther away before.”
 
That earned her an eye roll. “The town’s not very big. There are only so many places.” Olivia frowned then. “I just… how could I not have known? How much he was doing for me. How much he planned to do for me.”
 
“You didn’t know because you weren’t expecting anything. You two had a special friendship, and that’s what you both got out of it. This other stuff, it’s wonderful, but it pales in comparison to the important things.”
 
Olivia eased her hand around Val’s hip and pulled her closer. “And what are those?” she practically whispered.
 
Val looked into bright green eyes, lost in their depth as the words rolled from her lips. “Having people to share our life with. People to lean on and to lean on us.”
 
When Olivia spoke, Val could hear the fear in her voice; her fingers dug into Val’s hip as though they would give her courage. “But people can leave. People die. People hurt you.”
 
“It hurts when we’ve lost something precious to us. It hurts,” she said, running her fingers along Olivia’s temple, “because it was something good and true. I don’t know about you, but I’m willing to fight for a little more that’s good and true in my life, even if it could lead to some pain.”
 
“You say that now…” 
 
Val ghosted her thumb across Olivia’s lips.
 
“I love you.” Olivia took a sharp breath, but Val continued. “I love this town. I love the coffee shop. I love that I’m excited and nervous and so filled with emotion that I feel like a balloon about to pop when I wake up every morning.”
 
When Olivia said, “I love you too,” softly, like the words could shatter once they were out in the world, Val eased closer and stood between Olivia’s thighs. 
 
Her heart hammered hard in her chest as she pushed the next words out. “I’m staying in Lake Cabot.”
 
Olivia’s eyes filled with something, maybe hope mingled with fear, as she pulled Val impossibly closer, their bodies connected at every point possible. “What about law school? What about your plans?”
 
It was so simple, when she’d finally allowed herself to want. To hope. To dream. “I had to make plans because I had no purpose. Now that I have purpose, I’m building my plans around that. I spent all morning with Dee to finalize everything.”
 
“Finalize what?”
 
Val smiled, surprised at how well it had all come together. “I’m going to stay with Dee, and since I had a lot of free time the past month,” Val said with an eyebrow raise, “she’s started connecting me with other businesses in the area who are in need of assistance. It’s nothing big, but I’m supporting people with a goal on how to improve their operations.”
 
“Val… that’s…”
 
“I’m not asking you for anything you’re not ready to give, but I love it here. I love you. I want to see where this goes. Law school will be there in a year or two years or ten years, if that’s what I decide I want to do.” Val wrapped her fingers around a strand of Olivia’s hair and played with it. “I was never excited about it. I’m excited about what I can do here. I’m excited about what we could be. I’m not willing to give up on that.” 
 
She continued to play with Olivia’s hair to find anything to do with the nervous energy pulsing through her body. Panic seized her when a small frown darted across Olivia’s face before disappearing into a pensive look. “Have you told your parents?”
 
“That I’m in love, or that I’m not going to law school?”
 
Olivia’s stare dropped. “Both. Either.”
 
Val shrugged and tangled her fingers at the nape of Olivia’s neck, who drew her eyes back to Val. “I only worked it all out this morning with Dee. But I’ve already withdrawn from law school. It’s done. Whatever the fallout is, I’m more than willing to deal with it.”
 
“So… you’re staying.”
 
Val nodded, worried her legs would give out beneath her at any second as she waited for whatever Olivia would say next.
 
“And you, you want to be with me?” Olivia’s voice was small, laced with trepidation. Val could feel Olivia’s hands shaking against her.
 
“More than anything,” she said, her voice cracking.
 
She forgot about her weak knees when Olivia spurred forward and kissed her, wrapping her arms tightly around Val’s waist. Val forgot to breathe; all she needed to survive was the feeling of Olivia’s lips pressed against her mouth, Olivia’s tongue already begging for entry.
 
When they finally broke the kiss, both of their chests heaving, Olivia cupped her fingers along Val’s jaw. “We could both be shit at relationships, you know.”
 
Val shrugged. “Being with you can’t be harder than being without you. Seems like a risk worth taking, no?”
 
Every fear and doubt and worry melted away when Olivia hugged her and nuzzled her nose against Val’s neck. The words were soft, but she could hear them, Olivia’s lips pressed close to her ear. “I’m glad you’re staying. I would have hated flying back and forth to Chicago all the time.”
 
***
 
It was stupid that Olivia was nervous. Val had met her family on many occasions already, a lot of them more somber than a dinner at the Carver house. They’d spent last night together, but with her parents returning today, Val had wanted to talk to them as soon as possible about her change of plans.
 
God, Olivia could still barely believe it. Last week, she’d been making peace with the fact that she’d have to fly to Chicago if Val had been willing to make it work. Now, Val was coming over for dinner, like it was a totally normal thing to do.
 
And it was, if your girlfriend lived in the same town and didn’t have to find random weekends or holiday breaks to steal time with. They could just live. Spend days together. Spend nights together. Olivia could write at the coffee shop while Val worked on business proposals for her own fledgling enterprise, which Olivia had no doubt would be wildly successful.
 
She knew that because not only was Val the best at whatever she set her mind to, but Dee had already let it slip that maybe Val had downplayed her success already. Val was working with close to half a dozen local businesses, and she’d be meeting next week with the Lake Cabot Chamber of Commerce to become a recommended vendor for the town.
 
After the improvement in business for both BTDT and Olivia’s dad’s rental shop, Dee said the chamber would be a bunch of idiots not to accept her help, and the conversation next week was mostly just a formality.
 
Dee and her dad were in the kitchen cooking dinner, and Kyle and Steve were outside throwing a football in the early evening sun. When John ambled down from upstairs, Olivia couldn’t hide the stupid grin on her face even if she’d wanted to.
 
“Hey, J.B.” He hopped the last few stairs in one fell swoop and hit the first floor. “I feel like I haven’t seen you in awhile. I’m so glad you could grace us with your presence.”
 
She’d missed her brother’s teasing. They’d all been treading lightly, and she knew her family hadn’t known how she’d react to Mr. Hutchinson’s death. To be fair, until it had happened, she hadn’t known. If it hadn’t been for Val, she probably would have tried to lock herself away and mourn in solitude.
 
But when Valerie Maycomb shows up in your apartment and holds you tenderly like a little baby while you sob all over her shirt, you don’t turn her away. No, just the opposite. You try to keep her in your life forever. And that’s exactly what Olivia planned to do.
 
She remained on the sofa and gave John a quick once-over. He was dressed in shorts and a T-shirt, but he had all the unmistakable signs of bedhead. Most notably was a cowlick on his left side that had been there since birth and that she knew took more product than he cared to admit to tame. “Taking a little early evening nap, Johnny?” 
 
“I’ve been up early almost every day this week.” With Olivia busy at Mr. Hutchinson’s house and still working extra shifts at the bar, he’d been rotating with Kyle and Steve for early morning shifts helping their dad, though he seemingly drew the short end of the stick most days.
 
When John sat down on a comically large stuffed chair across from her, Olivia leaned closer. Something had been bothering her for a few days. “Did you know? About Dad and Dee, I mean. Did you already know?”
 
John shrugged, his green eyes twinkling. “I had my suspicions. She wasn’t over here, if that’s what you’re wondering. But Dad was conspicuously absent some nights and didn’t really give a good answer why. You know that man loves to talk more than life itself. The fact that he was suddenly quiet as a church mouse as he slipped out didn’t ease my Spidey senses.” Her brother really was far more observant than she gave him credit for.
 
She nodded to the kitchen where Dee and Ben were both laughing. “Well, looks like the cat’s out of the bag now.”
 
“I’m happy for him. I was actually wondering…”
 
Olivia tilted her head to the side. “Wondering what?”
 
“Well, since everyone’s doing the house shuffle. Val’s moving in with Dee, you’re going to be moving into Mr. Hutchinson’s, I presume, and Kyle is talking about moving in with Steve, so I was thinking of moving out too. Giving the lovebirds their own little nest.”
 
“That’s, wow, that’s surprisingly thoughtful of you, John. Please don’t tell me you want to move in with me because you snore like a chainsaw,” Olivia said with a smile. But really, she’d made it work if they needed to, and he knew that in spite of her words.
 
He laughed and eased back in his chair. “Not at all. I was thinking I could take over your lease above the bar.”
 
“Oh… yeah. I mean, I pay almost nothing because I work for Clara, so we’d need to work that out, but I’m sure it would be possible. If nothing else, I’m more than happy to ask.”
 
John smiled brightly, looking relieved. “Awesome, sis. Looks like we’re all going to have our own little love nests soon. I’ll tell ya, living with my brother and dad is awesome most of the time, but it has put a cramp in my dating style these last few years.”
 
“Also, the apartment is not a bad trek from bar to bed.”
 
“You are absolutely correct on that one, Jelly Bean.” He relaxed his posture and kicked his feet up on the coffee table between them. “When’s Val getting here?”
 
Olivia glanced down at her phone, her heart beating wildly. “Any minute.”
 
“Wow,” John said as he tried to rein in his laughter, “you just lit up like a firework. You’ve got it so, so bad.”
 
There was no sense in denying it. The second anyone saw them together, it wouldn’t be something she could hide anyway. And more than that, she didn’t want to. She wanted Val to be a part of her life. She wanted to sit on the sofa with Val pressed up next to her and roll her eyes at whatever banal story her dad told.
 
She was surprised when John continued. “You know, it’s funny...”
 
Olivia raised an eyebrow. “What?”
 
“Well, everyone says how alike to Dad you are because of your looks, but really, you and Mom both successfully made people rethink their entire life trajectory and want to stay in Lake Cabot, just for the chance to be with you.”
 
“That’s the Carver women. We’re just sirens leading sailors to the rocks to trap them forever.”
 
“Well, for what it’s worth, I at least think you’re both sirens with excellent taste.”
 
“I appreciate that, John.” Olivia leaned toward him and glared imposingly. “Now, do not say or do or think anything that could possibly embarrass myself, or more importantly, Val, tonight.”
 
John held his hand over his heart. “I can’t believe you’d even think that. I have been Team Valivia since the start.”
 
“John...”
 
“Velly Bean?”
 
She threw a pillow at him. “I’m going to murder you.”
 
When she was already up to go punch him in the shoulder, the doorbell rang. She stopped in her tracks and gave him a pleading stare. When he smiled mischievously, she gave him the middle finger instead and walked over to the door.
 
Olivia didn’t know if she’d ever get used to her first sight of Val. Her heart thumped as she opened the door to Val, looking unfairly cute in a pair of loose denim capris that she’d folded up at the ankle. A heavy rainstorm last night had settled cool air over the town, and Val looked so cozy and relaxed in her long, navy sweater that it was impossible for Olivia to do anything else but reach out and capture her in a hug. Well, she could think of some other things, but they probably weren’t appropriate for a family dinner.
 
“I’m glad you’re here,” Olivia said into Val’s warm neck.
 
“Me too,” Val said with a deep sigh.
 
Olivia pulled back and held on to Val at her forearms. “How did it go with your parents? You seem tired.”
 
“It was… a lot. They weren’t happy by any stretch of the imagination, but I didn’t relent.”
 
“I’m proud of you.” And really, Val was far braver than she was, uprooting plans a lifetime in the making for a chance at following happiness down an unexplored path.
 
“I mean, they can’t stop me. To be fair, even I couldn’t stop me. All of the practical thoughts and plans went out the window when my heart took over,” Val said with a bashful smile.
 
“And I’m so, so glad for that. Are you ready for dinner?”
 
“Starving.” Val stepped out of Olivia’s embrace and grabbed a bag on the ground. “I brought pie.” Only Val would still manage to make a pie in a home full of angry parents. She had an unexpected tenacity. Once she set her mind to something, it was like all the other noise floated away.
 
Olivia took the bag from her outstretched hand. “I’m going to run this into the kitchen.” She turned and shot her brother a look. “John…” 
 
“Best behavior,” he said, like he was a goddamn Boy Scout or something.
 
When Olivia returned seconds later—more than that wouldn’t have been safe with her brother and his big mouth—she sat down next to Val on the sofa. She loved that Val put her hand on Olivia’s thigh, resting it there like it was the most natural, normal thing in the world.
 
“So, Val...” John put his hands on his thighs and looked at her seriously. 
 
“What can I help you with, John?” Val said, meeting his tone. Olivia loved every second of it. After a day with Val’s parents, John probably looked like a mewing kitten to her.
 
He unexpectedly turned his attention to Olivia, but his words were meant for Val. “I was going to give Val the whole ‘if you hurt my sister’ speech, but that pie last time so was damn good that I feel like Olivia needs to hear it instead.”
 
Olivia groaned and wrapped her hand around Val’s. “Oh, come off it, John.”
 
“I cannot in good conscience not say my piece.” He had the look in his eye that Olivia knew meant he wasn’t backing down.
 
“Well, get on with it, whichever one of us you think needs to get this talking to.” She gave Val a loving stare and bumped their shoulders together. She was all in, and gentle ribbing from her family was something she needed to get used to. Nothing would scare her away.
 
John cleared his throat and sighed dramatically. Olivia was going to give him such a noogie later. She didn’t care if he had a good four inches of height on her. The plan to get him to the ground was already formulating in her brain.
 
Olivia was surprised when Val’s clear, sweet voice cut through the intensity of the moment. “Really, we should be thanking John.”
 
Olivia swiveled her head around from John to Val. “In what universe?”
 
Val’s pink cheeks only made Olivia more curious about what she would say. “Well, when I met John that first night at the bar and we played pool…” Val tugged her lower lip into her mouth, and Olivia had to resist the urge to kiss her. “He may have noticed I’d taken an interest in you.” The look on Val’s face said so much. The touch of pink on her cheeks. The way her eyes darted across Olivia’s, imploring her to believe the truth in her words.
 
Olivia looked toward John for confirmation.
 
In typical John fashion, he pretended to pluck an arrow from behind his back and shoot it through his invisible bow toward Olivia. “Just call me Cupid.”
 
“Because you wear diapers and act like a baby?” In spite of her brother’s surprising sweetness, she couldn’t cede an inch. It was in the sibling contract.
 
“Because I love love,” he responded, giving Olivia a judgmental stare.
 
“You were trying to hit on her.”
 
John didn’t miss a beat. “Yeah, ‘cause she’s gorgeous. Duh.” He leaned forward and extended his knuckles but backed away again quickly, like he thought better of it. “Are you going to hit me if I try to fist-bump you?”
 
Olivia scoffed, and Val let out a laugh. She felt Val’s fingers thread through her own and melted into the simple touch. 
 
Seconds later, Kyle and Steve wandered in, still throwing the football back and forth as they entered the living room. Ben appeared a minute later, shepherding everyone to the dinner table.
 
For the next hour, they ate and talked and enjoyed the evening. Olivia would catch Val staring at her, a smile on Val’s face that put any anxious thoughts Olivia had out of her mind.
 
Tonight’s pie was peach, perfect for mid-August. When the plates were cleared and the hugs were given, Olivia and Val set off on foot toward Olivia’s apartment.
 
“Just so you know,” Olivia said as she swung their hands out in front of them, “life in Lake Cabot is a lot of this.”
 
Val stopped under a streetlight as they turned onto Main Street, a block from the apartment, and faced Olivia. Her stare was penetrating. Val was so present just then that Olivia felt like she’d imagined the past few months, when Val had been in her own head, having conversations with her while still running through a million possible scenarios in her own mind. There was none of that now, as the words slipped from her lips. “Holding hands with the prettiest girl I’ve ever seen? Getting to fall asleep with her and wake up with her? Building a life I’m proud of, that fills me with excitement?”
 
“I hope so.” Olivia had been testing the waters, trying to check in to make sure Val wasn’t having second thoughts. The conversation with her parents couldn’t have been easy, and Olivia had no idea what kind of ideas they’d thrown at her to make her reconsider.
 
Full of promise. That’s the way Olivia described the kiss in her mind when Val’s lips inched forward and captured her own. It was light and sweet, the taste of peach still on Val’s lips. They stood under the streetlight, Val’s arms wrapped lightly around Olivia. She held Olivia close without deepening the moment, and all Olivia wanted was to press their bodies together and lose herself to the taste of Val on her tongue.
 
“I love you,” Val said, shifting her lips over to the exposed column of Olivia’s neck.
 
Olivia didn’t hear the words so much as she felt them, wrapping around her like roses growing up a trellis. “I love you too,” she answered, her voice dipping when Val bit gently at her neck.
 
“Let’s go to your place?” Val’s hands had started roaming. They ghosted across Olivia’s lower back before pressing insistently against the divots hovering above her shorts.
 
It was difficult to pull herself from Val’s touch, which drew her attention more than the best novel she’d ever read. Olivia allowed herself a few more indulgent seconds before she separated their bodies and met Val’s stare, echoing her words. “Go home with the prettiest girl I’ve ever seen? And get to fall asleep with her and wake up with her? And if all of that weren’t crazy enough, build a life with her?” Olivia smiled and gave Val a tender kiss, pulling away before she got lost in it. “Yeah, that’s a life that fills me with excitement.”



EPILOGUE
 
Six months later
 
Olivia thought she knew what difficult was—that is, until she was presented with dragging herself away from a bed occupied by Val in the morning. All she wanted to do was ease back under the covers and run her fingers along Val’s smooth skin. It had been an unusually snowy winter, and the cold did not help her need to finish packing so they could get on the road.
 
She’d moved into Mr. Hutchinson’s house about a month after the estate was settled, and though Val still technically lived with Dee, they spent most nights together. The house had become part Olivia and part Mr. Hutchinson’s legacy. She’d kept his hats hanging by the door, and she’d touch them in memory sometimes when she passed.
 
There were little changes she’d made, like switching out the bedroom set and painting the walls. Leaving his office intact had felt like the right thing to do. She loved writing at the big, mahogany desk, and on the nights she was strong enough to pull herself away from Val’s embrace, she’d sneak in there and write, imaging his voice giving her little edits as she went. It made her feel connected to him, and the dull ache of loss had been replaced with fond memories of their time together, of accepting the indelible mark they’d left on one another.
 
Because Val was smarter than her in so many ways, she’d brought a weekend bag over last night and didn’t need to be up early to pack. Still sprawled out against the sheets, she smiled, bleary-eyed, at Olivia and patted the bed next to her.  “Ten more minutes,” Val coaxed, her voice sleepy and thick. Heat curled low in Olivia’s stomach, but she couldn’t lose herself in the sensation.
 
“Some of us aren’t already packed.” Olivia moved quickly around the room and tried to decide what to take, sneaking peeks at Val lying in bed like a temptress. 
 
Business attire didn’t feel appropriate, not that Olivia really owned much of that, but she wanted to be taken seriously, even if today was just a formality.
 
Like Val could read her mind, she sat up against the pillows and eyed Olivia’s closet. “Wear the purple sweater. It brings out your eyes.”
 
Olivia’s brow lifted. “For my meeting with the publisher or for dinner with your parents?” 
 
Val’s parents had come around, and Olivia had met them a few times already when they’d come to Lake Cabot for a few weekends during the winter to visit Val. But now, they’d be on Maycomb turf, at some ridiculously expensive restaurant in New York City after Olivia’s meeting.
 
Val stretched her arms above her, the cover slipping down to her waist. “Both?” 
 
It was impossible not to let her eyes rake over Val’s half-naked body, allowing herself a few indulgent moments of basking in her girlfriend’s presence. “Ms. Maycomb, are you really trying to use your feminine wiles on me right now?”
 
Olivia tracked Val’s every movement as she slipped out of bed, dressed in nothing but a pair of tiny shorts that hugged her frame. Her stare dropped to Olivia’s lips before sliding back up to meet her gaze. She lifted an eyebrow playfully and ran her tongue along her bottom lip. “That depends. Is it working?”
 
What was there to do but nod dumbly as Val continued moving across the room? When she reached the closet, she wrapped Olivia in her long arms, Val’s naked chest pressed up against Olivia’s threadbare Stamford Mathletes T-shirt, the one she’d stolen from Val fair and square many months ago. Except now she wished she wasn’t wearing it, wanting instead to feel Val’s skin pressed against her.
 
Every morning, she woke up a little more in love, a little less afraid that everything would come screeching to a halt once she reached some undefinable measure of happiness. She was so, so gone and loving every minute of it.
 
Val’s fingers slipped under Olivia’s shirt and began tracing lazy patterns across her stomach. It didn’t matter that they’d fallen asleep sated. Her stomach was already clenching. Arousal rippled through her body, picking up slowly like a lazy swell on the open water.
 
“Val.” It was mostly a sigh, Olivia’s eyes fluttering closed.
 
She felt Val’s lips on her neck next, kissing up and over to her jaw. “It’s not my fault that I find your success as an author very, very sexy.” She whispered the last word and shifted her lips over to Olivia’s, hovering a few millimeters away before drawing Olivia’s bottom lip into her mouth.
 
If Olivia would have known getting a publishing deal would have inspired this level of enthusiasm from her girlfriend, she’d have quit all her jobs and holed herself up in a one-room shack, writing until her fingers bled.
 
Today, Val was coming with her to New York City so that Olivia could sign her contract and meet with the publisher in person. To everyone’s surprise, Val’s mom had been willing to connect Olivia with a few agents in the industry when Val had let it slip that she was a writer. 
 
Stella Garrison, she’d discovered upon their first phone call, had known Mr. Hutchinson and spoke fondly of him, and that was all Olivia really needed to know. Maybe it wasn’t a shrewd business move to not shop around more for representation, but it had felt like Mr. Hutchinson was still guiding her in some small way. It had felt right.
 
When Val slipped her hand under the waistband of Olivia’s sleep shorts, skimming her fingers across Olivia’s clenched stomach, Olivia’s mind went blank. She was about five seconds away from letting Val pin her up against the wall and accept the appreciation she so readily wanted to give. 
 
Maturity was so difficult some days, never more so than when she wrapped her hand around Val’s wrist. “Babe. We need to leave soon.”
 
Val frowned but didn’t remove her hand. “I’ll be fast. I promise.”
 
Heat slinked up Olivia’s spine. God, Val was trying to torture her. “You mean you think I’ll be fast?”
 
The smirk on Val’s face told Olivia everything she needed to know. Instead of waiting for an answer, Val slipped her fingers against Olivia’s center. Her knees buckled when Val pushed her back against the wall and eased her thigh against her hand to create more leverage. 
 
“I know you will.” Val pushed into Olivia at the same time she bit down on her neck, her stomach already tight as practiced fingers rubbed against her clit.
 
Olivia’s hands came up to toy with Val’s nipples, dragging her fingers across the tight peaks. Val was almost insatiable when it came to sex, and pleasure hummed low in Olivia’s center, knowing Val was as turned on as she was.
 
It took minutes, if that, until Olivia was unraveling against the wall, Val’s name on her lips. As she came down, Val’s bites turned to light, sweet kisses, until she gave a long, lingering kiss and slid her fingers out.
 
Olivia couldn’t even be mad about the situation when she saw the gleefully proud look on Val’s face. Well, two could play at that game. She put her hands on Val’s hips and pushed her back toward the bed until Val’s knees hit the edge of the mattress.
 
“You think you’re pretty smooth, don’t you?” Olivia asked as she crawled on top of Val, straddling her legs. Val nodded and wrapped her fingers into Olivia’s hair as she rolled her hips against Val’s stomach. “If we’re throwing responsibility to the wind and celebrating, I think it’s your turn.”
 
“Is that so?” Val’s voice was breathy, her eyes hazy with want. 
 
Olivia, looking down at Val’s body below her, couldn’t imagine a better view. A better way to wake up. A better reason to be late for life’s expectations that seemed to beckon them with increasing frequency the last few months, as both of their professional lives picked up.
 
Olivia ran her fingers down Val’s chest and plucked gently at her nipple again, eliciting a moan. “President. CEO. Owner of Maycomb Consulting. A bevy of satisfied customers and one very satisfied girlfriend…”
 
A tinge of pink dusted Val’s cheeks with the praise and acknowledgment. Olivia hadn’t seen anyone work harder than Val the last six months. She’d snagged the vendor recommendation slot with the chamber of commerce, which had led to more inbound requests for her assistance. She’d also started branching into the surrounding towns, building up a reputation as a small business wizard. 
 
Val frowned, looking serious in spite of being practically naked. “Your dad’s business is only up three percent month over month.”
 
“First,” Olivia said, running her other hand across Val’s lip to ease her frown, “I love that you just have that sitting in your brain. And second, it’s the dead of winter and he runs a summer business. The fact that he’s even doing business is bonkers.” Val’s brilliant idea to have her dad start a YouTube channel had paid off in spades. Within a month, they were able to monetize it with ad revenue from all the views. Apparently, the world was smitten with Ben Carver and his zest for storytelling, his ability to explain the ins and outs of paddle-boarding to almost anyone.
 
“The fact that he can turn two minutes of instruction into a fifteen-minute video that keeps people hanging on until the end is the real talent.” It was the truth, but Val was still being modest, as far as Olivia was concerned. No matter what type of client Val worked with, she was able to adapt to their needs with new and creative ways to improve their business. 
 
“Are we really talking about my dad right now? This is so not how I saw this going five minutes ago.”
 
Val pulled Olivia down on top of her, their bodies pressed together. “You brought it up.”
 
“No.” Olivia shook her head, intentionally tickling Val’s face with her wild hair. “I brought up your business prowess.” 
 
“I thought you were just about to show me your other types of prowess.” Val’s voice was dripping with innuendo as her hands roamed freely under Olivia’s T-shirt.
 
Olivia didn’t need to be reminded again. She slid backward, down Val’s body, and eased herself onto the floor between Val’s legs, which were still draped over the edge of the bed. When her fingers skimmed along soft thighs, she relished how Val’s whole body tensed with anticipation. 
 
These moments of intimacy, of connecting with Val in a way she’d never experienced before, left her feeling almost drunk. With a gentle nip on the inside of Val’s thigh, she pressed her lips against the light bloom. “You are so perfect it scares me.”
 
She didn’t wait for Val’s response, biting again a little higher up. When Val moaned, Olivia didn’t try to hold her next words in. “And I can’t believe I found you.” Another kiss, even higher. She slid her fingers under Val’s shorts and pulled them off, her fingers ghosting along Val’s long legs.
 
Finally, she heard Val’s voice, thick with longing in a way that made her own center ache. “You seem pretty good at finding things, especially the time to torture me.”
 
Olivia dragged her fingers back up Val’s legs, across her thighs, and finally, wrapped her hands around Val’s hips. “Are you really complaining right now?” Olivia asked before she swiped her tongue along Val’s center. Val’s hips canted, but Olivia held her in place.
 
It didn’t take long, especially once Olivia added her fingers, and she lost herself as Val tumbled over the edge. Val’s elbows gave out on her at some point, and she fell back onto the rumpled comforter, panting hard while she worked to come down.
 
“I will never complain again,” Val said as Olivia eased back on top of her.
 
Olivia kissed her girlfriend and gave into the butterflies that were now almost constantly in her stomach. “I’m holding you to that.”
 
“Let’s shower and get out of here? I need us to get on the road for the best thing that’s ever happened to you.” Val’s insistent touching wasn’t helping Olivia make any quick movements.
 
She leaned down and gave Val another kiss, brushing their noses together and smiling. “That’s not true. Landing a publishing deal is a dream come true, but I think we both know that you’re the best thing that’s ever happened to me.”
 
***
 
Olivia’s meeting had gone well, and surprisingly, dinner with Val’s parents had gone even better. They’d seemed genuinely excited for Olivia’s success and happy for the life Val was building in Lake Cabot.
 
“Do you ever miss it here?” Olivia asked as they walked back to their hotel together, arm in arm on the busy New York street. It was a legitimate question, and one that Val had already asked herself in the months since she’d relocated to Lake Cabot.
 
Val pulled her peacoat tighter and flipped up the collar before she shot Olivia a smile. “Honestly, no. I was here because it’s where I thought I was supposed to be.”
 
Words were Olivia’s thing. Val could barely find a way to articulate the fullness in her heart or the excitement she felt on the mornings she woke up next to Olivia. The pieces had finally come together, and the two of them were more in sync than she’d ever thought possible.
 
They weren’t perfect people, but they were perfect for one another. Sometimes, Val still got caught up in perceptions, on expectations she put on herself. But Olivia was there with an encouraging word or a sweet kiss, and it melted all of Val’s fears. She knew Olivia still had difficulty opening up about certain things, in sharing her life with Val. But Val was patient with her. She gave Olivia time and space when she needed it, knowing that Olivia would appear at her side at some point and share whatever was going on in her mind and heart.
 
It worked. They worked. There was absolutely no place in the world Val would rather be.
 
They walked by a park, and Val felt Olivia pulling her toward it. She trusted Olivia, and she’d follow her anywhere.
 
When Olivia sat down on a bench, Val followed suit, their bodies pressed closely together in the winter weather.
 
“Fancy a people-watching session in the freezing cold?” Val asked with a smile, tucking her hand back through Olivia’s arm. Neither of them minded the cold, but the idea of burrowing naked under the covers of the bed in their hotel room also held a certain allure.
 
Olivia looked at her then, all bright eyes and rosy cheeks. “You know how much I love you right?”
 
“I love you too.” The weight of the words curled around Val’s heart with more certainty than she’d ever felt about anything. Loving Olivia was like breathing: so necessary it would be impossible to not do it and so natural she didn’t even think about it most days. She existed in a space they’d created together, filled with understanding and comfort and warmth.
 
“I, like, really, really love you, though.” Olivia’s eyes were full, and her stare flicked across Val’s face, like she needed her to understand the depth of them.
 
Val leaned forward and eased their noses together. She pressed a light kiss to Olivia’s lips before shifting back to look in her eyes again. “I, like, really, really love you too.” She meant every word.
 
Olivia took her hand out of her coat pocket and ghosted it across Val’s cheek with a look that radiated so much love it would never matter if she said the words again.
 
Hopefully she did, though, because Val loved hearing them. When Olivia first woke up in the morning and said it in a sleepy timbre, fingers ghosting along Val’s hip. When she said it with a breathy whisper before she came, against the shell of Val’s ear while Olivia held her close. And in moments like this, when it didn’t need to be said but Olivia still wanted to reassure her, to tell her how she loved her, even if she showed it with her actions every single day. 
 
“I can’t believe I ever thought I could spend time with you and not fall in love.” Olivia’s voice was throaty, and she tugged her own bottom lip between her teeth and bit down gently.
 
“You made it impossible not to fall in love with you right back. All dark and broody and mysterious.” Val’s lips tipped into a smile. She couldn’t believe how lucky she was that this was her life. To do something she loved. To be with the person she loved. To be surrounded by friends that had become family.
 
“Do you…” Olivia let out a hoarse laugh when her words stuck in her throat. “God, you’ve stripped away the dark and broody and mysterious, that’s for sure. Now I’m left with lovestruck and fumbling for my words.”
 
“And if you could find them, what would be the words you’re looking for?” Val asked, her voice patient even though she desperately wanted to know what had Olivia all tongue-tied.
 
Olivia’s deep breath punctuated the otherwise silent moment. “I’d like for us to live together, if that’s something you’re interested in.”
 
There was an uncertainty in Olivia’s eyes, in spite of all they’d done together already, who they’d become to one another. She was only asking for something that was practically their reality most days anyway, but the way she’d said it made Val realize that, to Olivia, the world really was an uncertain place. She had a fear of getting in too deep, only to be left hurt, lurking around every corner.
 
Val didn’t make her wait for an answer. “Yes. I want that. I want you.” Those words didn’t feel like enough, in spite of their weight. She looked into Olivia’s green eyes and put her hand over Olivia’s, the one still resting against Val’s cheek. “I love you, Olivia. Even when you were just a gorgeous woman who gave me a bottle of water and made me want to throw caution to the wind. Even when I knew it would kill me to leave you at the end of the summer. Even when we were both too busy protecting our hearts to see what idiots we were being.”
 
“Val…”
 
“This is it for me. For as long as you’ll have me. As long as you love me. I want us to live together and build a life together.” She took a small breath and focused on the way Olivia’s hand felt nestled in her own. “I’m all in. I’ll say that every day for the rest of our lives, and I’ll show you every day that I mean it.”
 
Olivia’s eyes were full and wet, her fingers trembling beneath Val’s. “I’m all in too. God, that’s scary to say,” Olivia said with a strangled laugh before adding, “but not saying it doesn’t make it any less true.”
 
Val wiped a stray tear from Olivia’s face; it was cold against her finger. “Let’s go back to the hotel room, yeah? Probably not a good idea to get a publishing contract and hypothermia on the same day.”
 
“And then home tomorrow.” Olivia cleared her throat, her voice laced with a slight wonder, like she still can’t believe her next words. “Back to our home. Together.”
 
A quick nod was all Val managed as she felt her own throat constrict. Instead of speaking, she pressed another light kiss against Olivia’s lips, knowing that there were many, many more to come. Tonight. Tomorrow. For the rest of their lives.
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