
        
            
                
            
        

    
THE PINING PARADOX


MONICA MCCALLAN



Copyright © 2025 by Monica McCallan

All rights reserved.

No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

Cover Design by @TrixDraws

Editing by Jessica Hatch


To Haley - The person I’m lucky enough to live out all of my homebody fantasies with.


ACKNOWLEDGMENTS


Haley - This book would not even be close to what it is without your love, support, and constant willingness to discuss anything and everything related to writing.

Roslyn & Carrie - You have helped keep me sane this past year and along with being incredible friends in the writing community, you’ve both become friends in the truest sense of the word.

Lucy - Thank you for being one of the first sets of eyes on this book and for always providing the perfect balance of feedback and hype.

Jessica - My incredible editor, thank you for accepting I am who I am and that I will always be a person who doesn’t plan far enough ahead when it comes to editing timelines.


SYNOPSIS


Six months ago, Hallie Thatcher’s parents sold The Stone’s Throw Inn, where she’s lived and worked for her entire life. Everything is changing around her, and she’s been trying to adjust. Really. Even when it means navigating her new promotion at the inn. Helping to plan her best friend’s wedding to Hallie’s new boss. And now, there’s an interim manager joining the team, ensuring that Hallie can go visit her family over the holidays.

What she’s not expecting is to like the new manager, Brynn Fitzpatrick, as much as she does. Nothing about them should click, but they do. And though Brynn’s time in Stoneport is temporary, Hallie can’t help but lean into her unassuming charm, even when it means getting roped into Brynn’s ridiculous plan to start online dating. Or, more dangerously, when it means wondering why, as Hallie tries to start dating, no one compares to Brynn.

Brynn Fitzpatrick thinks helping out at The Stone’s Throw Inn is the right next step after a very public failed engagement. It’s a perfect favor to her ex-fiancé’s sister, whom she’s come to consider a friend. And friends have always been in short supply in Brynn’s life. Plus, she’s not ready to settle back in Boston, under the scrutiny of her parents’ overbearing but well-meaning support, in a city that’s never really felt like home.

For someone who was supposed to be getting married a few months ago, Brynn’s never really thought a lot about love, but spending so much time with Hallie is making her think about all kinds of things for the first time. And it’s making her want things that she’s never expected to crave. Including Hallie.

This friends-to-lovers sapphic romance can be read as a standalone but also features characters introduced in The Love Lie.
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CHAPTER ONE


Hallie looked around the small office at The Stone’s Throw Inn. She sat behind the desk, trying to ignore the messy stacks of papers strewn around her. Especially given the way that Reese Devereux, the inn’s new owner, was eyeing them, too.

Really, as far as Hallie was concerned, it was a great problem they had on their hands. Occupancy had been up almost immediately after Reese had started spending more on marketing in the New England region, positioning The Stone’s Throw as a cute, cozy fall destination for peeping leaves.

It was something that Hallie’s parents hadn’t done when they’d owned the inn, though its charming, coastal locality in Stoneport, Massachusetts, had kept them in business for decades regardless.

But Reese, who was astoundingly–maybe even a little annoyingly–good at everything she set her mind to, had been intent on making The Stone’s Throw a premier destination when she bought the inn six months ago. And those plans had only been slightly slowed by Reese falling in love with Hallie’s best friend, Sydney.

Once the dust had settled, with the two lovebirds affirming their desire to seriously be together, Reese accepted that maybe the only thing she wasn’t perfect at was running the day-to-day operations of an inn. And with that, she’d made Hallie a very generous offer to stay on permanently and help usher in The Stone’s Throw’s new era.

What else did Hallie have going on? All she’d ever known was the inn, and with her parents headed west to Colorado to live near her brother, Mason, his wife, and their young kids, it wasn’t like her dance card was full-up in Stoneport with other offers.

So she’d stayed. Partly because it made sense and partly because there was no reason that she shouldn’t. The one truly bright spot was that her best friend, Sydney, had officially retired from the professional tennis circuit and relocated back to Stoneport. So even if Sydney was now one-half of Sydney and Reese when it came down to most socializing, she was still happy to have her back.

Hallie felt like she was doing a serviceable job running the inn, all things considered. Especially once you factored in the unexpected rush that had taken the small inn by storm this fall.

What could she say? Leaf peepers really loved to peep those leaves.

Now that the cold of winter was slowly descending on them–with only about three weeks until Christmas–Hallie felt like she was just starting to pull her head above water again. Not that she thought Reese would see things from her perspective, given the way her dark eyes had locked onto a piece of paper that was hanging dangerously over the edge of the filing cabinet.

Hallie didn’t dare breathe; the smallest exhale would likely send it fluttering to the floor.

“First week with under ninety percent occupancy,” she said finally. She looked down at a different rogue sheet of paper to avoid eye contact.

She still felt a little intimidated by Reese, even if she tried her best not to show it. How could one describe Reese Devereux? Nepo baby turned good. Entrepreneur. Business owner. Love of her best friend’s life. Hallie could ham it up with the best of them, but she still sat a little straighter in her chair when she clocked Reese’s watchful eyes studying, well… everything.

When Sydney was part of the equation, Hallie didn’t waver. She’d say anything to Reese–and do anything for Sydney–to make sure her best friend was happy. But when they delved into the professional side of their relationship, with Reese as the new owner and Hallie as the newly minted operations director of the inn, she faltered.

The stacks of papers, which had the financial reports for the last few months, needed to be categorized and placed into binders that should go on the built-in shelves behind her desk. The shelves themselves had seen better days. At least a few coffee cups littered the dark wood, and she was now seeing in her mind’s eye a half-eaten cookie she’d forgotten back there yesterday.

If Reese hadn’t been in the small office, she’d probably have reached around and shoved it into her mouth, having been too busy to grab lunch today.

Even if she could go without food, being the only manager-level employee at The Stone’s Throw didn’t leave much time to attend to the operations side of the business. The needs of the guests took first priority.

Which was exactly what Hallie hoped Reese wasn’t about to bring up. She’d told Reese that she could handle it all when she’d accepted the new offer. Promised her, even.

And Hallie wasn’t someone who took promises lightly.

“I wanted to talk about hiring the new manager, like we’d discussed a few months ago.”

Hallie nodded. Yep, it was going to be one of those days. She blew a brunette strand of hair out of her face, the exhale a little longer than necessary as she worked to gather her bearings. “I had a few first interviews with candidates, but no one that I thought was a great fit.”

Which was… true, though she hoped that Reese wouldn’t notice the overflowing manila folder that had Applicants scrawled across it, neatly tucked at the bottom of other, more pressing stacks of papers.

Say what you want, but she had a system!

Reese’s eyes flitted to the exact stack Hallie hoped she wouldn’t see. When she turned her attention back to Hallie, her voice was a mix of soft and stern. “I’m trying to straddle a line here. You’re my employee, but you’re also my friend. And you’re my girlfriend’s best friend,” she added ruefully. “You were the one who trained me, who made my months working here survivable. I don’t take any of that–or you–for granted.”

Hallie allowed herself to momentarily bask in the compliments. “I don’t take it for granted either. Or my role here, for that matter,” she added seriously.

Really, it made her feel awful that she was disappointing Reese, even though Reese didn’t look angry or frustrated with her as she watched Hallie. That, at the heart of it all, Hallie was possibly doing a bad job at the one thing she was supposed to be decent at.

“I think what makes the most sense is for me to help with the hiring.” Reese held her hand up when Hallie moved to speak, clearly already in solutions mode. “It’s not a reflection of your capability. But we’re only a few weeks out from Christmas, you’ll be gone for over a week in Colorado, and we need someone who can manage the day-to-day.”

The words cut at Hallie, like her failure was being laid out in a neat little row for her to study. Reese was right. Hallie had committed months ago to finding a second manager. It should have already been done by now. “I want you to know that if we don’t find someone, I’ll cancel my trip. I’d never leave you in a lurch over the holidays. Especially with this being your first Christmas with Sydney.”

“It’s not going to come to that, not that I’d let you do it anyway,” Reese said with a small, sincere smile, and Hallie saw a glimpse of what Sydney probably saw every single day. “Your time is as important as anyone else’s, and I know that you haven’t seen your parents since they moved.”

And whose fault was that?

But no, Hallie didn’t want to touch that comment with a ten-foot pole. She was grateful when Reese continued. “It would be an unorthodox first Christmas, but Sydney and I could shack up in her old room and man the front desk over the holidays. Maybe she’d find it romantic.” Reese said the words with an airy lilt in her voice, selling them so much that Hallie believed that Reese may actually believe them herself.

She would not do that to her friends, no matter what kind of notions Reese was trying to talk herself into.

Especially when she thought about what horrors could befall the inn with those two at the helm. She blanched before recovering to a more neutral expression, which earned an earnest laugh from Reese.

Reese shot her a bemused grin. “Not your first choice either?”

“I think we should exhaust all other options,” Hallie responded diplomatically, her smile matching Reese’s. She grew serious then, the thought of disappointing Reese sluicing through her. “I do have interviews scheduled for this week. A few phone screens with candidates and an in-person interview for tomorrow. I was already planning to spend tonight reviewing the other applicants. I promise you, I’m going to get somebody in the door soon.”

Reese nodded. “I know that hiring is stressful. It’s more work now so that, hopefully, the future will contain less work. And I take my share of the responsibility for it not happening. My parents’ divorce, coupled with the liquidation of The Devereux Group, presented an opportunity that I hadn’t been looking for so soon but that would have been insane to pass up.”

Hallie grew contemplative. She and Sydney still talked every day, and while she knew a lot about what was going on with Reese’s family, she wasn’t sure how much Reese knew that she knew.

What a tangled web.

“It’s okay,” Reese said. “Nothing about the situation couldn’t be read in a newspaper, too. The gossip rags have been frothing at the mouth for months.”

Understatement of the year. Apparently, Tripp Devereux’s empire was nothing more than a house of cards, ready to topple with the slightest push. That push had come in the form of Reese’s mom, Sharon, initiating a divorce, which had put all of the Devereux Group’s financials on full display.

Tripp, as Sydney had explained to her, had been using new investor money to pay out older investors, and on and on the scheme continued for the last decade while his properties fell further and further behind. When his latest possible investor, Stan Fitzpatrick, had pulled out of their negotiations, it had left Tripp with nothing to prop the illusion up.

“I hope your mom’s doing okay through all of it,” Hallie said. It was all that really felt worth commenting on amid the chaos. Hallie had spent time with Sharon Devereux over the last few months, and the woman had positively blossomed outside the confines of her life with Tripp.

Reese smiled broadly. “She is. She and Bryan are officially dating, which still feels so weird to say. But I’m incredibly happy for her.”

“Good. I’m glad she isn’t soured on men forever.” It would have been a reasonable feeling, having been married to Tripp Devereux for thirty-five years. There was no love lost between Hallie and the men in the Devereux family, considering that Sydney had dated Reese’s brother, Grant, for six years before Sydney had caught him cheating.

He’d been cheating with Stan Fitzpatrick’s daughter no less, who, in a blaze of glory, had aired all the younger Devereux’s dirty laundry at his wedding rehearsal dinner a few months ago.

No wonder the gossip sites had continued to hound anyone involved in the situation.

And though Hallie wished that Reese would be spared, she was glad that Tripp Devereux had gotten what was coming to him. She was doubly glad that Grant Devereux had gotten what was coming to him, too. She couldn’t think of more deserving men to find themselves on the receiving end of a healthy dose of karma.

So, yeah. Hallie could understand that Reese had been distracted the last few months, what with everything going on in her personal life, with her family, and as she was trying to get her professional aspirations off the ground.

It was a little jarring to realize that Hallie was peripherally involved in this melodrama that featured millionaires and shady business deals and a daughter usurping her father’s throne due to his own hubris. This was the stuff that books were written about, so very different from Hallie’s daily life, which included placating guests and ending her night by watching Disney movies and eating ramen noodles.

“You’re thinking about how messy all of this is, aren’t you?” Reese asked, breaking Hallie out of doing just that.

Hallie pursed her lips, looking for the right thing to say. “Stan Fitzpatrick seems to have found his way to the best Devereux to do business with, so that’s definitely a positive.”

“Along with my dad’s properties going at fire-sale prices,” Reese added with the smallest hint of a smirk.

Honestly, good for her. “That, too.”

“Which has led us to our current predicament,” Reese said, directing them back to the task at hand. “I have some time in the coming weeks, given that the contracts for the two properties I’m looking to acquire are with the lawyers right now.”

Again, Hallie felt the blush of embarrassment that Reese didn’t think she was capable of handling the hiring. It washed away the last few minutes of thinking about the drama in Reese’s life and brought her squarely back to the present, where even with nothing else pulling at Hallie’s attention, she wasn’t performing at an acceptable level in her new role.

But she was going to review the applicants. This was, truly, the first week that things had slowed down in months. And yes, she’d be cutting it close, but she hadn’t seen any other solution than white-knuckling her way to the holidays.

“I can do it. I promise,” Hallie said, feeling like a little kid asking for a puppy and promising they’d take care of it. She even scuffed her boot against the carpeted floor for good measure, happy that Reese couldn’t see it.

“I think that, given the time constraints, tackling this together makes the most sense. I’ll take half the stack and you can take the other half?” Reese asked, her hand already reaching for the folder that Hallie should have assumed had been spotted the second Reese had walked in the door.

While Hallie was perceptive when it came to people, Reese was a whiz at all things operational, and she was wondering how her boss was even sitting in the office with her right now. The color-coding file system that Reese had implemented months ago had fallen by the wayside. Hallie had a stack of Post-it Notes at least six deep with things she’d wanted to remember.

But instead of commenting on it, Reese let the other papers slide gracefully back to the desk as she picked up the folder. She opened it, took half the stack, keeping them in the folder, and handed the other stack back to Hallie.

“I’ll have mine reviewed by tomorrow,” Reese said, standing up from her chair. She flipped her fingers against the corners of the pages like they were a book. “And, Hallie?”

She looked up to meet Reese’s stare, knowing that she could continue her self-flagellation in private. “Yeah?”

“A woman we both love dearly helped me understand that life is a team sport. It’s not a sign of weakness to need help, okay?” Reese wore the same smile she had whenever she was looking at Sydney or talking about her, and it caused the strangest sense of emptiness to open up inside of Hallie’s chest.

Regardless of how Reese’s words made Hallie feel, she couldn’t argue with her boss’s logic at this moment. She pushed the feeling away and gave Reese a small salute. “Aye, aye, Captain. I’ll have my half done by tomorrow as well.”

[image: ]


Hallie took a deep breath and ran her fingers along the top of her desk, which she’d painstakingly spent last night organizing ahead of the interview scheduled for today. There was not a cookie or coffee cup in sight–except for the one she’d taken a few lukewarm sips from over the last fifteen minutes.

She wasn’t sure who was making this conversation difficult, but as she eyed Matt Hostas, per a résumé that painted a very different picture than his in-person interviewing skills, it didn’t much matter.

On paper, he’d looked great, but the reality was that Hallie would barely get a question out before he was talking over her. Add in that his responses were all vague yet rambling, a truly special combination that would have left Hallie impressed at its absurdity if she wasn’t so stressed out.

“So, Matt,” she said abruptly, trying to redirect him from the meandering story he’d told about his last inn and how they’d done things, like their policies and procedures manual was a Bible and he, the most devoted follower.

He—blessedly, briefly—quieted, and she watched his Adam's apple bob up and down furiously at the sudden stop. “What’s up?” he asked, cocking his head to the side.

“Can you tell me why you left your last role? And what you’re looking for in this one?” The question was always going to be included, but now, she was genuinely curious to learn what he’d say.

Because Matt, as she’d gleaned from their conversation, wasn’t exactly what she’d call a “people person.”

He tapped his finger against his chin–his soul patch, more accurately–like he was giving the question serious thought. It was the longest he’d been quiet since sitting down across from her. “Not everyone vibes with my style.”

His style!? He was a man in his mid-thirties with a soul patch who’d worn a fedora and a velvet jacket to the interview. And even though it was irrelevant to his ability to do the job, Hallie couldn’t stop looking at the little patch of hair under his thin lower lip.

Hallie cleared her throat. “I assume you mean your management style? Or do you mean with guests?”

“I tell it like I see it,” Matt said, crossing his leg over his knee and leaning back in the chair. “Not everyone likes that. Employees or guests. But rules, on both sides, exist for a reason.”

Okay, so at least they weren’t talking about his fashion sense. Which was disappointing because what he’d just said was so much worse.

Hallie smoothed out the printed copy of his resume and flattened her palms against it. She took a second to get back into her supportive manager mindset before she tilted her chin up and smiled at him. Chipperly, she said, “Well, Matt, I really appreciate your time. We’re still interviewing some other candidates, but I’ll follow up with next steps if we decide to move forward.” She stood up and extended her hand.

“Oh, I thought you needed someone, like… urgently?” he asked as he shook her hand.

“Which means that if you move forward, you’ll be hearing from us soon.” It wasn’t a lie, though she resisted the urge to cross her fingers.

“Got it. Well, thanks…” He moved to the door, his long legs taking agonizingly slow steps, like he was waiting for her to suddenly change her mind and offer him the job on the spot.

There was no way Hallie would ever be desperate enough to hire him, let alone give him control over so much as pillow mint placement at The Stone’s Throw. It may not be hers, but she was still more protective over it than anything else in her life.

Which is why, as he finally closed the door behind him at her request, she sank back in the worn leather chair and let out a deep, exhausted sigh.

True to her word to Reese, Hallie had reviewed her half of the résumés last night, thirty in total, which resulted in only a handful of people she was interested in having a phone call with. She’d emailed them to set up times, and no one had gotten back to her yet. This probably had something to do with her reiterating the need to cover Christmas and New Year’s, along with all but two days that Hallie would be in Colorado.

Reese was going to handle those, the two weekend days that fell between the holidays, just so it wasn’t impossible to find someone who could fill the role.

Hopefully, Reese was having better luck on her side, but in this case, no news wasn’t good news.

Hallie heaved a sigh as she refreshed her email. No new bites from candidates. Why? Why had she let this fester for so long?

She looked down at the framed photo on her desk of her mom, dad, brother, and her. It had been taken when she’d been about eight. They stood in front of The Stone’s Throw, Mason sandwiched between her parents, while Hallie stood off to the side, making a funny face at the camera.

There it was, that dull ache again. She didn’t try to pick apart what it meant. Instead, she picked up her phone and hit Reese’s contact.

“Hey,” Reese said, the sound connecting to what had to be her car’s speakers. “How’d the interview go?”

“Do you want the bad news or the worse news?” Hallie asked, trying to keep her voice light.

“I assume your ‘worse news’ is that the candidate pool is lacking, which is what I gleaned from reviewing the résumés last night.”

Hallie appreciated that Reese automatically assumed she’d held up her promise to review her half. Instead of a tried and true Disney movie, she’d had a season of Glass Houses–one of her favorite reality TV shows–on in the background. And she was proud to say that she’d only spilled a few drops of ramen broth on one of the résumés.

“Bingo,” Hallie said, nodding. “I emailed four people to schedule calls. No one’s gotten back to me yet.”

“I emailed three. One got back to me but said they wouldn’t be open to working until the new year.”

“If they’re a good candidate, we should consider them, no? I was serious. I don’t need to go to Colorado,” Hallie said quickly, the knot in her chest loosening at the prospect of solving this problem and buying herself some breathing room.

“Hallie,” Reese said, softness seeping into her tone, “I told you I’m not considering that option. You deserve to spend the holidays with your family. To take a vacation, for god’s sake. When was the last time you took one?”

“I don’t know that I’d qualify it as a vacation,” Hallie lamented before quickly changing her tone. She didn’t want to get into her feelings about her upcoming trip right now. “But I really do appreciate how kind you’re being about all of this. I know I’ve really put The Stone’s Throw in a pickle.”

“You’re the heart of this place, Hallie. Seriously, we’re going to figure out a solution, okay? Let’s just wait and see what comes of the emails we sent, and I’ll put my feelers out.”

Reese had this misguided idea that she wasn’t good with people, but from Hallie’s perspective, she was one of the most understatedly soft people that Hallie had ever met. She had a focus that made Hallie tired just thinking about, but she was also relentless in coming up with solutions when a problem arose, especially if it involved operating a business effectively.

“I appreciate all your help,” Hallie said, her voice catching as she grew strangely emotional.

Her stomach clenched uncomfortably again, this time at the ongoing possibility of disappointing Reese. She’d fucked up, even though her decision-making had felt sound at the time.

Because really… it wasn’t a big deal if she didn’t go to Colorado. That’s the thought that had circled as she’d been relentlessly trying to keep up with the influx of visitors during the fall.

She hadn’t wanted to consider why she didn’t want to see her family, which meant that every time she thought about hiring someone, she’d pushed it away in favor of the dozens of other tasks that were achievable and didn’t cause warring emotions to crop up.

There was a moment of quiet when it sounded like Reese was going to say something else, but instead, Hallie was met with, “I’m meeting with Stan tomorrow. I’ll see if I can tap into his network to rustle someone up.”

“That sounds good. I mean, I think that’s a good idea,” Hallie corrected herself.

Another pause on Reese’s end. “We’re going to figure this out. I’ll make sure you’re in the wintry wilds of Colorado to spend Christmas with your family. I promise.”

Hallie could feel a tension headache building. She looked down at her phone and began to forcefully rub at her temples, like she would will away all the strangeness that had been percolating in her brain for the last few weeks.

“Sounds good,” she managed as she scooted back to open the center desk drawer. She rifled around to find a bottle of ibuprofen, then quickly shook out a few pills. “I’ll keep you posted if anyone schedules interviews with me.”

“Thanks, I’ll talk to you later,” Reese said, almost immediately disconnecting the call.

Within seconds, Hallie had swallowed the pills and slouched into her chair, feeling like she’d just run a marathon. Usually, she loved working with employees, with people in general.

Everything was changing, and none of it left Hallie feeling like her life was heading in the right direction. Her job, the thing she’d prided herself on for the last decade, was now her biggest source of stress. Besides Sydney, who was inconveniently the girlfriend of her boss, she didn’t have anyone to talk to about it.

She thought about slinking off to her room to try and grab a quick nap and outsleep her headache, but that brief glimpse of light was snuffed out when she heard the front desk bell ring.

Hallie stood up, straightening her shoulders at the same time she used sheer force of will to push everything else circling her brain away.

She walked toward the door and opened it, looking across the check-in desk as she pasted on a smile that she knew didn’t quite reach her eyes. “Hi, what can I help you with today?”


CHAPTER TWO


Brynn Fitzpatrick put her finger over her lips as she stepped into Fitz Capital Group in South Boston, signaling to Janice, her dad’s receptionist for over thirty years, not to give away her arrival.

Janice, positively bursting with energy even in her seventies, clenched her ring-clad fingers into a tight fist and stood up, her full frame bouncing back and forth in an attempt to keep the secret. She only released her hands to give Brynn a hug that luckily didn’t crack a rib, though not for lack of effort.

“He’s in with Reese. Go on ahead,” Janice whispered, the strength of her hold not wavering.

Brynn had missed Janice over the last three months. She tried to take a breath to whisper back as much, but she was still held tight. When Janice finally released her, all her lungs could manage was a gulp of air, then another, until, after long seconds, her breathing returned to normal. Love in her family, which she absolutely considered Janice a member of, could be stifling, but it was always so well intentioned that Brynn couldn’t be frustrated. Even if she still felt a slight hint of pain in her chest.

She matched the intensity of Janice’s smile, wide and bright, knowing that she, like Brynn’s parents, had likely been worried about her. Had missed her. Not only had she left her ex-fiancé in a spectacularly public way on the eve of her wedding three months ago, but she’d run off to Louisiana, of all places, to get away from it all.

Both of those things were very unlike her, and if it hadn’t been for the staunch declaration that she was heading down South after she’d seen the hurricane’s devastation on the news, only a few days after her broken engagement, she wondered if her parents would have pushed back harder on her desire to leave.

Then again, they’d never tell her no. They’d gently coax or provide a list of reasons that a decision didn’t make sense. They’d try to support her, with her safely ensconced in the bubble that her privilege had created.

That bubble, which made her one of the luckiest people on earth due to nothing more than being born to the right parents, had also given her blinders. That was the conclusion she’d come to while toiling away for months, cleaning up the wreckage of people who’d lost everything.

Her time away had given her time to think. Time to be grateful. Time to understand that she was at a crossroads in her life, and she was the only one who could choose her next step.

But there was still no world in which she’d want her parents to think that she didn’t love and appreciate and cherish them.

Which meant that while her return was going to be greeted with fanfare akin to a new monarch ascending the throne, she’d decided to surprise her parents a few hours early, to make sure they knew she missed them in the same way they’d been missing her.

Her luggage was already safely dropped at the house her parents lived in only a few blocks away, where she’d accepted a barrage of kisses and hugs from her mom, Margie Fitzpatrick. Extricating herself from that loving embrace had taken over an hour, and if she didn’t get in to see her dad soon, he’d be heading out to pick up her mom so they could get her at the airport.

Planning around the world’s most thoughtful parents had been harder than she’d expected, but as she stepped up to his slightly ajar door, she smiled, knowing that her dad was very likely going to burst into the tears of happiness that had become one of his defining traits.

Nothing about Stan Fitzpatrick, one of the top commercial real estate investors in the Northeast, made him look like he was a crier. Not his broad shoulders, for which he had to have his wardrobe custom tailored, or his six-foot-three frame, which allowed him to tower over most business associates. He kept his graying hair short and trimmed close to the sides, giving him the impression of a lifelong military man. Brynn knew, though, that it was because he had a wildly unruly cowlick that would spring up from the middle of his head if he didn’t visit the barber every four weeks.

He was the sweetest, gentlest man she’d ever known, and while she didn’t think any future partner could ever live up to the example he’d created, she hadn’t thought she’d stray so far from the mark in accepting Grant’s proposal.

But Grant was in the past—at least, as much as he could be, given that his sister and her father had now gone into business together. Better than with Grant himself, though, which had been the original plan.

She moved to push her father’s office door open, though she stopped when she heard Reese’s voice. “If you know anyone who’s interested in helping out over the holidays at The Stone’s Throw, please let me know. I wouldn’t ask you to utilize your network if it wasn’t important, but I want to make sure that Hallie can visit her family in Colorado.”

Brynn had never met Hallie, but Reese, who’d become someone Brynn considered a close friend, had said nothing but great things about her.

Without being able to see him, she knew that her dad had a sympathetic look on his face; he wouldn’t be able to stomach the idea of Hallie being without her family for the holidays. She could feel a very similar expression on her own face.

Janice was peering around the corner of the small hallway that separated her desk in the front area from her dad’s office door, clearly wondering why Brynn had yet to go inside.

So, without further ado, thankful her dad’s hugs didn’t carry quite the same bruising squeeze as Janice’s, Brynn pushed the door open.

The room, as it had been for the entirety of her life, was lined with hundreds of books. Law books. Business books. General fiction. There was even a shelf dedicated to romance novels, which her dad had always loved. He’d gotten his love of the genre from his mom, which he’d in turn passed along to Brynn. Their houses in Boston and Bingham held similar libraries, stacked to the brim with books.

Her dad looked from Reese to her, which caused Reese to turn around. He’d already stood up and covered the fifteen feet to the door, enveloping her in his arms in seconds. “Baby, you’re home! You’re home,” he said, and Brynn could already hear the tears in his voice. He kissed her forehead, then placed his hands around her biceps to hold her away from him, taking her in.

“Hi, Dad,” she said, hearing the same catch in her own voice. Her dad always had that effect on her, a strange wave of homesickness wrapping itself around her heart. Which was weird because she hadn’t felt that way in her months away. It was only now, in his comforting presence, that the feeling had decided to take root.

Maybe it was because, for the first time in her life, she felt adrift. No school. No relationship. No future plans. She’d bought herself three months to recalibrate and figure out what would come next, but it hadn’t given her any clarity on that front.

And now, as her dad enveloped her in his broad arms again, the scent of his aftershave taking her back to her childhood, she wanted nothing more than to have him tell her it would all be okay. For him to tell her what to do.

All her parents wanted was for her to be happy, but right now, she didn’t know what that word meant.

“Welcome back, Brynn,” Reese said, having stood up and taken a step closer, though she still gave Brynn and Stan ample space for their reunion.

Brynn wiped a tear from her eye and stepped out of her dad’s embrace, meeting Reese’s smile. “It’s good to see you,” she said as she accepted a long overdue hug from Reese.

When Brynn had left Grant, she’d assumed that would be the end of her nascent friendship with his sister. She was grateful when, on the way to Louisiana, she’d received a text from Reese, checking in on her.

Since then, they’d kept in touch, a phone call every few weeks and regular text messages back and forth. Brynn had shared little bits about the work she was doing to clean up after the hurricane damage, and Reese had shared how her expansion plans for her company, The Stoneport Group, were going. And how happy Reese was with Sydney, a bright spot to have come out of the last few months.

Brynn couldn’t imagine something positive happening to a better, more honest person.

It had been Reese who’d opened Brynn’s eyes to the type of man she’d been planning to marry, and Brynn was eternally grateful for that. While it had taken her longer than she’d have liked to make a decision regarding the information, the fact that Reese had risked her relationship with her family to tell Brynn the truth meant something to her.

And if she could do anything to help Reese, she would. No questions asked.

“I couldn’t help but overhear that you need some help at The Stone’s Throw?” she asked.

Reese nodded. “Your dad’s going to help me see if we can get someone in the short term over the holidays. More of a ‘keep the lights on and don’t burn the place down situation,’ given that Hallie’s going to be out of town. We can pick up hiring a permanent addition again in the new year.”

Brynn beamed, getting that little zing of exhilaration when she realized that she could do something for someone else. “According to my dad, I’m great at keeping lights on, and I can promise I’ve never been responsible for a fire.”

The look on Reese’s face morphed from bright to confused, and she glanced at Stan before looking back at Brynn. “I wasn’t asking⁠—”

Brynn cut her off. “I know you weren’t, but I’m offering. I am currently free of professional obligations, have been told that I’m a whiz at paperwork, and I would be so thrilled to help. Please, Reese? Let me do this for you?” Wanting to help had morphed into a need to do this for Reese that she felt in her bones, and she wasn’t going to take no for an answer, regardless of whether Reese had realized it yet.

“Brynn, what about the holidays with us?” Stan asked, his lips turned downward. “Reese needs someone to live on-site and work full days from the day before Christmas Eve to New Year’s Day.”

Brynn stood up straighter. She meant business. “I know it’s not ideal, but I’m in a position to help. Haven’t you always said that lending a hand isn’t just for when it’s easy? Well, I can make a difference now, and I want to do it.”

She could see her father softening at his own words being parroted back to him. They were words she’d taken to heart throughout her life.

Reese’s hesitation was written across her face. “This feels like too much, Brynn. Your dad told me that you were considering applying for a few university positions. I wouldn’t want to take your focus away from that.”

And that’s what she had told her parents a few weeks ago, on one of her phone calls with them. At the time, she’d even meant it. Maybe she still did. But… “The reality is, spring semester positions have already been filled, and there aren’t many of those anyway. Best-case scenario, I’d be looking at summer to lock down a position for the fall. Really, you’d be doing me a favor,” she pushed, biting her lip when she admitted, “since I’m trying to keep busy.”

She felt Reese waver then, as a look of recognition flashed across her face at what Brynn was likely trying to keep herself from dwelling on. A failed engagement. A social scandal. It wasn’t why she’d left Boston to head South, but putting fifteen hundred miles between herself and prying eyes hadn’t been a bad idea.

And even though Grant was from Stoneport, getting out of the city was becoming more attractive to her by the second. “This is really good for both of us,” Brynn added, the idea solidifying in her mind.

“You have such a big heart,” her dad said, still standing near her. “And I know these last few months haven’t been easy.”

Brynn turned to look him squarely in the eyes. “Then support me in doing this, Dad. I want to help Reese, and I think it would be good to keep my mind off of everything. And you and Mom could probably come visit the inn while I’m working?” Brynn asked, turning toward Reese. “We could maybe do a holiday dinner or lunch there?”

Reese nodded emphatically, now clearly sold on the idea. “Absolutely. You’d have the run of the kitchen in whatever capacity you’d like.”

And then, the last holdout crumbled. “Baby, if this is important to you, then I’ll support you, and your mom and I will absolutely be there whenever you want. Your happiness is all that matters to me. I hope you know that.”

Brynn clasped her hands together. “Then it’s settled. Reese, when would you like me to start? I assume you’ll want to train me in some capacity?”

She could see Reese thinking about her calendar. “How about Monday? That will give Hallie two weeks to work with you so that you’re comfortable managing things on your own.”

Brynn beamed. “That’s perfect. I’ll have time to spend with my parents this weekend, and then I’m all yours. Or Hallie’s, I guess,” she corrected.

“You’ll love her. There’s no one I’d trust more to train you,” Reese said, the warmth evident in her tone.

“I can’t wait to meet her.” Brynn couldn’t keep the smile off her face. This new challenge beckoned to her, supported by someone who clearly meant a lot to Reese.

A few hours ago, she’d been wondering if she was coming home too soon. The recovery efforts on the Gulf Coast were nowhere near complete, and she could have easily applied to university jobs from down there while she continued to help out. There was also nothing waiting for her here except the wreckage of a life she’d left behind.

But she could feel her family missing her, and three months had already felt like too long without seeing them. The word “codependent” flitted through her mind, but her relationship with her parents was intense. She was the only child they had left, and she took that responsibility seriously.

“Does your mom know that you’re home?” Stan asked. He smacked his forehead lightly. “She’s gonna kill us if not.”

Brynn kissed her dad’s cheek. “I stopped by to drop off my suitcases and see her before coming here.”

He shot Brynn a loving look before glancing down at his watch. “Reese, I think we’re good here—unless you need anything else? I’m going to take an early Friday and spend the afternoon with my two favorite women.”

“Fine by me. I also have a favorite woman who would probably be thrilled to see me home early.” Reese beamed.

Stan wrapped his arm around Brynn’s shoulder, and she leaned into his frame.

“Tell Sydney I said hello,” he said, breaking his hug to go to his desk and pack up his laptop.

“Me too,” Brynn added, meaning it.

Sydney King was the woman Grant had been in a serious relationship with when Brynn had unknowingly become a partner in his affair. She hoped that maybe one day they’d get to talk, to clear the air now that Brynn had also broken free from Grant.

And now that she’d be spending more time in Stoneport, she realized that opportunity may just present itself.
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“I cannot keep up with your comings and goings these days.” Gregory Atwell, her best friend and—for an ill-advised period in his closeted life—former boyfriend, sat across the table at the diner where they were having lunch. It was a restaurant that Brynn and her dad had frequented when she was younger, though they still stopped in for an occasional meal. It still smelled the same, even after all these years.

Honestly, it had been a tough sell to get her dad to stay home when she’d mentioned where she and Gregory were meeting, but he’d relented. Thankfully. She just needed some time to talk to someone who didn’t think she could do no wrong. And over the past thirty-six hours, her parents' loving and, well, slightly overbearing adoration of her now that she was home made her all the more certain that offering to help in Stoneport was the right choice.

She’d have lunch with Gregory, go home and pack, and then she’d be on her way to the charming coastal town where she could put herself to work so that her mind was too tired to even think.

Still, though, she smiled. No one would ever expect her to be the “bouncing between places” type of person. She didn’t hate it. At least for right now. “I texted you every week from Louisiana.”

Gregory peered at her through his glasses, his bright eyes shining. He was a gorgeous man who would one day look dashing in the arms of another, also gorgeous man. “Brynn. You created a freaking PowerPoint presentation about your cheating fiancé, which you then showed to everyone at your rehearsal dinner. And then, mere days later, you absconded to the South, where the only photos that I got from you were you doing manual labor. For three months.” He held his fingers up, like that somehow drove his point home.

Brynn frowned. “I was really upset by the hurricane.”

His groomed eyebrows rose dubiously high on his forehead. “Really? That’s the line we’re going with?”

“Two things can be true.” And really, it wasn’t a lie. The hurricane had whipped through Louisiana and a few of the surrounding states a few days before her wedding weekend was set to kick off, and for as much as she’d tried to focus on what was in front of her—namely, said PowerPoint that she was preparing to give to a room of two hundred people—she hadn’t been able to shake the destruction.

Somehow, having it as an anchor in her mind, reminding her what true devastation looked like, had made what she was about to do to her own personal life a lot easier to manage.

“Have you, like, ever even tried to apply any of the philosophical principles that you study to yourself?” he asked before picking up a piece of the turkey club that their waiter had dropped off moments ago.

In response, Brynn pushed her scrambled eggs around on her plate. There was never a wrong time for breakfast as far as she was concerned, but right now, she felt a little queasy. If Gregory wanted her other truth, though, then she’d give it to him.

“Grant was a serial cheater. That’s on him. I’m not sure what else you want me to suss out of the situation. Do you want me to beat myself up about it? Spend sleepless nights wondering how I couldn’t have known? Doubt every single decision that I’ve ever made and break myself down into so many tiny little pieces that I’ll barely be able to function?” Even though that’s exactly what she’d been doing—and trying to avoid doing—over the last few months.

So much sympathy was written across Gregory’s face that it made her want to cry. All anyone in her life ever wanted was for her to be happy. It should have been every person’s dream. Instead, she was paralyzed by the constant fear of disappointing those closest to her. Like if she was unhappy, it would have been caused by some failure on their parts. Especially when it came to her parents. She didn’t want to keep thinking about this. She rolled her shoulders and took a bite of her still slightly warm eggs.

Gregory cleared his throat. “I’m sorry, B. I’m sure that this whole thing is a mindfuck and that you’re just trying to push through it in whatever way makes sense. I’m not here to judge you for how you choose to grieve. Honestly, I should just be happy that your coping skills are encouraging you to help others and not get shit-faced drunk most nights and make reckless life decisions.”

Brynn pursed her lips. “I’m not grieving. It’s not like anyone died.” She didn’t appreciate Gregory using that word in relation to something as insignificant as Grant and his philandering. She knew what real grief felt like, and this wasn’t it.

“I’m just saying…” God. He wasn’t going to let this go. “Grieving is about emotional and life adjustments after a loss.”

“I wouldn’t call Grant a loss,” she argued, feeling the truth of her words in her bones. “He was net neutral on a good day. Net negative, if we’re being honest.”

Gregory blanched. “And you were going to marry this man?”

“It made a lot of sense at the time. He pursued me. Wooed me. We dated for a year, and then he proposed. Our fathers were in business together, and we come from the same world. I was graduating from my PhD program and ready to begin the next chapter of my life.”

Now it was Gregory’s turn to frown. “Ahh… the ‘analytical’ part of analytical philosophy. How romantic.”

Gregory was one of the few people who got to see behind the curtain. He knew that Brynn could be stubborn as all hell when she didn’t want to emotionally delve into something. Mostly, she just went along with everything to keep the peace. “I understand how our relationship happened, and now, I’m moving past it.”

“By taking a job as an innkeeper in the town where your ex grew up? Which is owned by his sister, if I’m remembering correctly, which I know that I am.” God, she really shouldn’t have mentioned where she was heading later. Clearly, they were not on the same page about how Brynn should be handling herself in this situation. The word feelings almost sprang to mind, but again, she wouldn’t give Grant the satisfaction of acknowledging that there was a small part of her that he’d made to feel stupid.

And feeling that way hurt.

Still, he earned himself a snort for calling her an innkeeper, even as Brynn tried to hold it in. “I’m pretty sure I’m going to be some type of assistant manager. I’m not one hundred percent clear on the details.”

“Just flying blind on this one? Seeing where the wind takes you?” He smirked. “Think they’ll give you a name tag and everything?”

“It’s the right decision,” she affirmed, the words important for both of them to hear. “At least for now.”

She couldn’t stay in Boston. She’d given up her apartment in Cambridge somewhere after her almost sister-in-law, Reese, telling Brynn that she’d unknowingly been a party to an affair and before she’d plucked up the gumption to put Grant’s philandering on blast in a very public way. Once they were married, the plan had been for Brynn to move into Grant’s apartment, but that had obviously never materialized. She’d been living with her parents ahead of the wedding, and now, the idea of spending winter with her two biggest fans made her feel itchy. Which she hated to even think about. So, the sooner she could distract her mind with something else, the better.

Gregory pushed his empty plate toward the edge of the table. “So, what’s the plan in Stoneport? For real.”

“I’m not sure. I’m going to help out at least through the holidays.” She schooled Gregory with a judgmental stare. “I’d like to repay Reese for being the only person in my life to tell me what a hound dog Grant actually was, and this is the perfect way to do it. She needs help at the inn, and I’m flush with time these days.”

He held his hands up. “I didn’t know he was that bad. I just thought that he was some alpha male wannabe who could never keep up with your intelligence, kindness, or winsome personality.”

And that was the rub, wasn’t it? Everyone in her life seemed to know, at least on some level, that Grant was bad news. Even her parents, she’d come to realize, had been constantly giving her outs throughout this past summer. But she’d been so focused on looking at everything logically that she’d missed a completely central part of the whole getting married thing. Which was actually falling in love with the person that she’d been planning to spend the rest of her life with. It was another in a long line of things that she didn’t want to think about.

But she was heading to Stoneport in a few hours, and with that knowledge driving her, she staved off all the flurrying thoughts that she wasn’t ready to deal with.


CHAPTER THREE


It was a Sunday night, and with the weekenders having already checked out, the inn was blissfully quiet as Hallie waited anxiously at the check-in desk. Eight o’clock had come and gone for Brynn Fitzpatrick, her newest employee’s, expected arrival time.

Regardless, whenever she got here, Hallie would be ready.

She hadn’t even let herself think about Brynn specifically, given her own internal woes.

She let out a long, exasperated sigh and looked at her computer screen for the tenth time in as many minutes. God, she felt like such a mess. Reese had tasked her with one important job outside of the day-to-day management of the inn, which was to find another manager who could run the place in Hallie’s absence. And she hadn’t been able to do it, which meant that Reese had swooped in and solved the problem for her.

It was a temporary solution, Reese had said yesterday, when she’d told Hallie the good news.

So, why did good news make her feel like there was a knot tightening in her chest?

Maybe because, now, there was no reason that she couldn’t go to Colorado over Christmas to visit her family. And she’d clearly shown Reese that when push came to shove, she wasn’t as dependable at the big-picture things as Hallie wanted to believe she was. Add in the fact that they were smack-dab in the brief lull between the fall and winter crowds, which meant she didn’t even have any pressing tasks to distract herself with as she eyed the clock in the lobby again.

Instead, she tried to focus her attention through the large window to her left, watching the flurries falling gently onto the patio. There was a light dusting of snow on the trees outside, but this early in the year, it probably wouldn’t materialize into anything significant. Which was a shame because it meant longer until the “quick getaway for hot chocolates by the fire” crowd rolled in for a snowy weekend. The fall foliage enthusiasts had petered out weeks ago, but the ski resort crowd hadn’t picked up, especially since there hadn’t been a significant snowfall yet this early in December.

When Reese had excitedly called Hallie yesterday to tell her that Brynn would be joining the team, at least through the new year, Hallie could feel Reese’s smile through the phone, willing her to match her level of excitement at solving a problem that had been plaguing them both. Instead, Hallie had tipped her head to the side, cradling her phone in the crook of her neck, and looked out through the window, just like she was doing now.

Standing still felt impossible, so she started scouring the main areas, looking for anything to keep her busy.

Sometimes, she felt like she only really existed as a person within these walls. Even when she was out and about in Stoneport, it was usually to do something for the inn. Tack on the fact that she lived on-site—and had for her whole life, in fact—and her world was woefully small.

Maybe it would have been easier if Reese had wanted to take over the owner’s quarters. It would have forced Hallie to figure out what came next. Which, she was realizing now, may not have been as bad as she’d thought when she’d been informed less than a year ago that her parents were selling the inn.

She could have found an apartment somewhere else—if she could afford it—and commuted to work every day. But no. Reese and Sydney, the lovebirds moving at warp speed, had decided to move into a charming Cape Cod–style home about ten minutes away, situated a few miles up the coastline. It was probably obscenely expensive. Charm didn’t come cheap in places like Stoneport.

So here Hallie was, with a way better deal than most people who worked in the hospitality industry had, fretting around the lobby area to make sure that the last plate of evening cookies was perfectly arranged.

After she confirmed that all cookies were as advertised, which required her to eat at least two of them for quality assurance, she moved over to the fireplace that acted as the centerpiece of the sitting room off the lobby. All of the fireplaces had been converted to gas in the last decade, and even if it was much more convenient to manage, she missed the crackling and popping of wood burning. Add it to the list of things that had changed, all while she lamented the good old days.

God, sometimes she felt closer to seventy than thirty.

Still, she could admit that it was nice to be able to keep the fireplace on until later, and it didn’t take long before she was hypnotized by the flickering flames. She sat down on one of the comfortable chairs situated nearby and relaxed. Tried to, at least.

Brynn helping out would be temporary, and her presence was a stopgap measure that would ultimately make it easier to hire someone who could start after the holidays and settle into a normal schedule. Brynn could go back to… whatever it was she did, and Hallie could prove to Reese that she wasn’t completely useless in her new role.

The sitting room was warm and cozy, and Hallie finally felt her shoulders loosen up for the first time since Reese had called her yesterday.

She could do this. Everything was going to be fine.

“Hello?”

She heard a voice, along with what felt like a gentle hand on her shoulder. But that couldn’t be happening. Because right now, she was sitting in her Algebra II class, trying and failing to finish a test about matrices. Mrs. Bianchi would never be so kind.

“Hallie?” The voice came through louder, causing her to jerk.

“Mrs. Bianchi, I’m working here,” she mumbled, finding herself in a strange liminal place, where the room was far too hot for her Stoneport High math class. Maybe this was hell?

But, no. Hell, or high school—same difference—would never give her a chair this comfy. She’d slumped down in the plush wingback at some point and…

Shit.

She jolted upright at the same time she opened her eyes, meeting soft brown ones only a few inches away from her face. But it was too late. She’d never been the type of person who roused gently. Her body was already in motion as she tried to course correct too hard, once she realized that she’d, quite literally, fallen asleep on the job. Her forehead knocked against what felt like the world’s softest cheek, and the woman let out a strangled whoosh of air once they connected.

Ms. Brown Eyes staggered backward, and Hallie felt like her stomach was about to jump out of her throat. She’d never assaulted a guest before.

God, she was so confused right now. There were no late check-ins tonight, she thought blearily, struggling to get it together. Why had she even been sitting out here anyway? Usually, she was back in her room by now, the front desk bell connected to an app on her phone to help guests after hours.

She shook her head. It didn’t matter how this situation had happened, only that it had. “I am so, so sorry,” Hallie said, pushing herself out of the chair and standing over a woman who was just a smidge shorter than her. She had blonde hair, and a soft, round face, tragically now with a red splotch where Hallie had collided with her cheek.

And then, the pieces all clicked into place.

Brynn Fitzpatrick, in the flesh. And Hallie had just committed bodily assault against her. Her guilt mingled with something else—maybe apprehension?—when she realized that this was the same woman who’d, according to Sydney and Reese in the world’s most epic retelling, aired all her ex-fiancé’s dirty laundry in a very, very public way.

She was, if the story was to be believed, not a woman whose wrong side you wanted to be on.

But Brynn looked like the picture of innocence right now, her big eyes wide as she looked at Hallie like Hallie was the one in need of assistance. “I didn’t mean to scare you. I thought you knew I was coming.”

What a terrible first impression. Instead of dwelling on it, Hallie shook her tiredness away and pulled her black shirt down her torso, trying to smooth out any wrinkles. It could always be worse. That was her life motto, and she was putting it to good use. “Brynn,” Hallie said with more confidence than she felt. “My catnap in front of the fire must have gotten away from me.”

Brynn subtly touched her index finger to her own cheek as she made eye contact. “I think you have a little…”

Hallie brushed her hand across her face and felt a small trail of wetness. More embarrassing evidence of her dream-filled nap. She cleared her throat and wiped it away quickly, ignoring the heat on her cheeks. “Uh, thanks.”

“I’m sorry I’m later than I expected. There was an accident on the highway, and I was stuck in traffic for over an hour.” Not that anyone would be able to tell. Brynn was entirely, unfairly put together, Hallie was realizing as she scanned her eyes across a sweater that was nicer than anything Hallie would wear to most events. It looked soft. So, so incredibly soft. Probably cashmere. And Brynn was weirdly tan for December? Hallie didn’t know why she’d noticed it, except that it made the soft gold of Brynn’s tousled hair pop even more. Not a strand of that was out of place either, for the record.

She was so distracted that she’d forgotten to feel self-conscious about the falling asleep and the drooling and, honestly, just her general state of disarray. That was, until her eyes trailed up Brynn’s collarbone—from the V-neck of that stupidly soft sweater—and their eyes met. Brynn was looking at her in a way that was so disarming, it was like all of Hallie’s insecurities were on full display.

Vulnerable was the word that came to mind, even as she tried to shove it back down. Her life had somehow come to involve her being surrounded by impressive, successful women, and it was starting to give her a complex. Sydney was a former professional tennis player who was now coaching elite youth at the nearby Manhaven Tennis Center. Reese had sold her hotel management software and then purchased The Stone’s Throw, which very quickly became the first in a line of acquisitions that would build her newest company, The Stoneport Group.

And Brynn Fitzpatrick was likely no different. Sole heir to The Fitz Capital Group, her family’s real estate investment company. She’d just finished her PhD, according to Reese, and she’d most recently been healing her broken heart by doing something for the less fortunate. Hallie wasn’t sure on the specifics of that one, but it probably explained the tan and very likely involved rescuing orphaned puppies or something.

She groaned quietly, trying to make sense of the earnestness on Brynn’s face as she awaited instructions from Hallie.

Seriously, who was this woman?

For whatever it was worth—not that it felt like much in the face of the accomplishment of those around her—Hallie was the operations director for The Stone’s Throw Inn, a charming, boutique hotel that offered guests a unique experience on the beautiful New England coast. She needed to start acting like it. Reese had trusted her, even if she didn’t have much trust in herself these days.

“Glad you made it here safely,” Hallie said effusively, already walking over toward the check-in desk. “I can get you set up in your room.”

The living situation wasn’t exactly ideal, especially from an occupancy perspective. Since Brynn didn’t live in Stoneport, Reese had insisted that they give her one of the vacant rooms while she was helping out. Which only made Hallie feel worse about her inability to find someone to join before the holidays.

Brynn followed her silently, but Hallie could see Brynn craning her neck and taking in the lobby as they made their way to the desk. She didn’t let herself wonder what the Christmas decorations that Hallie had painstakingly put up by hand looked like through Brynn’s eyes. The Fitzpatrick family homes probably had teams who assembled and disassembled their holiday decorations each year.

Hallie went to the far side of the long reception counter, where Brynn would soon find herself, too, and pulled up the room’s information. “We’ll have you on the first floor, down the hall from my room. Hopefully we won’t have to move you at all while you’re here, though I apologize in advance if that happens.” Good. That was good. She sounded almost… normal.

“I really appreciate this, Hallie. I’ve heard so many great things about you from Reese, and I’m excited that we’ll get to work together.” Which was a weird thing to say, as far as Hallie was concerned. Brynn didn’t need this job. If anything, Hallie should have been thanking her. Not the other way around.

“Can I ask you something?” Hallie asked as her curiosity got the better of her. It was a lifelong struggle, but this was her at her most normal, and she was trying to roll with it.

Brynn smiled softly, and it was charmingly sweet. Hard to balance this woman with the story she’d heard a few months ago. Maybe that was why she was struggling so much right now. The Brynn in front of her looked like she’d apologize to a squirrel that ran in front of her car as she was swerving out of its way.

“I’m an open book,” she said with that still, soft smile on her face.

“Are you, like, hiding out here? After everything with your engagement? I’m trying to figure out what’s led you to The Stone’s Throw. I can’t imagine that you need to be here.”

She appreciated the thoughtful pause Brynn gave in consideration, a faint blush dusting her cheeks now. They were going to be spending a lot of time together, so Hallie at least wanted to know what she was getting into where Brynn was concerned. “I’m… figuring it out?” was the meek response she got, more a question than anything else.

Hallie nodded. She understood that sentiment of feeling rudderless. “Well, for the record, I didn’t like Grant way back when he and Sydney were together, so I’m always down for a good gossip session on what a waste of space he is. I guess you could sort of call me the OG hater as far as grudges go. I won’t pretend that meeting you isn’t a little bit like meeting a celebrity,” Hallie confided with a broad smile. Truly, for her insecurity around Brynn, she also had the utmost respect for her.

That earned her a laugh from Brynn, which made Hallie feel weirdly proud. Maybe the next couple of weeks wouldn’t be so bad. Having someone else around would break up the slowness until the winter crowd picked up, and it would be a good distraction from her impending trip to Colorado.

Brynn picked up one of the cards on the desk with The Stone’s Throw information on it and twirled it between her fingers. “I’m trying to put Grant in the rearview mirror, but I appreciate the offer. Fresh start and all that.”

Hallie lifted a dubious eyebrow. “So you come to an inn owned by his sister, who happens to be in a relationship with his ex?”

Brynn shrugged, and Hallie was a little in awe of how simple Brynn made showing up at the inn seem. Either that, or she was completely delusional. Time would probably tell on that one. “I wanted to help Reese. And I’m not going to let someone like Grant stop me from being the type of person who helps other people.”

This woman was like an honest-to-god, real-life Disney princess. Hallie wondered if birds would be flitting about Brynn’s head if it wasn’t winter.

Shaking her thoughts away, Hallie completed the check-in process so that Brynn’s room was switched to “occupied” in the system. She placed a blank keycard into the encoder and waited the few seconds until it popped out again. Handing it over, she gave Brynn the most sincere smile that she could manage in spite of the tumult knocking around in her own veins. “Your room is down the hall, last door on the right. We can get started at seven a.m. tomorrow if that works for you?”

“I’m going to assume seven ‘working for me’ is rhetorical, unless you really do plan to let me set my own hours.”

Hallie cocked her head to the side, her tongue pushing against the back of her teeth. Brynn was the one making this weird, right? That was a very common thing to say to someone. Unless Hallie had missed some kind of rich person etiquette training. “I guess it’s more of an expression than anything. An opening in case you have anything that you need to bring up with me ahead of tomorrow.”

She could see Brynn thinking as she chewed at the edge of her lip. “No, I don’t think I need to bring anything up.”

Hallie put the “use intercom for help” sign out in between them, grateful to have something to distract her. “Great. Then I’ll see you in the morning.”
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Brynn was just a normal person. That’s what Hallie kept telling herself. She was repeating it like a mantra as she got ready that morning, knowing that they both brushed their teeth in front of the same style of sink, at least for the next couple of weeks. They dressed themselves in matching uniforms, a pair of slacks and a long-sleeved, black button-down, though Hallie had a tendency to roll hers up at the forearms. And then they would both probably grab some type of breakfast from the kitchen, if they were up early enough.

This morning, Hallie completed the same rituals that she’d done thousands of times before. The first step was to put her long, brunette hair into a high ponytail; since she never knew what the day would bring, having it out of her face had proven useful. She dabbed on a lip gloss that gave her mouth a gentle shine while keeping the December dryness at bay. Lastly, she affixed her shiny name tag to her shirt, straightening it in the mirror.

Hallie’s entire life, personally and professionally, existed within the boundaries of The Stone’s Throw Inn. Until a few months ago, that hadn’t really bothered her. Honestly, she hadn’t given it much thought. Lots of people worked at family businesses, and she’d considered herself no different.

But now… her parents had sold the inn, and everything was different. She used to feel like she was investing in something. And now? Well, it mostly felt like she had a job instead of a future.

She walked from her en suite bathroom, out through the bedroom, and into the living room. When the Art Deco mansion had been converted into an inn, three of the rooms nearest to the kitchen had been fused together into what became the owner’s quarters. It was where Hallie had grown up and where—you guessed it—she still lived today. Sometimes, she wondered if she was taking the whole “cradle to grave” idea a bit too seriously.

There were still fifteen minutes until she was meeting Brynn, so she shifted her attention over to the small kitchen that ran along the side of the living room and started prepping ingredients to make a morning smoothie. It functioned well enough to meet her meager lifestyle needs, considering that all she really did was sleep in the apartment or watch TV in the evenings. If she really needed or wanted to cook something more extensive, she could always use the industrial kitchen next door, which only served breakfast on the weekdays and then offered lunch on the weekends.

Today, she grabbed a bag of frozen strawberries and bananas from the small freezer to act as her base. Add in a cup of oat milk, some peanut butter to thicken it up, a tablespoon of maple syrup, and a large handful of kale, and she was on her way to a morning meal that could sustain her if the day took a wild turn.

Hallie turned on the blender and let it whir, watching the blades start to aggressively break down the frozen fruit. The concoction was quickly becoming a puce color, which meant that it was on its way to being perfect.

Growing up living at an inn hadn’t seemed strange to her until recently. The sale of the inn to Reese had dislodged something in her that was causing Hallie to feel more unsteady by the day. And the more she tried to ignore it, the more it was all that she could fixate on.

It was like she’d looked up one morning and everything suddenly felt unfamiliar in a subtle way. Not jarring, just… not quite right anymore.

But nothing had changed, at least as far as her life went. The owner’s quarters still had two bedrooms, each with an en suite, and then the living room-slash-kitchen that anchored them in the center. She’d always lived in the same bedroom, which she’d shared with her brother until she’d turned eight. Once he’d entered high school, he’d moved into a room next door, technically separate from the apartment. Hallie could remember how she thought it’d been so cool, the freedom of living independently like that. Even if he was only about twenty feet away.

A teenager living in his own hotel room was unorthodox, sure, but Mason had always been disciplined. He, unlike Hallie, did a really good job of staying out of trouble, a fact that her parents had no trouble reminding her about over the years.

As she poured her perfectly blended smoothie into a plastic cup, she started making another one, like she had done when Sydney stayed with her for a few months over the summer. She missed having someone else around, and even if it would lead to as many problems as solutions in her life, it was incredibly gracious of Brynn to step in for the next few weeks.

She thought about Mason again, knowing that in just a few weeks, she’d have a first row seat for the “Perfect Brother” doll experience—now complete with Deluxe Add-On Wife and Twins. Mason was the quintessential accomplished oldest child. Captain of the Stoneport football team, he’d earned a full ride to Colorado, where he’d met his now-wife, Claire. And if that wasn’t enough, he’d also played varsity basketball in the winter and baseball in the spring. There were numerous awards and broken school records lining the glass cases of their high school that were dedicated to him and his athletic accomplishments. Did Hallie mention he was valedictorian of his class, too? Seriously, what D1 college athlete also majored in computer science?

She sighed at the same time she turned off the blender, feeling the twinge of personal embarrassment that was cropping up more and more often with her trip to Colorado looming.

With her parents running the inn and ferrying Mason to sports practices, Hallie’s childhood was mostly spent at The Stone’s Throw, trying to occupy her own time without getting into too much trouble. Which wasn’t exactly an easy accomplishment for someone with her natural sense of curiosity.

Maybe if she’d been more like Mason, her parents would have gotten on board and supported her goals. She didn’t blame them. For one thing, she’d never set any goals. For another, running the inn was a 24/7 endeavor, and she’d never been easily focused. Hallie’s biggest interests growing up had been running around with Sydney and talking to the guests.

Still, she hadn’t expected that her parents would pick up and sell the inn. By high school, Hallie had shifted into working different positions at The Stone’s Throw most evenings and weekends, given that she had free time after school and Sydney was always busy with tennis. And she’d even gotten a four-year hospitality management degree at a local college to ensure that she could take on more responsibility as her parents got older.

It’s not like she was expecting to inherit the property or anything, given that it was her parents’ retirement plan, but she thought there’d at least be a conversation. Something. She’d been hoping for at least another decade to get her life together and figure out a clear plan for her future.

And now, the future had come knocking, and she felt woefully unprepared to tackle it.

At the very least—she stared down at the counter—she had prepared a second smoothie of the perfect consistency. She grinned triumphantly as she placed lids on both.

With a smoothie in each hand and one last look in the mirror next to the door, she made the quick trip from her apartment, past the kitchen doors, and into the lobby.

Brynn was already standing next to the check-in desk, dressed similarly to Hallie but in clothing that screamed—in a very classy, understated way, of course—wealth. A tailored, crisp shirt fit Brynn so well that it looked bespoke. Black, tapered pants hugged her frame perfectly, accentuating the gentle curve of her hips. A thin necklace that was definitely real gold dripped from her collarbones.

In comparison, Hallie felt like her own outfit was a few shades too faded to be considered black. Still, she extended her arm and offered Brynn the smoothie. “I didn’t know if you had time for breakfast.”

Brynn gave her a smile that implied Hallie had just saved a puppy from a burning building. She took a dainty sip before placing it on the counter. “This is perfect. Thank you. I did actually head out this morning to find something, but I guess shops open later in the winter?”

Hallie nodded, trying not to slouch her shoulders, which was easier to remember in the face of Brynn’s perfect posture. She even drank her smoothie with class, a thought Hallie never believed she’d ever have the chance to think. “We’re in the lull before the winter season starts to pick up, which still won’t be as busy as summer when it’s in full swing. That means fewer tourists and reduced hours. Some of the more kitschy shops shut down completely during this time.”

“Definitely a different vibe than the summer.”

Right. Because when Brynn and Grant had been planning to get married, Brynn had spent a decent amount of time in Stoneport. Just a few months ago, in fact.

Hallie had been busy supporting Sydney during that time, who was in the midst of retiring from professional tennis. Even though Sydney’s breakup with Grant a year before that had been a part of her lament, the bigger focus had been her best friend’s career-ending injury and what it meant—the loss of the path she’d been painstakingly forging for the last fifteen years.

Brynn’s wound was much fresher, at least where Grant was concerned. They should have been married three months ago and settling into a life together. There was a small, insecure part of Hallie that wanted to dislike Brynn, but she just… couldn’t. Because Brynn was looking at her again, much like she had last night. It was a look that said Hallie really was the boss here and that, to the best of her ability, Brynn would do anything asked of her. People didn’t look at Hallie like that. Like she was someone who held all the answers.

It was a strange feeling that settled in her stomach then—not exactly unpleasant, though it still made her feel a little squirmy. Hallie cleared her throat. “So we’ll start this morning with a tour of the property. Then I’ll walk you through the departments and what everyone does. Lastly, we’ll review the day-to-day and what I do that’s different from anyone else’s roles. Those are the things you’ll really want to click with since you’ll be handling them in my absence.”

Hallie let out a surprised laugh when Brynn pulled a small notebook and pen from somewhere and started furiously jotting down information. After about thirty seconds, she looked at Hallie again. “Okay, I’ve got that all written down.”

“I do have a handbook with standard operating procedures that I can give you. We made one for Reese when she was getting trained.” It had been, more than anything, a good exercise for Hallie to go through, regardless of the fact that Reese had never ended up using it in any meaningful way. The book was a massive brain dump of what she’d learned working at the inn for decades that hadn’t been documented anywhere else.

A grateful look flashed across Brynn’s face. “That would be incredible. I’ll still probably take my own notes, though. It helps me better absorb the information.”

“Right,” Hallie answered as she started walking, gesturing for Brynn to follow her. “You just finished up your PhD program?”

Brynn nodded. “In philosophy.”

“That’s… abstract.” They stopped in front of the doors leading into the kitchen.

Brynn’s whole face lit up. “Analytical philosophy, my area of study, is actually the opposite of abstract, even if that’s a common misconception,” she said with a rueful smile. “It leverages clarity and logic to try to answer some of our most enduring philosophical questions.”

Hallie knew that she was looking at Brynn like she’d just sprouted a tail, and yet she couldn’t stop herself from wanting to know more. Brynn was quickly becoming one of the most interesting people who had ever walked into The Stone’s Throw. The best part was that Hallie was going to get a front row seat for whatever came out of her mouth next. “And you spent… how many years studying this?”

“My program was supposed to be five years, but I completed my dissertation in four,” Brynn answered simply. She wasn’t looking at Hallie, though. Instead, her focus had shifted to looking around the hallway, which she was taking in with intense focus.

Hallie tried not to feel self-conscious about it. Why should she be insecure that Brynn would find the inn lacking? It wasn’t like she owned the place. “So, what would you do with a degree like that? I anticipate working at an inn isn’t in your long-term plan?”

Another bright smile landed on Hallie when Brynn looked at her again. “Academia is on the table, but after spending the last twenty years of my life in some type of structured learning environment, I’m fine taking a little bit of time away.”

A privilege that most people didn’t have, but Hallie wasn’t going to mention that. If she wasn’t working at the inn and had to figure something else out, she didn’t know what she would do either.

Still, there was a theme brewing in her life of late. “The Stone’s Throw seems to have become a landing pad for wayward women on their way to what comes next, so I guess it makes sense that you’re here,” Hallie said before changing the subject to her single area of expertise—the inn itself. “So this is the kitchen.” She pointed to the double doors in front of them. “We offer two breakfast options each day of the week, and then on the weekends, we offer a soup, salad, and sandwich at lunchtime.”

Brynn was scribbling furiously. “And what is my involvement in this?”

“Good question. On a day when everything works like it’s supposed to, nothing.”

Hallie was met with big, thoughtful eyes. “And what about a day when everything doesn’t work like it’s supposed to?”

She laughed, unexpectedly charmed. “It’s not that serious. Worst-case scenario is usually that someone calls out, but if that happens, the kitchen has a few different staff members who should be able to fill in for one another. In the unlikely scenario that breakfast isn’t available to be served, we offer all guests a discount off their stay.”

“What about a kitchen fire?” Brynn asked seriously, her focus shifting back and forth from her notepad to Hallie. It was like she needed to document the scenario as soon as possible, lest the one-in-a-billion chance happen immediately.

Hallie moved to one side as today’s waitress, Regina, slipped by them to greet the first guests of the morning. “We’ve never had one of those, luckily.” There was no need to get Brynn worried about an unlikely scenario. Focusing on the big picture was the most important thing to do right now.

Only, Brynn clearly had other ideas. “That doesn’t negate the need for a plan in the event one arises. This building is a cultural landmark. Not to mention the dozens of guests that could be harmed should something serious happen.”

Hallie could feel herself making that face again. The one where she was looking at Brynn like her spaceship had just landed. Mingled with her bafflement was a healthy dose of curiosity. Because how often was she going to have the chance to meet someone like Brynn Fitzpatrick in the wild?

Hallie could already tell Brynn didn’t move through this world like other people.

Still, if Brynn was taking this seriously—which she was, to an insane degree—then so would Hallie. Which meant that instead of brushing Brynn’s concern off, she responded with her own earnest explanation. It was kind of nice to get to flex her chops, as far as information about the inn went. “We have standard safety procedures in the event of a fire regardless of where on the premises it happens. Fire extinguishers. Maps. Staff are trained to help clear the bedrooms.” She pointed toward the ceiling. “Our smoke detectors are hardwired and automatically call the Stoneport Fire Station.”

Brynn was still furiously scribbling. Was that a diagram Hallie spotted? “Got it.”

Again, Hallie was struck by how insane it was that Brynn and Grant had been about to get married. Hallie didn’t think she’d ever seen Grant put effort into anything, unless it was being his father’s lapdog or covering up his affairs.

In contrast, Hallie was staring at one of the most beautiful women she’d ever laid eyes on, who’d just informed her that she’d finished her PhD in analytical philosophy a year early. Which, even though Hallie was no expert, seemed like it was probably pretty hard to do.

Brynn was making it all look effortless, chewing on the end of her pen as she reviewed the notes that she’d just jotted down. It was just so crazy.

“I’m really having a hard time picturing you and Grant together.” Hallie threw her hand over her mouth, the words out before she’d realized it wasn’t an inside thought.

The guilt sluiced through her when Brynn’s lips pouted into a frown. It was an especially tacky thing for Hallie to have said, given that Brynn had already made it clear she wasn’t exactly interested in traveling down that path. At least, not with her.

But, in Hallie’s defense, she was trying to make it make sense! Now that she’d finally met Brynn, Brynn and Grant seemed like such strange bedfellows. Hallie had thought about it more than once since she’d returned to her own apartment last night. She’d thought about it a lot, actually, and the last ten minutes had only reinforced her growing confusion.

Still, that was no excuse. “I’m sorry. We can hopefully forget that I said that,” she added when Brynn didn’t respond.

Sydney and Grant, even if she still thought he was one of the grossest people on the planet, had made sense to her. Grant loved shiny things, and Sydney was the shiniest of them all. Grant had never really appreciated how weird and funny and goofy her best friend could be, and Hallie would never forgive him for that. But aesthetically, Sydney had fit in perfectly with his stupid pompadour hair and fancy watches. They’d looked like Ken and Barbie dolls together, dressed in the coastal New England collection.

Brynn was beautiful, sure, with her wavy, blonde hair and big eyes and soft features that made her look so innocent, but she was also quiet and understated. The antithesis of flash. And it was clear that she was smart. So how in the hell had Grant gone two-for-two on women who were better than him falling under his spell?

That was the biggest question, even as Hallie tried to accept that she’d probably never get a satisfactory answer beyond the fact that women were far too trusting where men were concerned.

She was met with those big eyes again, and the feeling was back, like she’d kicked a puppy. “Grant was a miscalculation,” Brynn answered softly.

Hallie squinted at Brynn’s explanation. Hitting a curb or using too much salt was a “miscalculation.” But Hallie was no stranger to telling herself what she needed to hear, so she couldn’t exactly blame Brynn for trying to make the situation make sense. Still, she was curious, especially given that bringing up Grant did seem to make Brynn surprisingly sad. Hallie would have been angry if she had been in Brynn’s shoes.

“What exactly did you miscalculate?” Hallie could count off at least a dozen of Grant’s shitty qualities, and she wouldn’t pretend that she didn’t desperately want to know what was on Brynn’s list.

“I didn’t assume there were any other variables except our relationship to consider. I wasn’t approaching meeting Grant as something that needed political finessing, and I miscalculated that he, and his father, weren’t operating under the same structure.” Brynn, again, had started speaking so matter-of-factly about the breakup that it made Hallie actually wonder if they were talking about the same thing.

Hallie had heard the story from Sydney and Reese, though there was no way to corroborate it unless Grant ever truly came clean. It was gleaned from a very shitty conversation that Sydney had had with Grant a week before his anticipated wedding day, when he’d come crawling back to her to try and salvage their relationship. His key impetus in marrying Brynn was that it allowed Grant—and by virtue of their relationship, The Devereux Group—to get closer to Stan Fitzpatrick and his necessary investment money to keep their flimsy Ponzi scheme afloat.

Hallie couldn’t imagine how badly something like that would hurt, especially if it had been driven by the person that she’d been planning to spend the rest of her life with. Hallie had a sinking feeling that Brynn had also put the clues together. “So he used you? As a means to his own gain?”

Brynn nodded, but now, she was making surprisingly intense eye contact with Hallie when she said, “In its simplest distillation, yes.”

Hallie nodded but didn’t answer. Strangely, she was a little bit thrilled with the intensity of that look, which settled somewhere in her stomach.

There was more to Brynn than met the eye. Hallie was sure of that.

Even so, she and Brynn weren’t friends. It wasn’t Hallie’s responsibility—or place, even—to ask how Brynn felt about her failed engagement. How she was doing. How she could wake up every morning knowing that Grant still got to breathe in precious air without wanting to find him and throw him off a cliff. Hallie had always been loyal, maybe to a fault, and betraying a woman’s trust—the trust of two women, actually—was unconscionable to her.

But it wasn’t her place to tell Brynn how to go about her life or try to move forward. And it was clear that that was exactly what Brynn was hoping to do over the coming weeks.

So instead of pushing it, like she was wont to do, she tried to focus her attention on what had brought them both together in the first place. “Let’s finish the tour inside,” she said. “Then we can grab our coats, and I can take you on a quick walk around the grounds.”


CHAPTER FOUR


At six thirty a.m. on the dot, Brynn’s phone rang while she was putting the finishing touches on her makeup. Because, of course, that’s when her dad had decided was the best time for them to connect—before Brynn started her shift at the inn, when she’d always be free.

In his humble opinion, which he’d now mentioned at least half a dozen times since she’d come back to New England, he’d put on a very brave face while she’d been in Louisiana. He didn’t seem to realize that commenting on said brave face sort of negated the stoicism he was trying to give himself credit for achieving. It was a truly perfect paradox, though she hadn’t mentioned that to him. But he’d made abundantly clear, along with her mom, that they couldn’t subsist off weekly check-in calls that had ended up with poor reception and “Can you hear me’s?” passed back and forth for the majority of their time spent trying to talk.

So here she was, with a daily catch-up call that left her counting down the minutes until it would be over. Which was never something that she’d done before.

Still, if she didn’t answer the phone in another second, she’d miss the call. Putting her own feelings aside, she wouldn’t do that to her parents. She took a quick look in the mirror before pressing the answer button and took a deep breath.

“Good morning,” she answered chipperly, walking out of her bedroom and heading down the hall. She had no idea how long her dad had for her on what could be a busy Monday morning, so it was better for her to already be at the desk in case their conversation ran long.

It was a mixed bag when it came to her parents. Her dad could have early meetings and be putting in a FaceTime call just to see her, or he could be driving to meet with someone, at which point, he could have an hour or more in the car to shoot the breeze about anything. The Red Sox. South Boston. Every agonizing detail about Brynn’s life, for which he never left any stone unturned.

This was her cross to bear, given that she hadn’t pushed back on it when her parents had suggested this time a few days ago, when she was still getting settled into a rhythm at The Stone’s Throw. Until then, her parents had been calling her at random times when she couldn’t answer, which had led to more than a few frazzled texts and follow-up calls as they’d grown concerned for her safety.

Which was laughable, considering that Stoneport was probably one of the safest places in Massachusetts, if not the country. The biggest danger here was death by coastal kitsch.

What she really didn’t want happening was her dad reaching out to Reese to try and keep tabs on her, which would only make Reese’s life harder. At the very least, it would negate the convenience that Brynn helping out was supposed to provide.

Her dad’s face came into view—or, better yet, his forehead and the top of his right eye, like he was looking through a magnifying glass and needed to get as close to her as possible. “Hi, honey. How are things going?”

She’d survived her first week, though, and today, she’d be handling the morning checkouts on her own. “It’s going well. I think that Hallie’s pleased with my progress.”

Peace of mind for her parents was a small price to pay for the ability to wholly throw herself into what was becoming a great distraction. There was no shortage of things to do daily, new processes to learn and people to meet. She wasn’t so great at the people part yet, but she was trying her best.

And Hallie was making it all feel surprisingly manageable. This was another thing Brynn was grateful for, even if Hallie’s connection to her old life didn’t exactly make it easy to put Grant on the back burner.

But, like she kept telling herself, that wasn’t Hallie’s fault. Brynn had decided to come to Stoneport to help Reese, knowing that constant reminders of her failed engagement were highly likely.

One thing that she did already appreciate was that Hallie didn’t look at her with pity or like she was some wounded animal. Instead, she looked at Brynn like, well, Brynn wasn’t exactly sure what the look was meant to convey. Only that it didn’t make Brynn feel like she’d done something wrong by not realizing who Grant really was earlier.

She liked that feeling a lot, even if she didn’t quite understand it.

“You really are incredible, honey.” She could hear the love soaked into her dad’s voice, even as she’d put the phone down on the check-in desk to get situated. Stan Fitzpatrick, in almost every area of his life, wore his heart on his sleeve.

“One sec, Dad.” She walked out of frame, desperate for a caffeine fix.

She reminded herself as she poured from the metal carafe that was already set up for breakfast that, at the root of her parents’ prodding and overbearing affection, they loved her and missed her. At least this way, she had some physical distance from their enthusiastic—for lack of a better word—parenting, even if she still felt as emotionally entangled with them as ever.

The idea of telling them that she needed some space was inconceivable and, honestly, made her feel a little physically ill. It would break their hearts, even if they’d comply with her request. At least to the best of their abilities. But no, she couldn’t do that. Instead, she lightened her voice and came back into view with a cup of coffee in hand. “I’m pretty sure that I could tell you I counted to ten, and you’d throw me a parade.”

His response was swift. “No win is too small to celebrate.”

“So, what’s on your agenda for today?” she asked, trying to move the conversation’s focus away from her. It was a fruitless endeavor most days, but she was still committed to trying.

She could tell from the stationary view from her dad’s video that he was still in her parents’ Boston brownstone. “Reese and I are meeting later. Did she mention it?”

Brynn rolled her eyes affectionately. “No. Reese, the founder of a real estate group, did not mention to me, a front desk worker at one of her properties, that she was having lunch with Stan Fitzpatrick, head of The Fitz Group.”

“I thought you said you’ve seen her since you’ve been in town.” His brows furrowed, and she bit her lip in response, realizing her mistake.

She’d told her dad that she’d gone to dinner at Reese’s house a few times over the last week. That was a lie, one of the first that she’d ever told to her parents and one that she definitely should have run by Reese first. She tried not to beat herself up about it. Who wanted to explain to someone that they, a twenty-six-year-old, were avoiding their parents?

Now that she was thinking about it, she should have told them that she was hanging out with Hallie. They didn’t know her, and they wouldn’t have been able to verify her story.

Plus, she had a sneaking suspicion that Hallie could be a lot of fun. Maybe one day she’d get to find out for herself.

“Dad, we have other things besides her business to talk about,” she said, adjusting in the tall swivel stool behind the counter so that she didn’t need to make eye contact. At least one of the perks of being thought of as an honest person was that if she abused it, no one was the wiser.

She groaned silently and ran a hand through her hair. This was getting out of control, but the relief in solitude was still too enticing to come clean. Her parents could think that she was being adored and included in Stoneport, which would placate them from an impromptu visit—at least until Christmas.

The reality of her first week in town was that, after finishing her shift each night, she’d sit in her hotel room and gorge herself on copious amounts of delivery while watching a wide variety of trashy television.

It was perfect.

The only emotions that she needed to manage were her own, and she had no interest in picking those apart right now.

When she was in Louisiana, she’d come home so exhausted every day, emotionally and physically, barely managing to take a shower before falling into bed. At the time, it had been what she’d needed. She hadn’t wanted to think about Grant. Or her very public failed wedding. Or the fact that it was her fault that it was so public, but still.

After a few months being part of the cleaning and rebuilding efforts post-hurricane, this was a walk in the park, and she was finally in a place where she didn’t feel an uncomfortable hollowness in her stomach whenever she thought about everything she’d overlooked while she’d been plodding along toward marriage.

That said, she still wasn’t ready to dissect the series of decisions that had led her to present a damning PowerPoint presentation on the eve of her wedding.

Her dad was looking at her a little too closely, like he sensed that something wasn’t quite right, but he seemed to decide to let it go. “Right, right. New love and all that. And you said that things are going well with Hallie?”

Brynn nodded. “She’s been great so far.” Brynn loved competent people, and when it came to managing The Stone’s Throw, she didn’t think anyone could be better. Hallie was direct and funny and just the right amount of effortlessly calm, no matter what issues arose. Speaking of which, “Yesterday, a guest locked themselves out of their room in nothing but a towel. I guess they’d gone to get ice and forgot their keycard.”

Her dad gave her a bemused smile. “I’m sure that was a sight.”

“It should have been a really embarrassing situation. Instead, Hallie just told him that the naked polar bear plunge was next weekend, but she admired his determination.” Brynn was still a little awestruck at how smooth Hallie had navigated the unexpected scene. If she’d been at the desk alone, the situation would have ended very differently.

Her dad laughed. He, like Hallie, always seemed to know the right thing to say. Mostly because it seemed like he was always speaking from the heart, and he never worried about how he’d be perceived.

Brynn was picking up on the policies and procedures with ease, but the soft skills were outside of her depth. People were finicky. Illogical. Unpredictable. And as someone who’d spent years trying to learn a framework for understanding the world, people still escaped her.

It was part of what she’d liked about Grant when they’d started seeing one another. He hadn’t seemed to mind that she was a little awkward. That she didn’t always have the right words on the tip of her tongue. That, sometimes, she asked clarifying questions that seemed to annoy other people.

If there was anything to take away from the Grant situation, it was that what people said and what people did could be vastly different things.

And now, with the frustrating acceptance of that knowledge, she didn’t know what to think. About anything, it felt like some days. Which was why it was easier to be alone.

Easier said than done, though, where her parents were involved. And even though she was supposed to be manning the desk alone today, and it was still fifteen minutes until seven a.m., she heard Hallie’s apartment door open and could picture her walking decisively down the carpeted hallway, just a few seconds from reaching the lobby. “Hey, Dad. I’ve gotta go. Love you and Mom.”

She didn’t wait for a response to hang up, knowing that her dad loved a slow fade on their goodbyes. If she didn’t disconnect the call, she may never get him off the line.

There was just enough time for her to put her phone away before Hallie bounded around the corner in her bouncy, signature high ponytail and headed toward the coffee carafes. “Morning, Brynn.”

So far, Brynn really liked Hallie. She was also more than a little intimidated by her, given how well Hallie managed all the competing priorities at the inn. She had been incredibly helpful in getting Brynn up to speed, and if her willingness to answer Brynn’s millions of questions were any indication, she had the patience of a saint. She had this stability—yes, that was the word Brynn settled on—that she was drawn toward.

And it wasn’t just her feelings on Hallie; after all, she hadn’t been the most trustful of her own opinions as of late. But there were actual, factual data points that she had to back up her hypothesis that Hallie was, in fact, a good person.

For example, over this past week, Hallie never seemed to get frustrated with Brynn’s inability to pick up social cues from guests. Hallie just took control of the situation, and then they’d discuss it after. And she always seemed to know what to say, no matter what turn a conversation took.

They only had a week left together before Hallie was set to head to Colorado, and Brynn was trying to soak up as much knowledge—pretty much a crash course in human understanding—as she could during this time.

With a coffee cup in hand, Hallie ambled over to her. Brynn instinctively sat up a little straighter. She was generally a people pleaser—she knew this about herself—but she also, specifically, wanted Hallie’s approval. “Hey, Hallie. I didn’t know if I’d be seeing you this morning. I’m on the desk, right?” she confirmed, knowing it was what they’d agreed to yesterday.

Hallie took a long, decadent inhale from her mug before answering. “Mm-hmm… trial by fire,” she said with a playful smile. Hallie seemed to be the epitome of a morning person.

Brynn’s eyes grew wide, and she knew that the alarm was apparent on her face. “I hope not.”

That earned a laugh from Hallie, which helped quell Brynn’s racing nerves. Especially when Hallie added earnestly, “And I know you have the fire plan diagram ready if so.”

She wanted to do a good job. For Reese. And for Hallie now, too. They hadn’t spent a lot of time together outside of work, but she could tell that Hallie cared deeply about The Stone’s Throw. Brynn sincerely appreciated that level of effort, especially when Hallie was, these days, an employee like her.

She almost jumped when a soft, warm hand rested on her forearm. Her focus lifted to meet Hallie’s bright hazel eyes, an arresting combination of brown and green with gold speckled in. Hallie must get compliments on them all the time. She was about to say as much when she noticed a group of two people—she decided not to assume whether they were a couple or not until she had more information—heading toward the counter.

Hallie clocked their presence as well—of course she did, even though she wasn’t facing them—and with another gentle squeeze, which only made Brynn feel strange because it did actually comfort her, moved to the side and whispered, “You’ve got this.”

“I’ve got this,” Brynn muttered quietly, psyching herself up before she remembered to smile as the guests reached her. “Good morning. Beautiful morning, isn’t it? How can I help you this morning?” She felt the heat flame across her cheeks. God, she sounded silly. Not practiced and at ease the way Hallie did, like talking to guests was as easy as breathing.

She was both grateful for Hallie’s presence in case she needed to do damage control and wildly embarrassed that she was going to be present for Brynn bombing on her first attempt out of the gate.

The guests, people in their fifties or sixties who were dressed in heavy winter jackets, both eyed her curiously. The woman spoke first, thankfully choosing to ignore Brynn’s flub. “My husband and I were going to take a walk around the grounds and wanted to know how late breakfast is served.”

Brynn furrowed her brows, flipping through all the information that she’d learned over the past week in her mind’s eye. She could see the leaflet placed in each hotel room, which listed the FAQs. “Nine a.m. on weekdays and ten a.m. on the weekends. And since today is Monday, breakfast will be available until nine a.m.,” she finished with a decisive nod and a smile.

Unless Brynn felt comfortable with someone, she was usually nervous, and given that the only people she was comfortable with were her parents, Gregory, and Reese, she spent a lot of time fretting about social situations.

“If you head out the back patio doors and to your right, there’s a lovely little path that will take you right along the coastline,” Hallie added from beside her.

The woman’s tepid smile morphed into a more genuine one. No surprise there. Hallie had that effect on people, Brynn included. “Good to know.”

Hallie pointed toward the breakfast area, two sets of eyes following her gesture. “There are also to-go cups for coffee and hot chocolate, if you’d like something warm for your morning stroll.” The way she said “morning stroll” so airily, like she was painting a picture for the guests, was something Brynn tried to file away. Her own words were usually targeted. Precise. They weren’t meant to be so… evocative.

But now, Brynn could picture it, too. Gravel crunching beneath booted feet as they wandered through the pine trees and out toward the rocky shoreline, where the waves continued to crash with tidal predictability no matter the time of year. Taking a deep inhale of a warm drink as a lone seagull cawed in the distance, swooping fluidly in the cloudless sky.

The couple—she could call them that, now that they’d confirmed it themselves—wandered over to the drinks to take Hallie up on her offer. Brynn turned to where she stood at the end of the counter, her elbow resting on the wood. “You are so good with people. It’s really incredible.”

A faint blush dusted Hallie’s cheeks, like she was surprised at the praise. If anything, Brynn was just stating a fact. Regardless, she enjoyed causing Hallie’s reaction. “It’s not an essential job requirement, but it sure doesn’t hurt when you’re dealing with them all day.”

Brynn straightened her name tag, matching the smile that had bloomed on Hallie’s face once she’d accepted the compliment. “If it was, I probably wouldn’t have been hired.”

Hallie rolled her eyes at her, but not in the way people usually did. Instead, it made Brynn feel, well, good. Like she was a part of some secret conversation, which didn’t usually happen to her. Her parents looked at her lovingly, no matter what she said, and Gregory, she thought, treated her more like a little sister than anything else, not that she could really remember anymore what it was like to be one of those. That realization made her heart squeeze a little tighter than she wanted, and she took a calming breath, smiling through it like she always did.

Hallie, still leaning over on the desk, played with a tendril of hair that was framing her face. Luckily, it seemed like she didn’t notice Brynn’s moment of unsteadiness when she said sincerely, “You agreed to spend your holidays working here so that I could visit my family. I’ll take effort over execution any day.”

Brynn was… delighted by Hallie’s words. That was the emotion she realized was soaking into her chest and making her feel warm. It washed away the sadness she’d just been feeling, which made her even more grateful to be able to bask in it, even if only for a moment, until her phone buzzed in her pocket.

She was going to ignore it—it was probably just her parents—but then Hallie’s, which was on top of the counter, did the same. Hallie didn’t have the same reservations about using her phone at work, which made a lot of sense; she was, after all, the boss. Quickly, Hallie scanned the text message, and it reminded Brynn that she had no idea what went on in Hallie’s life when she wasn’t working. She hoped that would change one day since making friends wasn’t exactly easy for Brynn, and they seemed, at least from her perspective, to be getting along well.

She was surprised when Hallie commented, still looking down at her phone, “We’ve been summoned to Cape Canoodle for dinner on Tuesday night. You’re in the group text, too.”

Brows furrowed, Brynn pulled out her own phone. It was a text from Reese to both of them.

Reese Devereux - 7:05 a.m.

Dinner on Tuesday night? Figured it would be great for us to all catch up ahead of Hallie heading out of town!

Brynn tried the words out loud, a question in need of clarification more than anything else. “Cape Canoodle?”

Hallie laughed guilelessly. “They know that I call it that, for the record,” she said as she made a circle with her hands that she squeezed inward. “Because they’re ensconced in their own little bubble over there.”

Brynn nodded, taking in Hallie’s words. She hadn’t ever been completely wrapped up in anything, truly, except for school. The idea of being wrapped up in another person was just so… foreign. Still, it seemed nice. If nothing else, this would be a chance for her to spend a little more time with Sydney. Which, when she thought about it, made her grow buzzy with anxiety that settled over her like an itchy blanket. She scratched at her arm. “I’m happy to work on Tuesday night so that you can go.”

Hallie shot her a bemused look and stood up straighter. “Oh, you aren’t getting out of this. We’ll go later in the evening. I’ll send the intercom through to my phone.”

Brynn mirrored Hallie’s posture so they stood facing one another, the corner of the desk between them. “We can do that?” she asked, already filing the information away for later.

“No one really uses it, but it’s helpful to have in case of emergencies. I should have led with that during your training. You’d probably have loved it.” There it was, that smile again, but not like Brynn was the butt of the joke. More like they were sharing in one. Hallie really did have this effortless way of making Brynn feel like it was okay to be herself.

With that in mind, she relaxed. For some reason, she felt like if Hallie was going to be there, it would all be okay. “Guess we’re going to Cape Canoodle.”
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Hallie hadn’t been exaggerating about Reese and Sydney. If she hadn’t mentioned it to Brynn a few days ago, though, Brynn probably wouldn’t have noticed. Her parents were very much the same way when they were together, constantly in sync with one another in a way that she rarely saw modeled elsewhere.

But with Hallie pointing her in the direction of the happy couple, even she could admit that Cape Canoodle, which she’d grown fond of repeating in her head, was giving the Fitzpatricks a run for their money.

The dinner party was seated at a gorgeous wooden dining table, Brynn and Hallie on one side, Sydney and Reese on the other. The Cape Cod they’d called home for the last three months had been updated at some point, an open concept that blended the kitchen, dining room, and living area into one large space.

A perfect layout for a couple that couldn’t seem to take their eyes off one another.

“This chicken parm is delicious, Reese.” Brynn put down her fork. She couldn’t manage another bite, even if it was the first non-delivered food she’d had in a week and a half.

“Thanks, Brynn.” Reese looked over at Sydney, her voice filled with so much affection when she added, “Sydney did all the heavy lifting on the sauce. Everything else is just accompaniment.”

Brynn turned her attention to Sydney, still a little unsure how to navigate the complexity of their relationship. “Well, kudos on the sauce. It’s all really incredible.”

Sydney gave her a kind smile that she didn’t feel like she deserved, given what Brynn had accidentally been party to where Sydney was concerned. “I appreciate that, Brynn.”

Hallie jumped in then, pointing her fork at her almost finished meal. “And you got me the dairy-free cheese, so I get the full parmesan effect. The good stuff, too.” As anyone who had to eat cheese substitutes knew—a fact Brynn had recently learned from Hallie—there were a lot of bad ones. “Thank you, Reese. Such simple joys fill my cup.” Even though Hallie downplayed it, she did seem genuinely grateful that Reese had gone to the trouble of accounting for her.

Brynn had learned, by day two of her training, that Hallie was allergic to dairy products, so the kitchen always had a carafe of oat milk available as a creamer along with half-and-half. And Brynn was more than a little relieved that she hadn’t sent Hallie into an allergic reaction when she’d offered her a cup of coffee with dairy creamer in it that morning. She hadn’t made the same mistake twice.

She watched as Sydney’s brow lifted, a smile tugging at her lips. “No one wants to watch you break out in hives,” at the same time that Reese said, “You’re welcome.”

Everyone laughed, like Hallie was generally able to make people do. It was something Brynn had noticed when she watched Hallie engage with guests. Usually, Brynn had assessed, it was with self-deprecating humor or observational comedy. Brynn had tried to study the trait. Quantify it. Emulate it.

So far, she’d come up empty in employing it.

After stabbing her fork into the last piece of chicken on her plate, Hallie took the bite and chewed thoughtfully before she said, “That’s a fair point. Would really put a damper on this wild affair. Definitely no clubbing later.”

“Don’t act like you’re bored. You don’t even like clubbing,” Sydney batted back to Hallie.

Hallie responded like she’d been challenged. “I could club. The Lobster Trap has a live DJ on Saturdays now. Did you know that?”

Slowly, Sydney shook her head back and forth. “Can’t believe I missed that in The Stoneport Bulletin. Or that we’re considering The Trap a club now.”

Hallie nodded solemnly. “I’ll always be here to help you stay relevant, Sydney King. Wouldn’t want those kids at the tennis center to ever deem you uncool.”

“If any of those sixteen-year-olds find themselves at The Trap, they’re going to have way bigger problems with me than whether they think I’m cool or not.”

Brynn had noticed, then, that Hallie and Sydney teased one another a lot. Usually about things that seemed so ridiculous that even Brynn could pick up on the joke. Because, obviously, Sydney was a very cool person. She was famous. And beautiful.

Brynn scrunched up her nose, trying to imagine Reese and Sydney hanging out in a place called The Lobster Trap. Maybe she’d check it out one day, just to form her own opinion.

The rest of dinner meandered through what Brynn would consider safe conversational topics. Reese’s new business venture. Sydney’s work coaching prodigious young tennis players at The Manhaven Center. They’d lightly discussed Brynn getting up to speed at the inn, where Hallie continued to be very gracious about her abilities. What they hadn’t discussed was the elephant in the room—Grant Devereux IV.

The conversation moved around her, with Hallie telling Reese a story about her and Sydney in their youth. Something about them flooding a room at The Stone’s Throw while they’d been trying to make a private swimming pool.

It gave Brynn a chance for her thoughts to turn inward, which they always seemed to do.

She wasn’t champing at the bit to get into her failed engagement, but it felt like there was a wall up between everyone—or between her and everyone, at least—and she didn’t know how to move past it. Or she was just really bad at small talk.

Maybe this was just how dinner parties went, especially if everyone wasn’t close to one another. Brynn wasn’t sure, given that she’d never been to one that her parents hadn’t hosted. She loved a situation where she could disappear whenever she wanted, if everything got to be too much.

She’d attended sporadic events with her father or parents over the years—coincidentally, she’d met Grant at one–but she wasn’t a regular on the social circuit. It wasn’t exactly possible to live in her world and not have to attend obligatory weddings or bar mitzvahs or the occasional charity function at the country club, especially if her mom was organizing it.

When she’d met Grant at a hotel opening a little over two years ago now, she’d just finished her second-to-last year in her PhD program. She hadn’t done anything fun in months. Had barely seen the light of day. And then, suddenly, there was this attractive, charming man giving her attention all night. He’d seemed to like whatever she had to say. Had acted interested in what she was studying. If someone had given her a script for what the start of a relationship should look like, it would have been the night she’d met him. A beautiful backdrop. Twinkling lights. Obscenely expensive champagne. It was the stuff that romance novels were made of.

Only, her story with Grant had a very different ending. He wasn’t her Prince Charming, and he definitely wasn’t the person who’d help her find her parents’ brand of happiness.

Her face scrunched up, trying to remember how she’d felt that night. She’d been… confused, for lack of a better word. Sure, she’d been approached by men before, but once they talked to her for long enough that they realized she lived in a very different world than the one her formal dress and makeup implied, they usually excused themselves and disappeared into the crowd.

Grant hadn’t done that. And then, he’d called her and asked her out on a date. He’d kept pursuing her, too. He’d pushed forward, Brynn willingly along for the ride, as he’d shepherded them through every relationship milestone like they’d come from a manual.

God… had they?

Why had he even done all that?

Not because he really wanted to be with her, that’s for sure. Could it all have been about getting into business with her dad? She’d made the comment to Hallie, surprised at herself when she’d admitted it out loud. It was something she hadn’t voiced to anyone since their split—not even Gregory, with whom she’d delved into things the most due to his insistent prodding.

But even when she’d said it in the hallway that morning, as plainly as she could manage, she’d still had trouble believing it. Even though she tried not to think about Grant, it was impossible for her not to replay the series of events that had led her to her current place in life.

The sad conclusion, after extensive internal investigation—she refused to call it “soul searching” since she wasn’t even sure that souls were real—was that his intentions toward her were driven by something more important to him. And there was nothing more important to Grant than becoming the head of The Devereux Group.

If you’d have asked her what the worst thing she could think of someone doing to someone else was, fabricating an entire life with someone in order to get a promotion wouldn’t even make it into her imagination.

She hated that she took a decent amount of satisfaction in the knowledge that The Devereux Group was in shambles.

She let out a sigh under her breath, which wouldn’t have been noticed except that the conversation around her had come to a stop.

Hallie, sitting next to her at the table, lifted her napkin from her lap and wiped her mouth before placing it gracefully next to her plate. Then, she took a much deeper, more punctuated sigh and said, “Oh, come on, guys. We can talk about it. We just need to put it out there, and I think we’ll all be better for it.”

All the hair on Brynn’s arms stood at attention, wondering how the next few minutes would play out. She couldn’t bear to make eye contact with anyone at the table, especially Sydney, who was sitting diagonally across from her. Instead, she looked at Reese, who wore an inscrutable look.

“Hallie…” Sydney cautioned, shooting her friend a glance before she looked at Reese.

There was a lot of nonverbal communication happening. Brynn could tell at least that much, even if she didn’t know exactly what it all meant.

Strangely, given what it seemed like Hallie was about to do, she shot Brynn a playful smile, like it was another one of their private jokes, before looking back toward Reese and Sydney. Brynn had absolutely zero clue what was about to happen. “We should talk about it, really,” Hallie said seriously.

The whole room was deadly quiet except for the soft instrumental music floating from the speakers hidden in the walls.

Hallie put her palms down on the table. “Brynn’s better at managing the inn than Reese. Whew,” she said, letting out a deep breath before continuing. “It’s not a taboo thing to admit. I think, actually, that it’s good to say it out loud. I already feel better.” Hallie leaned back against her chair, like she was truly the embodiment of relief after holding in a secret for too long.

Brynn didn’t say anything, looking at Reese to see how she was going to take the comment. Her goal was never to overshadow anyone. Or make anyone look bad. Especially not Reese. And really, she didn’t even think what Hallie was saying was true. Sure, she’d memorized everything that Hallie had thrown her way, but there was no way that Reese could be even worse than she was at dealing with the guests. It was factually, scientifically impossible.

The tension in the moment broke when, suddenly, loud and full, Reese started laughing. Hallie joined in quickly, shooting Reese a charmingly guileless smile.

“Really, Hal?” Sydney deadpanned, but she looked more affectionate toward her best friend than anything as she tried to hold back a grin.

By the time Hallie found her voice again, she was wiping away tears. “God. I had to do that. This was killing me,” she said before her tone grew more earnest. “But seriously, we can all agree that everyone here except me has been, at times, taken for a ride by the unspeakable one. I hope that we can also agree, though, that not speaking his name gives him more power than he should have at this table. I refuse to sit with three incredible women and have our experience muted by a man that has a fucking pompadour.”

“You really do hate that hairstyle,” Sydney interjected at the same time she picked up her wineglass. She took a sip of the deep Italian red that Brynn had agreed to have with their dinner when Reese suggested it. She knew zero about wines.

“If it’s on Grant, definitely.” Hallie looked at Brynn then and added, “I’ve brought up this sticking point previously with Sydney, and yes, I do hate it. Like he’s a freaking peacock or something. I refuse to respect a man—don’t even get me started on dating one—who spends more time on his hair than I do.”

“What about a woman?” Sydney challenged, her voice light as she held her glass near her lips.

Hallie held her hands up in mock surrender. “Women are perfect and can do no wrong. I don’t make the rules. I would probably ask her if I could help; maybe brush it out for her,” Hallie said whimsically, carding her hand through her own hair, which she’d worn down tonight.

Brynn had thought about commenting on it earlier when they’d driven to Sydney and Reese’s together. But then she realized that it would probably be weird to give her boss a compliment like that. She’d read the employee conduct handbook very closely. Not that she’d be making an advance, but… it was better to be safe than sorry when it came to admiration of personal appearance.

But Hallie’s hair really did look so, so soft. And it had this natural wave to it once she’d taken it out of her ponytail. This was, coincidentally, the first time she’d seen Hallie in anything except her work uniform.

She snuck a look next to her, Hallie’s black jeans a great contrast to the emerald green sweater that she wore. It was a deep V-neck that Brynn herself could have never pulled off. She stuck with classics. Anything that had stood the test of time for at least the last century had the chance to be included in her wardrobe. Considering different style options was way too much for her brain to handle.

She had spent a lot of time studying color palettes one summer, though, so at least she had a cursory understanding of which tones played well together. Tonight, she’d selected a tan cashmere sweater and a pair of jeans with her favorite boots.

“More wine?” Reese asked, pulling her attention back to the table.

Brynn shook her head. She wasn’t a huge drinker, and by virtue of that, more than a glass or two, and she was on a different planet.

She had to hand it to Hallie, though, who’d succeeded impressively well in making everyone more comfortable. Brynn, who’d been looking between everyone for most of the night to try and get a sense of how she should best behave, leaned back in her chair and took a small sip of her almost empty glass, drinking it for enjoyment instead of to quell her unsteady nerves.

“And how is your extra free time going? Now that Brynn’s here to help manage the inn,” Sydney asked, eyeing Hallie as her vibrant smile turned a little wolfish. “Since we’re putting everyone’s lives on full display.”

Hallie’s mouth dropped open. “Sydney King. I didn’t expect this from you. Airing my personal business.” Again, Brynn didn’t know what was being alluded to, so she looked toward Sydney in the hopes that she’d clarify things.

Sydney tipped her head to the side and beamed a megawatt smile in Hallie’s direction. Grant must have really wanted to work with her dad because Sydney was objectively gorgeous. What a bonehead.

“If you must know,” Hallie finally answered, “Brynn’s only been working the desk alone for three days. And people aren’t exactly champing at the bit to go on dates the week before Christmas. And,” she added, jutting her chin out, “you invited us to dinner, taking one of my possible free nights.”

“You’re right. This is on me. How could I have been so careless?” Sydney batted back sarcastically.

Brynn suddenly grew curious, and she leaned forward to make sure she didn’t miss anything. She didn’t know that Hallie was dating. Like… she knew conceptually that, at any time, any single person could go on a date if asked—people in relationships, too, as Grant had taught her—but her dating life hadn’t come up in their conversations over the last week and a half.

“You’ve got a captive audience, Hallie,” Sydney said as she shot Brynn an impish smile. “And I know for a fact that you downloaded a dating app over a month ago. I was literally there with you.”

“And I had to rewrite almost everything you tried to lie about,” Hallie defended immediately.

Sydney threw her hands up. “It’s not a lie that you’re beautiful and hilarious and the best person I know.”

Brynn was appreciating—and agreeing with—all the kind things that Sydney had just said about Hallie when Hallie cut back in, her voice rising. “Except that people don’t actually write those things about themselves. They put something witty and charming in one of the prompts and pick super flattering photos. You, my dear best friend, literally wrote, ‘I’m the best person you’ll ever meet,’ in my profile. Just call me Narcissus—because if I got a match, it would’ve been my own reflection.”

Brynn’s ears perked up, wondering if they’d get into a conversation about Greek mythology. That had been another one of her short-lived fixations.

Sadly, it wasn’t to be the case. Sydney folded her arms across her chest and argued, “Well, I’m sorry, Hallie. I’ve never made a dating profile before.”

“Exactly.” Hallie looked triumphant. “It’s bad out there. Like bad bad. Men are now wearing mullets unironically, and women want to know my astrological sign to determine compatibility.”

Reese laughed and placed a steadying hand on Sydney’s forearm, looking at her lovingly. “She’s got a point, babe. Neither of us have been on the apps.”

Neither was Brynn, and from the picture that Hallie was painting, she didn’t know that they’d be in her future either.

Hallie nodded seriously and then pointed her fork at Sydney. “Listen to your girlfriend. She’s a smart woman.”

Sydney gave Reese an adoring look back before setting her sights on Hallie again. “You gonna stab me with that?”

Hallie squinted and half-heartedly jutted the fork forward. “Will it get you to shut up about this?”

It only made Sydney smile wider. “Not even a chance.”

Hallie rolled her eyes and let out an exasperated sigh, putting down the fork. She quieted for a moment before she cleared her throat, attracting everyone’s attention. “Well, misery loves company. If I do end up going on dates, you can be sure that I’m going to come over afterward and cuddle up on the sofa, right between you two. It shouldn’t take me more than two, maybe three hours to retell the evening.” She lifted an eyebrow and looked between Sydney and Reese. “Especially with all this extra time I have. I may even sleep over in the guest room.”

Reese finally looked like she wasn’t sure if Hallie was joking or not. “For the record, I was on your side, Hallie.”

“Well, you two are a package deal now. You have a king bed, right?” Hallie asked as she looked toward the staircase across the room. “I probably don’t even need to use the guest bedroom. We can all just shack up together and have a slumber party.”

Brynn was watching all of this play out, transfixed by the three women’s verbal sparring. It felt like she was living inside of a sitcom, where the characters bantered at rapid speed but the episode always ended with everyone smiling, like her three dinner companions were doing right now.

She finished off her glass of wine at the same time Sydney finally acquiesced. “Okay, Hal. You win this round.”

Hallie pumped her fist. “Yes! You get true love, and I get…?”

“People who love you, truly.” Sydney’s voice was surprisingly full, her eyes trained on Hallie.

Hallie struck her hand out for Sydney to shake. “I’ll take it.”

After shaking Hallie’s hand, Sydney stood up from the table and started clearing the plates. “I need to do something before this devolves any further.”

Reese stood up, too. “I’ll help.”

Despite Brynn and Hallie’s attempts to assist with the post-dinner cleanup, they were told to stay in their chairs while the plates were taken to the kitchen.

Hallie looked toward her then. “You’ll see what I mean, if you join a dating app.” She hitched her thumb over her shoulder, toward the kitchen. “Don’t tell these two, though. They’ll be so excited at the possibility of love for you that you’ll never hear the end of it.”

“Sounds like this has been an ongoing conversational topic?” Brynn asked, shifting her body so they faced one another.

“They mean well. It’s just… a lot,” Hallie breathed out into the space between them. Her cheeks were a little red—maybe from the warmth of the house or the few glasses of wine she’d had or a little bit of both—and Brynn wondered, truly, how anyone in their right mind, bad profile or not, wouldn’t want to go on a date with someone like her.


CHAPTER FIVE


“Are you going to tell me why you look like you’re about to throw up all over my car?” Sydney asked as she navigated lanes on the way to the airport.

It was sweet that she’d insisted on giving Hallie a ride to catch her flight to Colorado, especially in morning traffic heading into Boston. It was also one of the only times Hallie had seen her best friend one-on-one in the last few weeks. Too bad she couldn’t find the enthusiasm to enjoy it.

She was struggling to articulate why it was, exactly, that she was feeling so nervous. Clearly, she was wearing that nervousness on her face. It made no sense. She was going to visit her family. People she’d grown up with. Had known, literally, since birth. But instead of excitement, there was an anxiety churning in her gut that had made it impossible to eat anything this morning.

Sydney prodded her with a long elbow. That was a definite negative of having such a tall friend; Hallie was never out of reach. “Hal, you’re starting to worry me. What gives?”

Hallie blew out a frazzled breath and kept looking out the window. “I don’t know? Maybe I’m an anxious flyer.” It could be true. She’d only been on an airplane twice in her life: last year, to support Sydney at Wimbledon, hot on the heels of discovering Grant’s adultery, and then a few years before that, when she’d visited Sydney in Florida during her off-season.

Other than that, she rarely traveled out of state, let alone somewhere that required an airplane to get there. Usually, her trips, however infrequent, had elicited excitement. Staring out the window at the expansiveness below. Existing above the clouds. Seeing whether she could complete the New York Times crossword puzzle in pen during the flight.

But maybe, as she was now twenty-eight and with a far less rosy outlook on the world, she’d developed a healthy dose of fear when it came to flying through the sky in what was essentially a bus.

The car slowed down as they hit a bit of traffic, and Sydney took the opportunity to side-eye her. “I don’t think that’s it, but you know yourself better than I do.”

“Do I?” Hallie asked, more to herself than Sydney. She’d felt off for the last few weeks, even more than the normal unsteadiness that had been cropping up in her day-to-day life since the inn had been sold.

Sydney’s SUV crawled to a stop, and briefly, Hallie wondered if traffic would be so bad that she’d miss her flight. That wouldn’t be the worst thing in the world, except for the fact that Sydney was looking at her with so much pity, and there was nowhere for Hallie to escape. “I love you, Hal. I’m sorry that you’re struggling right now. Is this about leaving the inn for so long? Are you concerned about Brynn?”

Hallie emphatically shook her head in disagreement.

Brynn was actually the one bright spot in her life as of late. For whatever reason, she seemed to think that Hallie really did have her shit together, hanging on her every word like she was decreeing the Ten Commandments instead of going over checkout procedures.

Yesterday, on their last day of working together before Hallie flew out to Colorado, Brynn had followed her around with her ever-present notebook, documenting what Hallie had to assume was everything she’d said during the day. Verbatim, at least if the pages and pages of neat scrawl were any indication. God, what she wouldn’t give to take a look at that notebook one day. She would love to see Brynn’s interpretations of all their guest interactions.

Especially because Brynn was hilariously ill-equipped to deal with the interpersonal aspect of their role. Weirdly, Hallie wasn’t exactly pressed about it. She’d seen dozens of staff come and go over the years, and while she always appreciated competency, there was something so endearing about the attention and focus that Brynn was putting into doing a good job.

Brynn was clearly out of her depth but still tackled whatever situation Hallie threw her in with determination. In Hallie’s mind, all it meant was that she had more knowledge to share. It felt really good to be able to teach someone something, even if it was just the ins and outs of running The Stone’s Throw. And Brynn was an excellent student.

So Hallie shook her head emphatically, smiling as she thought about the seriousness with which Brynn approached everything. “Brynn’s great. She’s still getting a knack for the finer points of the role, but I have zero doubt that every single policy and procedure we have ever implemented will be followed to the letter.”

She could see Sydney’s eyebrows rise above her sunglasses. “She was quiet at dinner. I didn’t know if she felt awkward. I hope that wasn’t the case.”

Hallie smirked and took a sip of her iced coffee, not that she needed any more caffeine this morning. “Are you asking me if we gossiped about you on the drive home?”

“No,” Sydney said way too quickly before relenting with, “It could have been the next day, too.”

“I know that you and Reese both have major main character energy, but Brynn and I can lead a robust life without you two coming into it.”

“Well… what do you talk about?” Sydney asked. Hallie loved how nosy her best friend was acting right now. Which Sydney also seemed to realize. “I mean, come on. The woman last night is not the same person you’d expect to put Grant’s infidelities on blast. Tell me you aren’t curious.”

Suddenly, though it made no sense, Hallie felt protective of the little bit of her personal life that Brynn had shared. Usually nothing was off-limits between her and Sydney. “We haven’t delved into it. Our conversations are mostly about work. Brynn is very thorough.” Which was the truth, Hallie’s weird feelings aside, and it felt like safe enough information to share.

Sydney made a noncommittal sound in her throat, a clear indication of her displeasure. “Reese said the same thing.”

“Then I guess we should all take it as a sign that Brynn doesn’t actually want to talk about it?”

“Since when are you willing to back down from a good story?” To be fair, it wasn’t something that Hallie would normally do.

Hallie shot Sydney a serious look. “Let’s call it personal growth.”

Sydney mirrored the look right back. “Fine then. If it’s not the inn and it’s not Brynn, what’s got you so out of sorts?”

Hallie crumpled under the weight of Sydney’s stare. The thing about lifelong friendships: they didn’t leave a lot of places to hide. She needed to relent now and get this over with. “More of what we talked about over the summer, I guess,” she admitted, plucking at her seat belt to try and distract herself from how the words made her feel. “I’m churning while life moves on around me, and I don’t know how to get out of this rut that I seem to have found myself in.”

Sydney’s brows furrowed. “Do you know what you want? Or what you think will make you happy? Are you not liking the promotion?” Hallie was already committed to staying on at the inn for at least six months after the sale, but three months ago, Reese had made her an incredible offer. It was the most stability that she’d had since her parents had told her they were selling. She’d kept the owner’s quarters. Had much better benefits. And it came with an expanded role that allowed her to take on more responsibility.

So why did she still have a hollowness that crept into her chest at the most unexpected times?

Hallie ignored it like she always did and blew out a breath, tendrils of her hair tickling her face. “I actually do like working at the inn. And I like talking to people. Sure, I’d like a better work-life balance, but Reese is committed to making that happen.” Hallie started doing what she always did when her mind wandered through her future: assume that once they hired someone full-time at the inn to help her, all of her problems would magically be solved. “I’m sure that once we hire permanent help, I’ll have more time to get out there. ”

“Get out there and do what?” Sydney asked as they finally started moving faster than ten miles per hour. Thank god. Because then she added, “It doesn’t seem like you’ve actually wanted to free up more of your time. In the spirit of being brutally honest.”

Hallie held her hand up to her chest. “You wound me!”

Sydney grinned. “Don’t try to guilt me into keeping quiet. It’s for your own good.”

“I don’t know that Reese should be talking about confidential company business like that.” Hallie knew her argument was moot, but she still managed an indignant snort.

Sydney did, too, and Hallie earned herself an eye roll. “All we care about is your happiness, Hal. Truly.”

Hallie tried to breathe away the uncomfortable feeling that settled in her chest again, too potent to ignore. Sydney and Reese had happened so quickly this past summer that Hallie was still adjusting. Tack on Reese now owning The Stone’s Throw, and she didn’t exactly know how to navigate the big changes in her and Sydney’s friendship. She’d gone from Sydney’s confidante—the place, the person, to which Sydney came running after she retired from professional tennis—to a world where her best friend and her boss spent weeknights cuddled up on the sofa together, probably lamenting her own arrested development.

It was embarrassing.

Except that even while wrapped up in their cocoon of love, Reese and Sydney had thrown her every lifeline that they could over the past few months. It was Hallie who’d self-sabotaged, never putting herself in a position to actually make any changes that could improve her situation.

In her defense, though, who wanted to hang out with people who were grossly in love all the time? She was happy for her best friend, truly, but spending time with Reese and Sydney only served to shine a light on her own idiotic resistance to moving forward.

Finally, the exit to the airport came into view, and Hallie was shocked at the breath of relief she let out. Getting on that plane was really becoming the lesser of two evils.

Sydney, however, didn’t seem ready to leave their conversation where it was. “If you don’t want to share about yourself, I have some news of my own.”

Hallie looked over and saw Sydney’s whole face overtaken by a vibrant smile. “What’s that now?”

When Sydney said, “Now, I know it’s fast,” Hallie already knew what was coming, even as Sydney followed with, “but I’m going to ask Reese to marry me. Over the holidays, on New Year’s Eve.”

Blinking slowly, Hallie absorbed the words as the airport came into view. God, she felt like such a shitty friend. Sydney deserved all the happiness a person could suck from this insane world, especially with what she’d gone through over the last year—finding out that her serious partner of six years had been cheating and then being forced to retire from professional tennis due to injury, when her star had only been on the rise.

It wasn’t fair. And sure, Sydney had done what any normal, reasonable person would do and had spiraled about it for a week, back in Stoneport, where she’d stayed with Hallie at the inn.

But then, Sydney had found her drive. Even if it was by fake-dating Reese to annoy Grant, who was in Stoneport for the summer to get married. And now, Sydney was going to ask Reese to get married. Talk about having a best friend who never did anything half-assed.

Hallie smiled, a joke about taking the fake dating thing way too seriously on the tip of her tongue. In spite of her own tumult—if she could even call it that, since it implied that she was in the midst of some sort of upheaval instead of being so static that moss may grow on her—she wasn’t going to be even a small part of something that diminished Sydney’s happiness.

And Hallie could tell, from the way that Sydney was knuckling the steering wheel, that she cared deeply about Hallie’s response. She wasn’t going to disappoint. “It is fast, but I don’t know that beautiful millionaires live in the same world as we mere mortals. And, really, you’ve already retired from tennis. Doesn’t that make you practically geriatric? Sort of behind the curve, if you ask me,” Hallie said, flashing Sydney a winsome smile before she added, “So, Sydney King, I am thrilled for you. I couldn’t imagine this happening to a better person.”

Sydney’s whole face softened. “You don’t think it’s crazy?”

“Oh, it’s absolutely insane.” Hallie laughed boisterously before quieting, turning thoughtful. She was good at this, focusing on other people’s needs and problems. It helped the dull ache inside her practically disappear, and she leaned into it. “But when you know, you know. And the two of you have been through more in the last six months than a lot of couples face in years together.”

Sydney let out an affirming sound, and Hallie decided to keep going. She knew that Sydney would make whatever decision was right for her no matter what, but most well-adjusted people liked to feel supported.

And Hallie could support her best friend better than anyone, dammit. She held up her fingers and started counting off. “Reese’s mom’s health issues. Both of you coming home to Stoneport. Entering new careers. Having tough conversations. Unrelenting family drama. High jinks abounded when you fake-dated.” She gave Sydney a look. “Though I’m not sure how long that actually lasted before feelings took root.”

She didn’t miss the look in Sydney’s face, like she was basking in Hallie’s confirmation. It seemed she was taking a walk down memory lane, marveling at how much she and Reese had experienced in these last six months together.

“Probably a lot sooner than I wanted to believe at the beginning,” Sydney admitted with a smile.

Hallie wanted this type of love for her best friend: steadying but exhilarating. The sense of having found a person that made Sydney feel brave while also keeping her tethered to safety, just by virtue of the fact that Reese was by her side through it all.

Hallie had never considered herself an especially romantic person, but sitting here now, as she thought about Sydney and Reese’s unfailing support for one another, she couldn’t imagine anything better. Especially not when it was responsible for the look of utter contentment on Sydney’s face after her best friend’s turbulent year.

It was amazing for Sydney, sure, but Hallie also liked it as an idea to cling to in a world where it was easy to feel adrift.

They pulled up to the departures drop-off area; there were only a few seconds until Hallie would hop out and make her way to Colorado. A few minutes ago, she hadn’t expected to find this conversation so invigorating. But now, she felt like it would be possible to survive her family for ten days, even without the inn to act as a buffer between her and the rest of the Thatchers.

When Sydney eased into a spot along the sidewalk, Hallie put her hand on the door handle but didn’t open it. “I love you, Syd. And I’m so happy that you and Reese found one another.”

Sydney looked at her then, her voice full with emotion. “You’ll always be my best friend, Hallie. That’s never going to change. I want you to know that. And I couldn’t imagine taking this next step without you.”

Hallie smiled, focusing on how her heart squeezed with Sydney’s words. She reached across the console and grabbed Sydney’s hand. Maybe she didn’t understand, specifically, what it was like to have the type of love that Reese and Sydney had found together, but she was always going to support her best friend.

“As if you could keep me away.” She shot Sydney a playful smile and added, “And I prefer the middle if we’re all sleeping in the king-size bed together. Just to be clear.”
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It was another glorious morning at Mason and Claire’s house in Colorado. Her seventh in a row, in fact, of waking up on a sofa.

Each morning with the rising sun, like she had been shipped off to military school, she stood up, stretched, and then removed any traces of herself from the room that would become the hearth for seven humans. At least two of them, Henry and Elliot, only weighed about twenty-five pounds each and didn’t take up too much space, but what they lacked in size, they more than made up for in enthusiasm. They’d learned to crawl on furniture, so she was playing Beat the Clock when it came to making sure that she could wake up to an alarm instead of a tiny, sticky hand in her mouth. Or ear. Or nose. Kids, she was learning, were really creative and curious like that.

By her battle-tested calculations and multiple morning run-ins with different members of the Thatcher family—always while she was in various states of undress—she figured that she had somewhere between fifteen and thirty minutes to grab a shower in the downstairs bathroom and get herself ready for the day.

Brushing her teeth, she wondered again why her family had acted surprised that, in a house with five bedrooms, she’d assumed that there would be a bed for her to sleep in. Definitely not her. But, as she’d learned upon arrival, her parents had a standing guest room along with Mason and Claire both having home offices.

Still, when you considered the additional three bedrooms at her parents’ house, the concept of her sleeping on a sofa seemed sort of absurd, even if she didn’t voice it out loud. Especially because it had been made clear when the sofa was so graciously bestowed upon her that the rest of her family didn’t see it that way. Sure, her parents had offered her their house to use, but with their insistence that they couldn’t miss a moment of Christmas with the twins now that they lived in Colorado, it felt weird for her to stay a twenty-minute drive away. And she just knew that she’d always have to ask—or, more accurately, beg—someone to give her rides back and forth. That hadn’t worked out well for her in childhood, hence why Sydney always hung out at the inn instead of the two of them playing at Sydney’s house.

So Hallie had started setting her alarm for six thirty a.m., just to ensure they didn’t have any repeats of, specifically, her first morning here. Hallie would never forget the feeling of a Cheerio shoved so far up her nose that she’d seriously wondered whether medical intervention would be needed to remove it. She’d sat on the sofa pondering all of her life choices, her family milling around her but not overly concerned with her bodily obstruction. They were absorbed in the twins while they scribbled on her completed New York Times crossword, and she’d been pretty consumed herself, wondering how long, if the worst-case scenario came to pass, it would take for a Cheerio to disintegrate. Luckily, with an especially aggressive push of air through her free nostril, she’d been able to dislodge it.

Still, her nephews were cute. She’d give them that. They had the softest hair. They smelled amazing—usually. And it was really fun to watch them explore and take in the world around them, sometimes for the first time.

A few days ago, Henry had fallen asleep on her chest. His tiny body had been pressed against her, and he made the sweetest little snoring sounds. She wished that moment—the feeling of comfort and trust and safety, for both of them—could have been extended for the rest of her trip.

She was realizing, though, that there was still a lot unspoken, at least on Hallie’s side, when it came to her family. Which was making it hard for her to enjoy the time she was spending here.

And, even though it may have seemed silly, she’d been sort of looking forward to framing her completed crossword puzzle in the spirit of better celebrating her accomplishments.

Tucked in between an older brother who’d just gotten a promotion to VP of engineering at his tech start-up, a sister-in-law who, even six months back from maternity leave, made it seem like she’d never left the partner track at her law firm, and two fifteen-month-old babies that could both run and say five words in addition to “mama” and “dada,” and there wasn’t much celebration to be had for a crossword puzzle. Done in pen or not.

She shimmied out of her shorts and tank top—apparently babies and retirees alike could only exist in what bordered on sweltering heat while somehow also being dry because it was, after all, the middle of winter—and turned on the shower.

Sometimes, the twins would get baths downstairs if they were especially messy, so she made sure to remove any of the toys from the shower basin that could likely impale her foot, as she’d learned was a possibility on day two of her visit.

She stepped under the spray and took a deep, cleansing breath, wondering how loudly she could scream without anyone hearing her. But she wouldn’t do that. Part of her wondered if that was because she was convinced that they wouldn’t come running anyway.

Instead, she focused on the water running down her body, trying to bask in the few moments of quiet before the chaos of the house descended on her.

She’d also learned, by day three—which happened to be Christmas—that it was very important that the twins were fifteen months old. Every adult in the home had referenced this on numerous occasions. Not a little over a year. Not about a year and three months. In the world of baby milestones, every day counted. How could she possibly understand how advanced they were for their ages if she believed they were behind on the key metrics that proved they were better than any other baby?

As if the world would melt down if Mason and Claire hadn’t produced the most prodigious offspring known to man.

She’d always remember that Elliot had tried to stick a Cheerio up his own nose, too, even if they wouldn’t.

Her suggestion that she start referring to them in age by their total number of days alive was vetoed. Apparently, an accomplishment by a four-hundred-and-forty-five-day-old didn’t have quite the same ring.

By day four (of her trip, that is) and onward, she’d relented to her new reality and began to plan accordingly. Maybe, more accurately, it qualified as disassociation, but that was between her and her mental health.

Hallie had known, coming into this trip, that it wasn’t entrenched in excitement for her, but she still hadn’t anticipated that it would be so bad.

Or that it would make her feel so… badly.

Maybe, on some level, it was why she’d had a sinking feeling whenever she’d thought about spending Christmas here.

She winced with the grim acceptance of her reality while she lathered baby shampoo into her hair.

The truth was, for most of her life, she’d felt like an afterthought in her family. Mason was five years older, but it was like by the time she’d come along, they’d already decided that all of their energy would be poured into him, along with the inn, and that didn’t leave much time for anyone else. Hallie included.

Tears prickled behind her eyes. This baby shampoo was definitely not as advertised.

Over the years, Hallie had found a way to make herself okay with the disparity in her family. What other option did she have?

Mason was gifted. Intelligent. Athletic. Of course their parents should sink their focus into a winning horse. Why wouldn’t they over-index on his sports practices and away games and extracurriculars? It wasn’t like they were resting on their laurels otherwise. Her parents worked nonstop at the inn when they weren’t managing his schedule, and Hallie had understood it. Appreciated it, even.

So much so that she’d wanted to do whatever she could to help make things run more smoothly. As a kid, that hadn’t really panned out. Too little structure and too much free time for someone like her had left many instances of imaginative playtime gone awry.

Mason had gone to college by the time she’d become a teenager, and she’d thought that maybe then, there would be more time. For her parents’ attention. For her to try new things. But the inn had gone through its first—well, only—renovation the year before, and it had finally started to pay off with increased bookings from word of mouth. Then, her parents had expanded into offering lunch on the weekends, along with taking more time for themselves, though it was still in short supply.

Hallie turned off the water and stepped out of the shower. She sighed, realizing that she’d forgotten to get more adult-sized towels from the upstairs bathroom. Instead, all she could find was a plush robe that looked like a dinosaur.

She held it up by a hood with soft spikes sticking out. It would actually be pretty cool if it fit her. But, tragically, it wasn’t a possible milestone for a three-hundred-and-forty-two-month-old.

She dabbed herself off and used the robe to fashion a head wrap for her wet hair and started to put on—you guessed it—baby lotion. Maybe if she smelled like a baby, it would trick her family into thinking she should be included like the twins; she definitely wasn’t treated like one of the adults.

This was especially wild to her because, by age thirteen, she’d been working at the inn after school most days and on the weekends. It was simple things at first, like restocking cabinets or vacuuming when someone called out. Her parents had never expressly told her to do it, but in her mind, it was just what family did for one another.

Over time, she started planting herself at the front desk, waiting for guests to stop by so that she could attend to their needs and chat with them about their day. Conversation wasn’t exactly rife in her family’s apartment, and once Sydney had left their high school to train full-time, she was antsy for companionship. Her presence at the desk had started to become so constant that, eventually, her parents just expected her to be there, and they started to plan their schedules accordingly.

And now, fifteen years after she’d first started sitting at the front desk, waiting for someone to come into her sphere and make her feel less alone, she was still there.

Waiting.

A frustrated groan worked its way out of her, though it did nothing to quell the uncomfortable churning in her stomach.

At the same time she wondered if she could sneak out of the house and take a few hours to explore the city, she heard the pitter-patter of tiny feet running down the hallway, heading toward the living room.

Being in a house filled with people had never made her feel so alone.
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Hallie sat in Mason and Claire’s living room, waiting for dinner to be ready. Her day had been spent traipsing around the great outdoors—not her favorite activity—with four surprisingly athletic adults and two babies strapped to their parents’ chests.

She flexed her thawing fingers; she was just thankful she was finally starting to be able to feel her extremities again.

It made it easier to turn the pages in the book she was trying to read, even if disappearing into a story wasn’t her first choice of activity. She’d desperately wanted to lie down once they’d gotten home from their obscenely long winter hike before another busy night of inane small talk. But her de facto bedroom for the last week was currently a giant playpen-slash-football-arena.

There was a Monday night game on, which she wasn’t interested in watching. Mason and her dad, though, were in their element while Claire and her mom made dinner.

Gender roles at their finest, with the exception of the twins being in the living room with her and the menfolk.

And, really, she’d tried to join Claire and her mom in the kitchen and make herself useful, but they’d literally bumped into her multiple times, no matter how hard she tried to either help or simply stay out of the way. So she’d retreated to the living room, where she’d tried to find something to occupy herself.

Hanging out with the twins wouldn’t have been a problem for her except that every time she tried to open her book, it was like Henry and Elliot, a tag team of terror, had some type of sixth sense to interrupt. She could sit there and do nothing without a single look from them as they toyed with their blocks, but the moment she lifted the paperback, suddenly, she’d committed a personal grievance against them.

Apparently, the twins were just as used to being the focal point of the Thatcher family attention as their father had always been.

For the last fifteen minutes, she’d been testing this theory out. It wasn’t the most fun she’d ever had, by any stretch of the imagination, but at least it was something to keep herself occupied outside of the nonstop football commentary from her dad and brother.

Rob Thatcher, like his son, had played football through college, but neither of them had gone pro. Though it was never mentioned, her dad had only played for a Division II school whereas Mason had played for one of the best football programs in the country.

Her dad wore it like a badge of pride that he himself had sired an even more gifted collegiate athlete. How magnanimous of him.

Right on cue, as the crowd on TV exploded with energy, he slapped Mason on the back. “You ran that route even better at CSU. You could have gone pro.” This was a conversation that, whether football was on or not, came up at least once a day since she’d been in town.

Mason side-eyed their father in a way that so clearly said professional athletics would have been settling. He always did. “And spend the millions I’d make way too quickly once I retired, just to stave off the injuries?”

Her dad ruffled Mason’s hair, like he’d done when Mason was a kid. Like he still did. Hallie could see Rob Thatcher ballooning with pride, looking at his only son with a mix of awe and love. “Too smart for your own good,” he beamed.

Honestly, it was for the best that there was nothing in this world that could make either of her parents ever descend from the tippy-top of Mount Mason. That would be a familial upheaval no one could withstand.

Blech.

It wasn’t that Hallie begrudged her brother’s intelligence and athleticism. Quite the opposite. She was proud of him and all that he’d accomplished. But the way her parents’ fervor was so… encompassing when it came to him was hard to stand. Especially because their curiosity about her own life was so different.

There was nothing quite like traveling more than halfway across the country only to be made to feel like furniture at best and an imposition at worst. And it’s not like she didn’t have anything in common with her parents. Just like Mason and her dad, with their love of football, she shared one huge similarity with them: The Stone’s Throw Inn.

Hallie would have expected that people who had owned and run a bed-and-breakfast for the last forty years—coincidentally, the very one that she still worked at—would be a little bit more curious as to its current state.

But no. They hadn’t had a question. Not a nosy inquiry. Not even a, “Hey, how have things been going with the new owner?” It was like they’d been replaced by pod people who only existed in relation to whatever Mason and Claire had going on.

Her phone buzzed in her pocket at the same time one of the teams scored a touchdown; she welcomed the distraction from watching Mason and her dad high-five like they’d had something to do with it.

Brynn Fitzpatrick - 6:30 p.m.




Check-ins for New Year’s Eve Eve have all been completed! No issues to report.




Hallie smiled down at her phone. For the first few days she’d been gone, she’d texted Brynn every morning, checking in on how things were going at the inn. By day three, Brynn had started preemptively sending her a morning update, along with an evening one for good measure.

She’d come to look forward to them, especially with the drudgery of her day-to-day vacation in Colorado. Vacation was a generous term when you considered that she didn’t get to sleep in, didn’t get to pick activities, didn’t get to nap, and had rarely left the house except to do physical activity.

She responded quickly.

Hallie Thatcher - 6:30 p.m.




You’re a pro! I don’t even know whether I’m needed there anymore.




Brynn Fitzpatrick - 6:31 p.m.




Trust me, you are.




Hallie put her book safely on the end table, hoping that it was high enough to keep it away from the twins. She folded her jogger-clad legs underneath her and leaned her elbow on the arm of the sofa—aka her home away from home.

Hallie Thatcher - 6:31 p.m.




Tell me more…




She didn’t know what she was about to hear, but Brynn could make even the most benign interactions seem hilarious. Especially because she took them so seriously.

It didn’t bother Hallie. If anything, it was a welcome breath of air: someone who, like her, wanted to do a good job. Reese had been serviceable in her role as the day-to-day manager of the inn when she’d been getting trained, but it was very clear that as the new owner—along with being a successful entrepreneur—Reese’s talents lay elsewhere.

During the two weeks that Hallie had spent with Brynn before coming to Colorado, however, she’d learned that Brynn tackled everything thrown her way with an intense, methodical approach.

Brynn didn’t necessarily see it that way, which meant that getting these updates through Brynn’s lens had become one of the only sources of Hallie’s enjoyment over the last week.

The minutes felt agonizingly long while she waited for Brynn’s reply to come through.

Brynn Fitzpatrick - 6:34 p.m.




Well, Greg and Candace were NOT in a good place earlier today.




Hallie laughed out loud. She was desperate to know what Brynn’s first version of that message had been. The bubbles had disappeared and reappeared before this likely more sanitized version had come through.

Greg and Candace were the class couple of The Stone’s Throw, their on-again, off-again relationship a constant source of delight and frustration for Hallie. Even with their ongoing drama, Candace was a more efficient cleaner than anyone else who’d come through over the years, and Greg was a whiz with any handyman task that cropped up around the inn.

As she’d learned in trying to hire another manager, good help was actually really hard to find, so if she had to play mediator or send them to their opposite sides of the property as needed, it was a small price to pay for quality execution in their respective roles.

Still, she groaned when she imagined Brynn trying to handle them. Mostly because it seemed really unfair to Brynn.

Hallie Thatcher - 6:34 p.m.


Is everything okay now?




Brynn Fitzpatrick - 6:35 p.m.


Yes. I gave them a feelings wheel.




Hallie read the message. Then reread it again. She still didn’t understand.

Hallie Thatcher - 6:35 p.m.


You gave them a what?




Brynn Fitzpatrick - 6:35 p.m.


A feelings wheel. For them to identify their emotions to better navigate them. <<<photo>>>




Squinting, Hallie looked down at the photo that had come through. It had a lot going on. Big emotions like “angry” and “fearful” and “happy” and “sad” were written in the center, and then there were offshoots that radiated outward into more and more descriptive language to dig into those feelings and break them down further.

Well, shit. No one would ever accuse Brynn of not giving this temp job her one hundred percent.

Hallie Thatcher - 6:37 p.m.


Did it work?




Long, long minutes passed as she waited for a response, but it seemed like Brynn was consistently typing. This oughta be good.

Brynn Fitzpatrick - 6:43 p.m.


Overall, I think it was very productive. Initially, we identified that Candace felt bad and Greg felt sad. Broad emotions. Once we dug in, we realized that Candace felt bad because she was stressed, and as a result, she felt out of control. And Greg felt sad because he felt hurt and was ultimately disappointed.




The root cause, we identified, was that Greg has been playing local shows with his band, but they don’t start until after eleven p.m. Candace has been trying to go to them, but since her shift starts so early, she’s had to miss the last few.




Therefore, Greg felt disappointed that Candace wasn’t showing up for him, but he didn’t realize that she was feeling so overwhelmed with the change to her schedule.




Hallie stared at her phone, awestruck.

“Dinner’s ready,” her mom called from the kitchen.

God, what she wouldn’t give to call Brynn right now and have her walk Hallie through whatever had played out between the three of them earlier today. Word for word, preferably.

But she knew that, annoyingly, and in a way that made no sense—since most of the time, it didn’t seem like her family cared whether she was around or not—her absence at dinner would be duly noted and commented on for the first few minutes of the meal.

Hallie Thatcher - 6:45 p.m.


Brynn, this is… incredible. I want to discuss this in more detail, but we’re about to eat dinner.




She sent another text through before she overthought it. Positive praise could go a long way, especially since she knew that Brynn was hesitant about her people skills.

Hallie Thatcher - 6:45 p.m.


This is great, though. Really amazing.




Before she gave into the temptation to hide away in the bathroom for a few minutes to keep talking to Brynn, she tucked her phone into her pocket and wandered over to the dining room table.

A decadent spread, unlike anything her mom had prepared when she’d been growing up, covered the table. Once Mason had gone to college, Hallie had mostly taken care of dinner on her own, but even when he still lived at home, this was still so far from the buffet-style-at-the-kitchen-counter situation that was a staple of her childhood that she wanted to laugh. All the different items were placed on fancy pot holders, acting as the meal’s centerpiece.

And then she clocked the creamy mushroom risotto, which she hadn’t realized was the main dish for dinner. Maybe she would have realized the dairy-rich entree was the main course, except that when she’d tried to help earlier, she’d been shooed to the far end of the kitchen island so that she hadn’t been in the way.

Hallie took her seat and looked at the other options: a side salad that looked relatively safe, along with roasted asparagus. Unfortunately, upon closer inspection, the asparagus looked like it’d been generously topped with parmesan, too.

She was only here for three more days, she reminded herself as she waited for the salad to be passed to her. By the time the wooden bowl was in her hands, there was enough left that she could just make a small side salad.

Guess she’d be pilfering the twins Cheerios later, which was about the only perk to sleeping so close to the kitchen.

The twins were seated in high chairs at one of the corners, with her mom next to Henry and Claire next to Elliot. Mason and her dad were seated across from her, where she clocked that they were still able to watch the game, which had at least been muted.

They were eating later than normal, probably due to the complexity of a perfectly, cheesily blended risotto, so she hoped that dinner would be a quick affair in order to get the kids to bed at a reasonable time.

Maybe Brynn, who was two hours ahead, would still be up, and Hallie could get more details on this feelings wheel business. Possibly even employ it for herself; the big emotions she’d been staving off all week weren’t doing anything for her well-being.

“You don’t like the risotto?” Claire asked between negotiating with Elliot to use his plastic fork and taking bites of her own meal.

It took Hallie longer than it should have to realize she was the one being addressed, and she looked up like a rabbit who’d been caught in the garden, her eyes darting around.

For the most part, she liked her sister-in-law, even if it felt like they had nothing in common. And she really didn’t blame Claire for adopting the same general indifference that the rest of her family employed toward her.

Hallie had learned, over the last seven days, that behavior modeled at home was so impactful. Claire, as part of the Thatcher clan, was just doing what she believed was normal.

Hallie quickly chewed the bite of salad she’d been working on, though she’d wanted to make it last as long as possible. “It looks like it has parmesan and cream in it.”

Claire gave her a strange look. “Are you on a diet or something? Babies can pick up on disordered eating, just so you know. Instilling healthy eating habits early is so essential.”

Hallie cleared her throat and looked at Claire. “So true,” she agreed, trying not to smirk, “but I’m allergic to dairy. It looks delicious, though.” She added that last part for good measure, in case her sister-in-law took it as a personal affront that Hallie’s body rebelled against casein and whey proteins.

“No, you aren’t,” her mom refuted swiftly. Like an allergy was something Hallie would lie about.

“I am,” she said in a more questioning tone than she would have liked. She was almost thirty. Of course she knew whether she was allergic to something as common as dairy. Every few years she danced in the flames, just to see if her reaction had lessened. Over the years, the most problematic reaction had remained her skin, which broke out in itchy, red hives if she chanced more than a bite of anything that aggravated her allergy.

Her mom shook her head emphatically. “You grew out of that.”

Hallie tipped her head toward her brother. “No. Mason grew out of it. I did not.”

Her mom looked at Mason for confirmation, who agreed. “I did grow out of my dairy allergy. I’m not sure about Hallie.”

Why was her mom talking to Mason like he was the arbiter of facts about her own body!? The sensation she’d had this morning, like a scream was bubbling up in her throat, roared back to life.

Instead, she played with the edge of the napkin on her lap and tried to make herself stay calm. “I never grew out of mine, and I’d prefer not to eat some just to prove to you that I’m telling the truth.”

“You ate the pizza we ordered the other night,” her mom continued to argue.

Since she’d come to Colorado, it had been like this. She was either ignored, dismissed, or refuted. Sometimes, all three.

Hallie shook her head, even as she considered lying just to make this conversation stop. “I had breadsticks.”

Her mom made a noncommittal sound, like she still didn’t believe her but for the peace was going to be the bigger person.

Did they really think so little of her that they believed she didn’t know the facts about herself? Or did they just refuse to accept anything that contradicted the narrative they’d created for their happy little bubble here?

The craziest thing was, until about a year and a half ago, she’d shared the apartment at the inn where she still lived today with her parents. Saw them every single day, in fact. They’d only started spending the bulk of their time in Colorado when Claire had been over halfway through her pregnancy.

It was becoming painfully clear that even though they all hadn’t talked a lot when they’d lived together—except if it was about managing the inn—she’d been paying a lot more attention than they had over the years.

She knew that her mom had a limit of two cups of coffee a day. Each with a single creamer. And that, when her mom had lived on-site, she weirdly preferred the shelf-stable plastic ones that they left out overnight for guests as opposed to the fresh carafe of half-and-half the kitchen put out each morning.

In contrast, the woman who birthed Hallie didn’t even know that she’d had a milk allergy for her entire existence.

It was easy for details of her parents to come to mind. For instance, her dad only used Smithson-brand tools. He had been responsible for most of the maintenance at the inn when he’d been around more, and every year, she’d figure out which tool he was still missing from the Smithson line and make sure she bought him that one.

Remembering that only made her frown. Because she also remembered, then, that after all those years of compiling him the perfect collection, he’d left them in a haphazard pile last year when they’d started traveling to Colorado more.

But to Greg’s credit—in spite of his tempestuous relationship with Candace that often bled into all of their work lives—he’d immediately taken on organizing them himself. Now, all the tools lived inside of a small shed on the property that he’d set up as something of a clubhouse.

And even if she wanted to smile when thinking about the inn and all the things she loved about it, a wave of frustration mingled with hurt mingled with anger washed over her.

The reality crashed through her, like she’d been punched in the stomach. Her parents had never really seen her. They didn’t even know her. They’d never taken the time to get to know her.

And worse than that: They didn’t care. At all.

Thank god all she’d eaten was a few bites of salad. Her stomach was churning uncomfortably as four pairs of eyes—she appreciated that the twins had their own thing going on right now—were trained on her.

Suddenly, she felt like she was going to cry. She inhaled quickly, trying to stave off the tears prickling behind her eyes. Twice in one day. That was a new low.

“I’m really fine with salad. I had a big lunch anyway,” she lied so that everyone could comfortably go back to ignoring her.

Why had she even come here? They would never change. If anything, things would only get worse, now that there were thousands of miles between them and Mason and Claire were ushering in the next generation of Thatchers.

Ugh, and Hallie didn’t even know if she wanted kids. She definitely wasn’t going to have them just to try and earn her parents’ love.

She felt like, in this moment, she didn’t know much of anything. The only thing she could cling to was that, deep down, in spite of always being made to feel like an afterthought, she knew that she didn’t deserve this.

She stabbed at her salad and took a big bite, the conversation having moved on without her.

She also knew that, without a doubt, she had to get out of here as soon as possible.


CHAPTER SIX


Brynn was extremely confused about what was happening. And, inconveniently, Hallie wasn’t being much help.

Instead, Hallie was focusing on wrestling off her boots, which looked like they were giving her a surprising amount of trouble.

Brynn looked down at her phone just to make sure she wasn’t going crazy. It was New Year’s Eve, and she knew Hallie wasn’t supposed to be back until two days from now. She’d set up a reminder in her calendar and everything.

But Hallie was here. Standing in, to be fair, her own apartment, which Brynn had moved into while her boss was away.

They’d gotten a last-minute request for a room, and Brynn’s had been the only one available. Wanting to be as accommodating as possible, she’d asked Hallie what she should do.

Four days ago, it had been Hallie’s suggestion that, if Brynn was comfortable with it, she could move into the guest room in the owner’s quarters, since no one was staying there.

It had all made perfect sense from a logistical perspective, which Brynn had appreciated.

Now, with Hallie home days early, it didn’t make any sense. Especially because she hadn’t told Brynn that she was coming.

Did Hallie not trust her? Was this some elaborate check-in to make sure that Brynn was keeping everything running smoothly? Oh, god. Had there been a serious guest complaint that required Hallie to fly home so quickly?

Brynn had never been yelled at by an authority figure before. And even if Hallie didn’t look menacing right now, having moved on to wrestling with the zipper on her bulky jacket, it still made Brynn grow too warm too quickly. She threw her blanket off as an act of self-preservation, hoping it would cool her down.

But Hallie was seemingly unconcerned by Brynn’s own internal woes. “I totally forgot that you were using the other bedroom,” she said, slapping her hand on her thigh like it was the funniest thing in the world before going back to wrestling with her jacket.

Brynn nodded slowly. Because… yeah. She was still confused. “You told me it was okay when I asked about the guests who needed the extra room. I thought you weren’t coming home for another couple of days?”

Finally unzipping her jacket, Hallie let out a sound of relief as it fell to the ground. “You are so very right, Brynn. I came home early. This is where I wanted to spend New Year’s Eve. Not in Colorado,” she said as she lugged her duffel bag into her bedroom, which Brynn hadn’t seen the inside of yet. She took people’s privacy very seriously, and she wouldn’t betray Hallie’s trust like that. There was a brief moment in which she wondered if Hallie was going to close the door behind her, but then she appeared back in the living room, putting her hair in a ponytail. “I should have let you know, but I was on standby for a flight and wasn’t sure that I was going to make it back.”

“Is everything okay?” Brynn asked, adjusting her position on the sofa. She’d been settled in for an evening of watching movies in her pajamas, and she was just realizing that, after having thrown her blanket off, she looked wildly unprofessional in a pair of pajama pants and a hoodie.

But it was difficult to push her uneasiness away, even as Hallie seemed to be preoccupied with something else. That was quickly confirmed for Brynn, when Hallie looked at her intensely. Brynn would have never thought that she could feel a look in her bones, but she absolutely did. “I’m going to be honest with you, Brynn; it’s not. I don’t have the emotional energy to lie right now.”

Brynn’s fight-or-flight mode kicked into high gear, the alarm in her eyes apparent. Any words she wanted to say lodged in the back of her throat.

Hallie quelled them quickly—something she seemed to have a knack for doing—when she said, “Which has absolutely nothing to do with you. For the record.”

Brynn’s shoulders—her whole body, in fact—relaxed. What a wild thirty-second rollercoaster that had been. She knew very well that she didn’t do a great job existing in gray areas or feeling like she’d done something wrong. But now that she knew Hallie hadn’t come back because of some misstep on her part, she could focus on figuring out why Hallie looked like she was cycling through bursting into tears or laughing, depending on the moment.

If it wasn’t about Brynn, it probably meant that it wasn’t about the inn. Which left something on Hallie’s trip as the culprit for her early return. “Did something happen in Colorado?”

Hallie let out an exasperated puff of air that blew the tendrils of hair framing her face around. “Just family stuff. I decided that I didn’t need that negativity in my life. And my back definitely didn’t need to sleep on a sofa again.” Brynn was going to respond, not that she even knew the right thing to say, but Hallie kept talking. “It was a nice sofa, I’ll give them that. Some brand with a kind of wood or a wooden object in the name, I think. Crate and Barrel? West Elm? Pottery Barn?” Hallie laughed loudly. “Who has a barn filled with pots anyway?”

Brynn weighed explaining to Hallie that the founder of Pottery Barn had actually found a barn filled with pots—three, in fact—which had launched the company. Only, she didn’t think that would be appreciated right now, given Hallie’s current state. Instead, she cocked her head to the side. “I didn’t realize that you and your family didn’t get along. I thought⁠—”

“That since we all grew up living in seven hundred square feet together that we’d be closer? Yeah, me too.”

That wasn’t exactly how she was going to put it, but it also wasn’t extremely far off. “I just meant that you ran a family business together. Close quarters and all that,” she said, gesturing around the room.

Brynn’s own holiday season had been chock-full of phone calls and video calls and text messages with her parents, with the added experience of trying to cook a full Christmas meal in the kitchen at The Stone’s Throw last week. Knowing the fire protocol had helped ease her anxiety—a lot.

Instead of answering, Hallie walked over to the backpack she’d left near the door and unzipped it. She pulled out a bottle of amber liquid that was wrapped in another plastic bag with some type of safety seal on it. Then, with a combination of purposefulness mixed with a slightly unsteady gait, Hallie walked over to the kitchen counter running along the wall and pulled down two glasses.

“Do you want a glass? It’s bourbon,” Hallie asked, already working to get ice cubes out of the tray that she’d plucked from the freezer.

Brynn didn’t hate bourbon, but she also didn’t love any alcohol. Mostly because she was such a lightweight when it came to drinking. It was usually easier to stay sober instead of possibly doing embarrassing things.

There had been at least a few instances in college where that had happened, and she didn’t welcome the idea of a repeat experience. Especially with someone she respected as much as Hallie. Losing her debit card, which had caused a few thousand dollars’ worth of charges to be racked up at the bar where she’d lost it. Spilling wine all over her roommate’s favorite dress and then needing to buy her a new one, something she didn’t even remember doing. Then there was the time that she’d bought most of her dorm floor seats to a Celtics game, which was especially weird because she didn’t even like basketball. She’d only discovered that one when she’d found the confirmation email in her inbox the next morning.

But the thing was… it was New Year’s Eve, and she’d suddenly found herself with better company than she’d expected. “Sure, I’d love one,” she said, feeling braver than her sweatpants with snowmen on them would lead a person to believe.

In seconds, Hallie was walking over to the sofa, where she unceremoniously threw herself down a few feet away from Brynn. The most impressive part was that she didn’t spill a single drop of their drinks. She deftly handed Brynn one of the glasses. “I’m sorry if I’m ruining your New Year’s Eve plans.”

Brynn laughed and looked around the room, wondering if Hallie was joking. “You’re a value add as far as I’m concerned. It was just going to be me, the inn’s intercom, and whatever was on television for the next few hours.”

Hallie was contemplative for a few seconds before speaking. “If you’d have asked me last New Year’s Eve where I would be this year, the answer is exactly where I am at this moment.”

“Is that a good thing or a bad thing?” Brynn questioned. The words themselves didn’t seem problematic, but the strain in Hallie’s voice made her think maybe that wasn’t the case.

Hallie sank into the sofa and kicked her feet up before she schooled Brynn with a surprisingly intense look. “I’m physically, literally, right where I thought I’d be, but everything else is different. My family lives across the country in Colorado. They don’t own The Stone’s Throw anymore. My best friend’s getting married⁠—”

Brynn had been in the process of taking her first sip of her drink. Instead, she whipped her head up to meet Hallie’s stare again. “Sydney and Reese are getting married?”

Hallie threw her hand across her mouth, but she only lasted for a second before she started laughing. “I guess the cat’s out of the bag. Sydney’s proposing tonight. That’s why I didn’t call her and ask her for a ride back from the airport early.” She pointed her finger at Brynn. “You’ve gotta keep that a secret.”

She didn’t know how to interpret the feeling that sluiced through her veins. At least there was the possibility of happiness after Grant. For Sydney, anyway. She needed to hold on to that amidst words that Brynn hadn’t expected to find so jarring. But also, and more importantly… “I could have picked you up.”

Hallie looked at her dubiously. “You’re already doing this job as a favor to Reese. I’m not going to force you to be my personal chauffeur on top of it.”

“I like you,” Brynn stressed. Hallie had made her feel more at home in the last few weeks than she often felt with people that she’d known for years. And with all of the upheaval in her own life, she didn’t take that for granted. “I may be doing Reese a favor, but you’re the one doing me a favor by being so patient with me.” Understatement of the year as far as Brynn was concerned.

She was met with an arched eyebrow before Hallie’s lips tipped into a smile that made Brynn’s chest feel full. “Brynn, I can honestly say that you are the most thoughtful employee I’ve ever had. Everyone has skills to learn, but I can’t teach people to care. You innately have that, which is insane because you’re, like, a gazillionaire, probably.”

“I’m not anything. Whatever my family has, it’s my parents’ money.” It was the approach she had always taken in life. Brynn was so lucky, she knew that, but she never automatically assumed that she could spend money with unfettered care. Sure, she knew that her family’s wealth gave her freedom. Access. A safety net that most people could never dream about. But she wasn’t going to be reckless with what they had worked their entire lives to achieve.

She also knew that no amount of money in the world could matter, when it came down to it.

Hallie held her glass up and tipped it toward Brynn. “Good you learned that ethos early. I never thought that my parents would, like, give me the inn or anything, but I didn’t think that they’d sell it without so much as a conversation with me.”

Brynn frowned. “I didn’t know that.” Reese hadn’t mentioned it, much less that there was any bad blood related to the transition of the inn. And Hallie hadn’t let on about her feelings over the last few weeks. Every day they’d worked together, Hallie had seemed like she wanted to be at The Stone’s Throw. Like she was wholly in her element. Brynn was always so in awe of Hallie’s ability to navigate through the day-to-day and make it look effortless.

“And then they moved away,” Hallie continued, the sadness heavy in her voice, “and now I’m left here. Exactly where I thought I’d be, but everything is different.”

Brynn took a conservative sip of whiskey. It burned her throat first, but then a warmth settled in her stomach. Suddenly, she empathized so deeply with Hallie. The idea of being lost. Adrift. Without purpose. All because they’d trusted people, and that trust had been misplaced. “I’m sorry they did that. It’s clear to anyone who sees you at The Stone’s Throw that you love this place.”

“It’s fine,” Hallie claimed as she started playing with her ponytail. “I don’t know why I’m telling you any of this. I had a few drinks on the plane, and they hit me really, really hard.”

“One drink in the sky is the same as three on the ground,” Brynn supplied. “Your body can’t absorb as much oxygen due to the low air pressure. It’s a condition known as hypoxia. Airplanes are notoriously dry, so dehydration also compounds the effects.”

Hallie already being a little drunk was making their unexpected heart-to-heart make a lot more sense. And when Brynn looked closer, she did realize that Hallie’s cheeks were flushed, even more than her normal, rosy complexion. Her bright hazel eyes were slightly glassy, but they were trained on Brynn so intently, you’d have thought that she’d just given a speech ending world hunger.

Hallie laughed. Loudly. “You’re like a human encyclopedia.”

Brynn flushed, embarrassment rushing through her. “I know that I⁠—”

But Hallie cut her off. “No, I love it. Really. It’s so refreshing that you have all these wild interests or curiosities that you go so deep into learning about. It’s really cool. Genuinely,” Hallie stressed, all of her attention still trained on Brynn. “And anyone who makes you feel badly about it wouldn’t deserve someone as great as you anyway.”

A pleased warmth settled through her then as she basked in what was maybe the nicest thing anyone had ever said to her. Somehow, Hallie managed to cut right to the core of who Brynn was and hold those traits up like they were to be prized instead of tolerated.

And the craziest thing was that Brynn believed her. The way Hallie’s voice was steeped in sincerity. Brynn didn’t trust her gut on many things, especially not after the last few months, but she just had this overwhelming feeling, like she could trust Hallie and that her trust wouldn’t be misplaced.

She was still basking in the feeling when Hallie asked, “Where did you think you’d be?”

That was a question that opened a can of worms. Brynn had been doing a really great job not thinking about this very subject, but New Year’s Eve had a way of making people contemplate their life choices. She didn’t fault Hallie for being the one to voice it out loud.

But, if she was going to answer the question, she was going to take it seriously. “Let me think about it,” she said, shooting Hallie a quick look.

Hallie gestured around the room and grinned. “I’ll be here whenever you’re ready.”

Brynn scrunched her face up, thinking deeply. Usually, she loved a good thought exercise.

At this time last year, where did she think she would be on New Year’s Eve? Married? Probably. Living in Boston, too, she guessed. It was strange how she couldn’t picture things clearly. Was it because everything had fallen apart? Or had she never been able to do that?

The only thing that she could really see in her mind's eye was the idea of her parents being happy that she was settled and safe. Summers at their beach house in Bingham. Her own sense of satisfaction that she’d checked another milestone off of her list.

Grant, for the upheaval that he’d caused her life, didn’t really factor into her thoughts. And that was… strange. For lack of a better word. Maybe she could have found a better word, but for months she hadn’t wanted to pick things apart. Because what did that say about her? God, she’d been planning to marry him! But instead of visualizing their life clearly, it was fuzzy. That feeling alone left her feeling off-kilter.

“Honestly, I don’t know,” she admitted, her mind growing more and more confused as she tried to poke around inside of it for any understanding as to why she’d been pushing forward with a life that she couldn’t even envision clearly.

At the same time she took a generous gulp of her drink, she was met with an arched eyebrow from Hallie. That look stirred something foreign in her that she didn’t understand either. “That seems strange for someone who was already engaged.”

Hallie’d cut straight to the quick.

Brynn realized then, with startling clarity, that she’d never been able to see a future with Grant because, deep down, she hadn’t wanted one. Grant was… “My ex-fiancé was a huge asshole, wasn’t he?” she asked, trying the words on for size. And god, they fit so perfectly that they knocked the air out of her lungs.

She didn’t expect the strangled laugh that burst out of Hallie’s mouth, but it was loud and took over the entire room with its exuberance. “Brynn, you could run a puppy smuggling ring, and you’d still be ten times the person that Grant Devereux is. I don’t even understand how he managed to get both Sydney and you,” Hallie mused out loud as Brynn tried not to get fixated on the idea that there was any world in which she and Sydney were on the same level. Or that Hallie, of all people, genuinely believed that to be the case.

“Two relationships, and my first boyfriend ended up being gay, and my second one ended up being… Grant.” God, what did that say about her and her taste in people? Gregory was an incredible man, but there were signs. Plenty of signs. Only, just like with Grant, she hadn’t wanted to see them.

Hallie waved her off at the same time she polished off her drink, not nearly as overwhelmed as Brynn that her romantic life was crumbling before her eyes. “So you kissed a few toads. It happens to everyone,” she said, like it was no big deal.

“Has it happened to you?” Brynn wondered out loud, thinking about the recent conversation at Reese and Sydney’s house.

Hallie squinted at her. “No…”

“Well then⁠—”

“I don’t have relationships,” Hallie admitted. “I mean, it’s not that I don’t want a relationship, but I’ve just never had one. So, really, maybe yours didn’t end up the way you wanted, but at least you tried. That’s not nothing, Brynn.”

“That’s crazy,” Brynn said, genuinely aghast. Hallie was a catch; it was an objective fact. Pretty and kind and funny and unbelievably great with people. And she made Brynn feel good whenever they were together. She imagined that had to be true for other people, too.

It was hard to imagine a world where Hallie didn’t have people eating out of the palm of her hand. At the very least, lining up for a chance to date her.

While Brynn was thinking about the ridiculousness of what Hallie had just said, Hallie had stood up, crossed the room, and was already on her way back with the whiskey bottle in hand. “Most people who forsake love for work at least have high-paying jobs. Or, like, because they’re a doctor and save lives or something.” She plopped herself unceremoniously back down on the sofa and extended her arms dramatically. “I am, by the grace of Reese, squatting in this apartment, where I’ve lived for my entire life. And working eighty-plus-hour weeks on top of it.”

Generally, Brynn loved consistency. It was comforting to know what to expect. It was clear that Hallie didn’t feel the same, at least in this respect. Unfortunately, Brynn didn’t see herself being especially good at pep talks. This would be going so much better if the roles were reversed, she thought dimly. And then she had an idea. “What would you tell me right now, if I came to you and said exactly what you said to me to you?”

Hallie blinked slowly before pointing the bottle of whiskey at Brynn. “First, I’m going to need you to run that by me again.”

Brynn laughed but pressed on. She didn’t have the same feeling of embarrassment that she usually did when she was misunderstood. Maybe it was the whiskey flowing through her veins, or maybe it was just Hallie. Either way, her heart rate picked up excitedly. “If I came to you and told you that my romantic life wasn’t where I thought it was going to be and I was struggling, what would you tell me?”

This question earned Brynn a squinty eye, but it was clear that Hallie was thinking it over. “That it’s never too late to kidnap Grant and strand him on an island.”

Again, Brynn laughed. She didn’t mind that Hallie wasn’t going to make this easy. It let her fixate on the feeling of a good challenge instead of the unfamiliar warmth pinging around in her stomach. “Okay, but let’s say that I want to focus on the future. What about then?”

“Do you know your astrology sign or have a penchant for mullets?” Hallie’s delivery was dry, even as the edges of her mouth tipped into a smile.

Brynn remembered Hallie’s comments at dinner with Sydney and Reese, about how difficult it was out there to meet people. Maybe Brynn had been the one who’d had relationships, but she’d never dated casually or used an app before. Hallie had the experience level on that one.

Hallie lifted her eyebrows, seemingly waiting for Brynn’s answer to what she’d assumed was a joke. “Oh, you’re serious?”

She was met with a quick nod, followed by, “Well, we live in a small town that’s hard up for tourists for the next few months. If you want to meet someone, apps are really the only way to go. They cast the widest net. I guess once you move back to Boston, you’ll have a much easier time,” Hallie added with a smirk, “Or I guess we could always just prowl The Lobster Trap.”

The idea of prowling The Lobster Trap aside, which seemed like it could only end in hilarity —especially if Hallie was there, too—Brynn didn’t like being reminded that her time here was finite.

Not so soon.

She was just finding her footing in Stoneport. At the inn. As an independent person. It was the clearest sense of anything future-facing she’d had in the last few months, and she didn’t want to give it up.

And she liked… this. Their conversations. The way she felt when Hallie’s thoughtful yet playful stare was trained on her. She especially liked that she’d never met anyone like Hallie before.

She didn’t know what to call it, whatever it was that was happening.

Camaraderie? A developing friendship? These were the closest approximations she could find to describe the pleasant but fluttery feeling that still settled low in her stomach.

Brynn let out a deep breath, the flurry of warmth expanding outward. It threaded through the rest of her body, lighting her up from the inside out. The whiskey, she had to assume, was doing its job.

This was further evidenced by how aware she was of the woman sitting next to her, hazel eyes bright and arresting. Hallie’s dimple was present, on her left cheek. At some point, she’d placed her elbow on her knee, and her chin was pressed down into her palm. She looked a bit like Rodin’s The Thinker, and Brynn wasn’t sure if she’d ever seen such a perfect example of beautiful art embodied in the flesh.

What were they talking about again?

Oh, right. “So if I came to you, wanting to find a romantic partner in a small town during the winter, you would encourage me to use a dating app?” Brynn asked, forcing her mind to whir to life. Which was not usually something that she found difficult.

Hallie slapped her hand against her forehead. “Why does it always come back to the apps?”

“I assume that they’re efficient,” Brynn guessed, further orienting herself in the conversation at hand. This was all to help Hallie, and she wasn’t going to let herself be distracted. “A broad dating pool along with criteria to be connected. Theoretically, it should elicit even more compatibility than just approaching someone because you find them attractive.”

Brynn poured herself another glass of whiskey, waiting for Hallie’s answer. She was having fun. More fun than she’d had in a long time. It was like their own little philosophical debate on the merits of online dating.

Still, she had zero practical experience, which made her feel like it was difficult to have a true stance on the topic.

This became clear when Hallie hit her with, “You think they’re efficient.” She shifted her legs, crossing them underneath her, and quickly grew emphatic, waving her hands around. This was obviously a subject that Hallie herself was passionate about, whether she wanted to be or not. “That’s how they get you. But it only creates the illusion of choice, with too many messages to respond to or people who are unwilling to prioritize setting a time to meet. Don’t even get me started on people actually showing up for said date. On the apps, you’re just a profile, not a person.”

“So, how do we meet people then?” Brynn asked, feeling like they’d hit a wall. But she wasn’t going to give up. She wanted to help Hallie. And that eagerness only continued to balloon.

It was how she decided to focus the still-present thumping of her heart, which was beating just a little too fast to feel normal.

Hallie gave her a curious smile, which did nothing to quell her leapfrogging pulse. “We?”

“I mean… I’m here. I’m single. I’m looking for what comes next. How better to do that than get out there and date?” Brynn listed off the reasons, this idea making more and more sense by the minute.

And even though it seemed like it, she wasn’t thinking anymore. She was feeling. She couldn’t quite connect the dots between her mind and her body, but there was something there. A desire, pulling her forward, something that she’d never felt before. It was spurred on by this conversation, every molecule in her body screaming, for the first time, for her to listen.

To what, exactly, she wasn’t sure. All she knew was that she wanted to keep seeing Hallie smiling. Would do anything to make it happen, in fact.

“Doesn’t it seem like halving the dating pool between the two of us is a bad idea?” Hallie asked, but it seemed like she was really starting to take this seriously, which elated Brynn. “It’s already a limited supply.”

“Who says we can’t go on dates with the same people? If it happens,” Brynn clarified, “Not as an intentional thing.”

“And I date women, which also expands my pool.”

Brynn thought about it for a second, a presence in her chest and stomach that made her say, “I could date women.”

She liked women. They were beautiful and soft and smart, and thus far, none of them had led her astray romantically. At minimum, spending the night talking to a woman seemed far preferable to hanging out with a guy.

Hallie gave her a look like Brynn had lost the plot. “Are you into women?”

Brynn shrugged even as excitement skittered through her. Hallie was a woman, and she couldn’t imagine having a better night with anyone else, regardless of gender. “I don’t know who I’m into. Just that it isn’t Gregory or Grant. I think the responsible thing to do is leave as many doors open as possible.”

Her mind felt cleaved down the middle, two paths warring for her attention.

She thought about the possibility of approaching dating from a scientific perspective. How she could quantify, measure, draw conclusions. Experiments excited her. They always had.

But there was also that buzzy sensation that made her feel like nothing was quite real, the one that hadn’t really left. It scared her, but, maybe even more than the scientific method, it excited her, too.

She wanted to lean into it. A lot.

But even as she tried to work through the mechanics, the edges of her brain were starting to feel fuzzy. Her first glass of whiskey had done a stellar job of making everything seem like a great idea, along with making said ideas difficult to execute.

Hallie grabbed Brynn’s phone from the coffee table, where it had sat during their conversation, only pinging with texts from her parents over the last few hours. “You need to make a dating profile.”

Trepidation, for the first time that night, coursed through her. A dose of cold water flickered but didn’t fully extinguish the flames smoldering in her stomach. “I don’t know what I’d say.”

“Whatever you include, it will be better than Sydney making mine. I can promise you that. Actually,” Hallie said, readjusting her position so that she could grab her phone, too, “I’ll update mine at the same time.” And then, Hallie shot her a soft smile that made Brynn feel like, for whatever it was worth, they were in this together.

That smile, with Hallie’s dimple just visible, made Brynn’s initial reservations melt away.

She navigated to the app store on her phone, recognizing an icon. “Do I really want to use the same app that Grant was using to cheat on me?”

“That’s a ‘him’ problem,” Hallie said decisively before she looked at Brynn with big, expressive eyes that made her pay attention to whatever Hallie was about to tell her. “But this is a very good time for me to point out that nefarious creatures abound. You cannot take anyone at their word. A few years ago, I went on a date with a guy who told me that he was an entrepreneur.”

Brynn wasn’t sure where this was going even as she leaned toward Hallie. “Lots of people start businesses?”

“He ran an illegal ferret farm out of his living room,” Hallie answered drolly.

“Is the problem that it’s illegal or that it’s ferrets?” Brynn asked, trying to hold in her laughter. Regardless of which one didn’t pass Hallie’s test, it was… eccentric. Even she could see that.

Hallie bit her lip, her brows furrowed, and Brynn could tell that she was thinking. “Have you ever had to search for an apartment? And lots of words are code for other words?”

Oh god, this was going to be so much worse than Brynn had thought. She had no idea what Hallie was talking about. And yeah, maybe she wasn’t embarrassed with Hallie, but she also didn’t relish looking like a complete idiot. She already knew that she was ridiculously sheltered. “Maybe remind me?”

Laughing lightly, Hallie patted Brynn’s knee. She missed the contact—the connection—once it was gone. “I’ve got you. So people will say something like the studio is ‘cozy’ but it actually means, ‘You will be lucky to fit a Murphy bed in here.’”

“The different words make sense, actually. Precision in language is important, but connotation also matters a lot. It’s part of why the focus on linguistic philosophy has fallen by the wayside in the last couple of decades,” Brynn said excitedly, feeling like she was finally getting the hang of something. It was probably for the best that Hallie wasn’t touching her knee anymore; it was distracting. Except, “What is a Murphy bed? You say it like it’s something that I should just know. And now I’m zero-for-two on references. Based on this conversation, I don’t even know what I’m going to talk to these people about.”

“People love to answer questions about themselves, and you clearly love to learn about things,” Hallie said graciously. “It’ll be perfect.”

“But… what if they lie to me?”

Hallie set her cup down on the coffee table and then punched her fisted hand into her other palm. “Then they’ll have to talk to me about that.”

Warmth flooded her chest again, even as she bit nervously at the edge of her lip. “Ummm… it’s going to be hard for me. I don’t exactly have that thing that lets me know when people aren’t being honest or genuine.”

“A bullshit detector?”

Laughing at Hallie’s word choice, Brynn said, “Sure, if that’s what we’re calling it. I don’t have one of those.” As much as anyone could be real with themselves, Brynn tried to believe that she was aware of the majority of her flaws. She was way too much of a people pleaser when it came to her parents. She got irrationally annoyed when people chewed loudly. And, most inconveniently as of late, she’d realized that unless it was well and truly shoved in her face, she always assumed people were telling the truth.

But she knew all of these things about herself. That must count for something?

At this moment, though, it didn’t. Because she was about to venture into a brave new world with Hallie, where Brynn had to decide if she trusted someone.

She looked at Hallie then, tapping away on her phone, a completely different look on her face than the one she’d been wearing an hour ago. It settled something inside of Brynn, to feel like they were about to jump into this ridiculous plan together.

Really, what Brynn needed was to get better at reading people, and luckily for her, she’d met the perfect person to help her do that.
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“I cannot in good conscience let you use that photo.”

Brynn had been trying, and failing, to get final approval on her dating profile for the last thirty minutes. And sure, she could have posted it regardless of Hallie’s opinion, but that wouldn’t have been as much fun.

They were down to half a bottle of whiskey, and everything was hilarious right now. “I like this photo,” she argued in between hiccups of laughter, holding her phone aggressively close to Hallie’s face. Spatial awareness was not currently one of her strong suits.

Luckily, it didn’t seem like Hallie minded. She’d moved closer on the sofa once they’d both gotten down to work, and for the last few hours, they’d been sitting next to one another, their thighs and arms touching.

The only exception had been at midnight, when they’d rung in the new year by taking a shot of whiskey and placing a hex on Grant that a woman Hallie had dated in her early twenties, who’d been into the occult, had taught her.

They’d held hands and chanted and run around in circles, calling on the energies of all the women that he’d mistreated over the years. Hallie had made an emphatic plea that she should be included in that group since she’d had to deal with him in a “romantic-adjacent” capacity for way too long.

Brynn didn’t know if she’d ever had so much fun before, but that didn’t mean that she wasn’t going to let Hallie’s rejection of one of her favorite photos go.

It was a shot that someone from her volunteer group had taken in Louisiana while she’d been straining to lift a large bag of concrete mix. “I don’t get it,” Brynn pressed, listing off what she felt like were the photo’s positive points. “It shows that I volunteer. It shows that I’m strong⁠—”

“It shows that you are very into letting people know that you like to pop a squat in public places.”

“That is not what it means! And I’m not doing… that.”

Hallie leveled her with a wildly entertaining look. “Well, that’s what it looks like it means. I don’t make the rules.”

For the last two hours, Hallie had been explaining the intricacy of online dating and all its unspoken rules. When had the world gotten so gross? It felt like nothing was safe and that everything could be taken as some kind of double entendre.

“Trust me,” Hallie had said an hour ago, “men will already say gross things unprompted. Some women, too. You don’t need to give them any more ammunition.”

In their present moment, Hallie threw her hands up as Brynn continued to smile at the picture. It made her feel strong. Like she could do anything. “Fine. If you want to leave me the few normal people that may be left on this godforsaken app, then I’m not going to keep fighting you on it.”

Brynn scoffed and rolled her eyes, which earned her a playful slap on her shoulder. Hallie, at least it seemed to Brynn’s untrained eye, was also having a surprisingly good night.

Over the years, Brynn had managed to maintain casual friendships for periods of time, some with women she’d even considered best friends, but she’d never had this. A closeness that made casual touches feel comfortable. Conversations where Brynn didn’t have to pick apart every word before she said it.

It was easy, sitting here with Hallie and talking about whatever came to mind. For all the roadblocks that Brynn’s privilege had removed in her life, things had never felt simple inside of her brain.

But here she was, just hanging out with Hallie, drinking and talking and laughing. It felt better than any fancy night out or over-the-top party she’d ever attended.

There had been so many times in college where she’d wanted this experience, but for whatever reason, it never ended up working out like she’d hoped.

She hadn’t even heard from Jennifer and Carrie, the two women who were supposed to have been her bridesmaids, since she’d left for Louisiana.

Brynn frowned, which made her face feel weird. Wrong. She liked it a lot better when she was laughing and happy, so she pushed the thoughts of her failed friendships away.

When she looked over at Hallie to see what she was doing, she realized Hallie was already looking at her, head leaned against the back of the sofa. They’d lit candles for the hex and dimmed the lights, and the room was bathed in a soft, comfortable glow that made Brynn feel just as hazy as the alcohol.

“Where’d you go there?” Hallie asked softly, the tone of her voice making Brynn surprisingly emotional.

But even if Hallie’s words made Brynn want to melt into a puddle of honesty, she didn’t want to take Hallie to the place she’d just found herself in. She didn’t want to let the bad of the past dim the great time she was having. On top of it all, she didn’t want Hallie to see her the way that other people did. Which, in spite of Brynn being her weirdest, most authentic self with Hallie over the last few hours, still hadn’t seemed to scare her away.

“Do you want to watch a movie?” she asked, desperately hoping she could change the subject.

Hallie lifted a suspicious eyebrow, but in her slightly drunken state, it also made her eyes and nose scrunch up adorably. “What movie?”

Brynn picked up the remote and navigated to the streaming menu, starting to flip through the categories. “We have Disney. We have horror. We have romance. We have thrillers. We have comedies. We have documentaries.”

“Do you honestly think that you could follow a documentary right now?” Hallie yawned, suddenly looking sleepy, her lidded eyes staying closed longer with each blink.

Brynn was tired, too, but she didn’t want this night to end. Instead, she waved the remote at the TV, like she was doing a spell. “Documentaries are out.”

She hoped that Hallie wouldn’t say horror; she hated scary movies and didn’t know why she’d even suggested the genre. Probably because when she’d started using the TV a few days ago, she’d noticed there were a few of them on Hallie’s recently watched list. They were dwarfed in comparison to the selection of Disney movies, though.

“How about I put on a classic Disney movie?” Brynn chanced.

Hallie yawned at the same time she said, “That sounds good.” Then she curled her body sideways, toward Brynn, using the back of the sofa as a pillow.

The movie started playing, with characters that Brynn recognized by sight but couldn’t possibly name. She carefully leaned forward so that she could blow out the candles, trying not to disrupt Hallie when she did.

When she relaxed back against the sofa, she was immediately enveloped in the warm combination of the plush blanket they’d been nestled under, Hallie’s cuddled frame, and the alcohol still buzzing in her veins.

She yawned, knowing it wouldn’t be long before she drifted off to sleep, too. And as she felt her eyes fluttering closed, in that in-between place between sleep and awake, Hallie shifted her head, using Brynn’s shoulder as a pillow.

“This ended up being a really good New Year’s Eve,” Hallie said sleepily, cuddling into her like an animal burrowing down for a cold winter.

Brynn smiled and rested her own head on top of Hallie’s, pulling the blanket up higher.

Yeah, it really was.


CHAPTER SEVEN


“Why?” Hallie wailed to no one in particular as the ringing coming from somewhere nearby continued to assault her ears.

She lifted her head, which was shoved face-first against… polyester, she finally decided. She also accepted, without needing to look in a mirror, that there was no way her cheek wasn’t indented with creases from the material. Waiting on standby for three hours, finally getting on a flight that had two layovers, drinking enough whiskey through it all to tranquilize a horse, and… she’d still wound up sleeping on a sofa.

The irony was not lost on her.

There was a blessed, blissful moment of silence until the ringing started again. Somehow, it seemed louder this time. The culprit, her phone, had vibrated closer to the edge of the coffee table.

She’d left it there—she thought about last night, which was coming back slowly in bits and pieces—somewhere between hexing Grant and putting on a movie.

There was a lot of gray area in between.

She tried to decline the call but realized too late that she’d hit the “Accept” button when Sydney’s voice floated through the speaker. “Hallie? What am I looking at here?”

Hallie’d picked up the phone backwards, so if she had to guess, it was a chance for Sydney to read her tragic palm line. “One second,” she groaned.

Not her best work, as she leaned on her elbow and scooted her body up toward the arm of the sofa to use it as a pillow. She managed to turn her phone around, though, without dropping it. She knew, with every fiber of her being, that getting herself into an upright position wasn’t going to be possible. Her mouth felt like it was filled with cotton, and she looked around for anything to quell the disgusting texture.

It was then that she noticed a bottle of water, a thermos, and a packet of ibuprofen sitting on the coffee table.

Brynn.

Hallie knew that the rest of the night would come back to her once she finally woke up, but she must not have done or said anything too embarrassing if Brynn had left her the thoughtful lifeline this morning. Or that was just Brynn, she was learning, and Hallie needed to remember exactly what she’d said and done with The Stone’s Throw’s newest employee last night.

“Hal?” Sydney’s voice asked again. Hallie couldn’t see her best friend; she’d set the phone down to tear into the medicine with all the delicacy of a bear ripping through a campsite. She’d seen it firsthand before, and it had done nothing to improve her opinion of the great outdoors.

Sydney was waiting for her, she remembered, as she tried to make her thoughts come into focus. “Still getting settled over here. One second.” She chugged the water, along with the pills, and opened the thermos up with fingers that weren’t winning any awards for dexterity. “I’m here,” she finally answered, lying on her back and holding the phone above her.

She watched as Sydney squinted down at her, likely taking in her pathetic state. “Sorry. I figured that you’d be up by now. It’s after eight there, right?” During her trip, she’d regaled Sydney with—complained to, more accurately—all of her daily comings and goings in Colorado. The early mornings. The lack of privacy. Her sleeping accommodations. Sydney moved even closer to her screen. “Are you back? In Stoneport?”

Sydney had spent much of her childhood in this very apartment, hanging out with Hallie, and earlier this year, Sydney had lived in the extra bedroom that Brynn was staying in for three months, after she’d retired from professional tennis. Which was all to say, there was no point in lying to her best friend.

Hallie nodded, trying not to aggravate the cramp in her neck. “I got back last night.”

“Did something happen?” The genuine concern in Sydney’s voice was appreciated, given that she knew Hallie had a lot going on right now.

Speaking of… Hallie blinked away the last of her tiredness. “Did you do it?” she whispered, like Reese wouldn’t be able to hear if she was sitting close by.

The smile that overtook Sydney’s face was magical. “She said yes. I cannot believe she said yes.”

Though she wore her own matching smile, Hallie still managed to roll her eyes. “Like she was going to say no. You two are obsessed with one another. Madly in love. Two halves of a whole.”

“It’s still nerve-racking,” Sydney defended herself, in spite of all the kind things Hallie had just said in support of their love and general soulmatism. Which was a word she’d just made up but felt entirely accurate. Sydney let out a fluttery exhale, pulling Hallie’s attention back to her nervous-for-no-reason best friend. “Even though we’ve talked about it, and I knew that we were on the same page about wanting to take the next step, it was the scariest thing that I’ve ever done.”

“You deserve to be happy, Syd. So does Reese. And the fact that you two found it with one another?” Hallie smiled again, basking in a softer version of the elation that Sydney must be feeling. “I’m really happy for you both.”

And truly, she was. Maybe lying on a sofa on New Year’s Day, so hungover that she was struggling to hold her own head up, was tempering her ability to jump around—and squealing was out of the question—but that didn’t change the fact that Sydney and Reese were so right together that whether they got engaged after six months or six years, it would have been exactly what was meant to happen.

Sydney schooled her with an intense stare, and Hallie knew the focus of their conversation was about to be directed at her. She girded her loins—at least as much as anyone in her current state could manage. “So what gives? Why didn’t you tell me that you were coming back early?”

Hallie sighed and wiped at her cheek, still creased with wrinkles. “I didn’t feel good being there,” she admitted. It felt cathartic, in some ways, to say it out loud. It felt awful in others.

She didn’t want to resent her family. But that’s exactly the emotion she’d identified in between her first and second whiskey drinks on the plane, once she was finally sure that she was getting the hell out of Colorado.

Damn Brynn’s feelings wheel.

She’d opened up her phone on her first flight, the longest leg, that would take her to Orlando of all places, and had briefly considered getting Wi-Fi. Only, she’d realized that she hadn’t wanted to let the outside world in, especially if her parents or brother had texted. And, if she was being honest with herself, because she hadn’t wanted to deal with the more likely scenario that they hadn’t.

And then she’d opened Brynn’s texts, missing the normalcy of the inn. Which, for the last week, had come in the form of Brynn’s hyper-specific questions, including gems like whether the side door had a maximum amount of time it could be left open before it violated any safety protocols and if the inn’s age meant that it was grandfathered from the newest electrical compliance requirements. (Brynn had noticed that one of the lights in the dining room was flickering.) And there was Hallie’s personal favorite: whether Hallie had asked Reese if she’d had any beach profiling completed ahead of purchasing the inn, given the increase in coastal erosion due to climate change over the last few decades.

Instead of a fun wander around Brynn’s mind, though, she’d stumbled upon the feelings wheel that Brynn had sent her last night.

“Wanna tell me what happened?” Sydney coaxed, relaxing back in her chair. “I’ve been told that I’m a decent listener.”

Hallie frowned, the last night at her brother’s house starting to soak back into her brain. “We were having this family dinner, and… I don’t know. I suddenly had this overwhelming and intense sensation that I shouldn’t be there. That I needed to leave as soon as possible. I was so mad and sad and… resentful,” she voiced out loud, hating how it sounded but accepting the truth in the word.

She had all of Sydney’s attention, the concern evident in her features. “Why are you resentful?”

Hallie sighed. Maybe it would feel good to get it out. It seemed crazy that it would make her feel worse. “We didn’t discuss it over the summer, and I’m pretty sure that I gave the impression that I was on board but…”

“But what?” Sydney asked, leaning forward.

“My parents didn’t really talk to me about selling the inn. Actually, I was notified that it was being sold along with all the other employees,” Hallie said, wincing as she accepted a truth she’d been staving off for months.

“They did what?” Sydney yelled, her voice cracking loudly through the phone.

And even though she appreciated Sydney's emphatic anger on her behalf, Hallie still felt the need to defend her resentment when she said, “I mean, I know that I didn’t own The Stone’s Throw or anything, but I have worked here for the last fifteen years.” And it just hurt, to be such an afterthought in her parents’ life.

She just couldn’t do it anymore.

“I wish I would have known, Hal. I’d have never pushed so hard for you to go there over Christmas.” Hallie was about to respond that none of this was Sydney’s fault when she added, “Is this why you’ve been so resistant about hiring someone?”

Hallie pushed herself up on her elbows. “I’m not… resistant. I genuinely have been super busy the past few months with the increase in guests, but I won’t lie that, as the holidays got closer, the idea of staying here didn’t seem like such a bad option.”

“I hate this for you, Hallie. All of it. Now that my parents are back, you’re always welcome to spend Christmas with us.” Sydney sounded so anguished, when today should have been one of the happiest of her life.

With all the effort she could muster, Hallie rolled herself over and then sat up on the sofa, looking at Sydney intently. “You’re not a mind reader, Syd. I didn’t tell you because I wasn’t ready to deal with the implications. You did nothing wrong.”

Sydney let out a huff. Then her stare grew curious, and Hallie felt like she’d been put under a magnifying glass. “Why were you asleep on your own sofa when I called?”

What a question. It was one she planned to answer, but last night was still filtering through her mind in bits and pieces. She’d come home and… “Brynn and I got really drunk last night. Well, I got really drunk,” Hallie amended. “I’m not sure how much Brynn actually had.”

She smiled, realizing that for all the uncomfortable feelings swirling around inside of her because she’d talked about her parents, she’d actually had a really good time last night. Like, more fun than she’d had in months. Maybe longer.

“You and Brynn?” Sydney repeated, like Hallie had just told her best friend that she was planning on taking a month-long camping trip.

“Yeah? We had a few drinks, did a few hexes, danced naked in the moonlight. Normal New Year’s Eve stuff,” Hallie said with a completely straight face, doing everything that she could to sell the bit.

Sydney’s mouth dropped open. “You’re kidding me.”

“About which part?” Hallie asked sincerely.

“All of it?” Sydney pressed, her perfectly sculpted eyebrows looking like they were ready to disappear into her hairline.

Hallie tapped her finger against her lips, loving the bewilderment in Sydney’s tone. “The drinks and the hexing did actually happen. You know I’d never willingly go outside in below-freezing weather.”

“You and Brynn—like Brynn Fitzpatrick, my ex-boyfriend’s ex-fiancée—tried to put a curse on someone last night?”

Hallie made a pffft sound and then corrected her. “A hex. Common misconception. A curse is much more serious than a hex in terms of severity. Brynn, thankfully, was the voice of reason on that one.”

Even though the hex had been Hallie’s idea, of course Brynn had known the difference between the two spells. And while they had both agreed between peals of laughter that neither option was likely to come to fruition, they were women with an axe to grind, not a body to bury.

Sydney was still looking at her, mouth agape. Good. Hallie liked still being able to surprise people. It didn’t happen very often these days. She honestly couldn’t remember the last time she’d had a fun story to regale Sydney with that wasn’t about a hotel guest.

“So you and Brynn put a hex on…”

Hallie beamed proudly when she answered, “Grant Devereux IV. And trust me, we were very specific on his suffix, even though Tripp Devereux was a close second contender.”

Sydney was rubbing her temple with the hand that wasn’t holding her phone up. “I’m processing. So you and Brynn are, like… friends now?”

“I mean, if we weren’t before, we definitely are now,” Hallie said, realizing that she was serious. Brynn had been exactly the breath of fresh air she’d needed. “Casting magic really bonds people.”

And even if their preposterous idea to hit the Stoneport dating circuit was going to be left exactly where it should be, which was as a drunken joke between friends, she didn’t regret the hours they’d spent painfully reviewing one another’s profiles, laughing until they’d cried.

Actually, Hallie’s stomach still hurt a little, and it made her wonder how Brynn was fairing. She’d probably had to be up by seven, and even still, she’d left Hallie coffee and meds to help ease her own wake-up call.

Hallie smiled, appreciating the care Brynn had shown her last night. This morning, too.

After a promise to Sydney that she would communicate more directly about what was going on in her life, including but not limited to her parents, hexes, The Stone’s Throw, and her general well-being, Hallie hung up the call and wandered over to the kitchen to find something to eat.

Brynn had, at some point, brought in a fruit cup, pilfered from the offerings they kept out in the breakfast area for guests who wanted a quicker meal in the mornings.

There was also a little note that said, I wasn’t sure about your dairy allergy, but I figured that this would be safe :) in neat, precise script.

Hallie plucked a strawberry, her favorite, from the cup and popped it into her mouth.

Maybe things were looking up for her after all, and a new friend was just what she needed.
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Hallie learned later that afternoon that Brynn, in fact, had not been joking about their foray into the world of online dating.

It became apparent when Brynn breezed back into the apartment like a woman on a mission—very different from her own state. Sure, Hallie had brushed her teeth, taken a shower, and put on a pair of joggers and a T-shirt, but then she’d planted herself right back on the sofa, enjoying having nothing to do at the inn today.

Brynn as a friend and as a co-worker was already paying dividends.

“I’ve got a match,” Brynn said as she sat down next to Hallie, so close that they were almost touching.

Brynn was wearing their standard Stone’s Throw uniform, black pants and a black shirt, with her hair freshly washed and tousled, like she’d just stepped off a breezy ride on a sailboat. And so close, Hallie could pick up the soft, clean scent of whatever body wash or perfume Brynn used. No one would have been able to tell today that she’d stayed up until who knew how late—no, really, Hallie had no idea—drinking until they’d fallen asleep on the sofa.

Hallie groaned and sank deeper into the cushions. “Did we swipe on people’s profiles, too?”

Brynn shook her head, an inscrutable look on her face that made Hallie feel briefly guilty that she couldn’t remember last night. She wished that she could, just to know all the hilarious things Brynn must have said. “No. We decided, in the spirit of taking this seriously, that we’d only look at profiles while we were sober.”

Hallie squinted at the idea that she could have been serious about anything last night, but thank god for that, at least. She didn’t relish having to leave any messages unread from unsuspecting suitors. It wasn’t their fault that she’d gotten drunk with Brynn and decided to look for love in all the wrong places.

This was a message she needed to break to Brynn, softly. “I don’t think—” But then Brynn hit her with an infuriatingly endearing pout. “Did—did you just bat your lashes at me?”

Brynn fluttered her long lashes again. “I’m not sure. Is it working?”

The craziest part was that Hallie knew, without a doubt, that Brynn was asking an honest question instead of fishing for a compliment. Which at least earned her an equally honest response in return. “It depends. What are you trying to get out of me?”

Brynn chewed on her lip. “I just… think this could be a really fun idea. Dating. Swapping stories. And…”

Hallie leaned forward, curious. “And what?”

Brynn smiled excitedly. “I did research today on modern dating mores. It’s actually really fascinating. Seems wild out there, but…”

Hallie laughed, unexpectedly charmed by Brynn’s earnestness.

Of course Brynn had researched what went into casual dating. This was the least surprising thing Hallie had heard today, and she smiled reflexively at it. She could say, without a doubt, that Brynn was one of the most interesting people she’d ever met. And it was all without Brynn even trying.

She was also one of the most blindingly trustful people Hallie had ever encountered, which did not bode well for Hallie not feeling an immense amount of guilt if she tapped out. By saying no, she felt like she was somehow feeding a cute little fish to a piranha. Or leading a lamb to slaughter. Or… Hallie wasn’t exactly sure, but all of her scenarios involved a sweet, big-eyed animal being thrust into the clutches of a menacing predator.

And only months ago, Brynn had unknowingly actually, well, and truly been in the clutches of one of those. Burned and misused in every way a person could betray someone they professed to love. By a man who had asked her to marry him, no less!

And still, she was willing to put herself out there again.

Maybe it was for Brynn to quell the sting of her last few months—which Hallie could not understand at all; she really preferred to lie down and play possum when things got tough—but it didn’t change the fact that Brynn was still willing to buck up and get back in the saddle. Or get in the saddle for the first time, seeing as Brynn had been most recently riding around on a donkey and not a horse.

Hallie grimaced. She’d taken that metaphor way too far in her head.

Focusing on Brynn, who’d stopped batting her lashes and was now looking at Hallie like she held her future in her hands, Hallie cocked her head to the side and wondered why she was so opposed to pushing forward their wacky plan. She’d been telling Sydney that she needed a change, which, if she was being honest with herself, wasn’t going to be by leaving The Stone’s Throw anytime soon. And she wasn’t exactly down to troll The Lobster Trap for casual company. On top of it all, it would be far better to lament what would likely be a terrible idea with someone else making equally terrible decisions instead of the lovey-dovey, newly engaged couple at Cape Canoodle.

Really. What did she have to lose?

She took the tiniest, emotional-growth-fueled step forward when she leaned toward Brynn and blew out a tentative breath. “Who do we have on the chopping block?”

The wattage of Brynn’s smile could only be described as blinding. “There’s actually more than one,” she said, snuggling down to Hallie’s position and holding her phone up in front of them. “I just didn’t want to overwhelm you.”

Hallie scoffed, even as she enjoyed the warmth of Brynn, pressed in close. “Me? Overwhelmed? I’ll have you know that I am the pinnacle of taking things in stride.”

Brynn’s brows drew upward. Her words were gentle even as she challenged, “Last night, you spent forty-five minutes going back and forth on your favorite Disney character, so much so that we had to narrow down the parameters until there was only one choice left.”

First of all, Hallie didn’t remember that, so it shouldn’t have counted. But wow, had she really shown Brynn her true colors last night. She’d watched almost every Disney movie ever made, something she still made time to do. It was a vestige of her childhood, when she’d spent a lot of time here in the apartment, before Sydney had come along.

“Analysis paralysis?” Hallie defended weakly, before asking, “Who’d I pick?”

Off the top of her head, she could name at least a dozen characters who all had excellent qualities. But were they talking vintage or modern? Cartoon or live action or animated? Did Disney acquisitions like Marvel and Star Wars count? Not to mention that Muppets were technically Disney characters, which made the whole situation even more complicated.

“Alfredo Linguini from Ratatouille,” Brynn said in a pleased tone, cutting through Hallie’s wild and wandering mind.

Hallie only blushed a little bit. Brynn’s approval, for whatever reason, made her feel like she had done something far more impactful and important than spending almost an hour picking something as insignificant as a favorite movie character.

But, she realized, she respected Brynn’s opinion on most things, her taste in men notwithstanding.

So that was going to be an area in which Hallie could provide immense and immediate value to Brynn’s life. Maybe by necessity, even.

Hallie grabbed Brynn’s pinkie to pull the phone she was holding closer to them. “These eyes aren’t what they used to be,” she said in a thin, shaky voice as she pretended to put on glasses.

Brynn laughed and brought the phone up to their chests, her right elbow pressing lightly into Hallie’s stomach. “Is this better?”

Hallie was, by nature, an affectionate person, and there hadn’t really been a lot of places to fulfill that need as of late. And not even in a romantic way. Tactile comfort, she argued with herself, was a completely reasonable and human desire.

But she hadn’t grown up in an especially touchy family, Sydney had lived far away for the last few years and was now glued to Reese, and she didn’t have any other friends she’d snuggle up with on a sofa.

The most physical affection that she’d gotten in the last few months was on Christmas morning, when Elliot had cuddled against her chest while she’d gently patted his back. Right before he’d explosively spit up all over her.

She didn’t anticipate that Brynn would do that to her. Thankfully.

Letting out a soft exhale, she pretended to adjust her invisible glasses. But then her eyes grew wide. “Brynn, you have at least two dozen matches.”

A light blush ghosted across Brynn’s cheeks, making her look even more innocent, which Hallie hadn’t thought possible. “I handled all the checkouts by eleven, and I figured that it was a productive use of my time.” She looked at Hallie then, adding, “And I have discovered, via research, that people can be lonelier around the holidays. As such, I anticipated that I may need to cast a wider net to account for anyone whose moment of wanting to meet someone passes and then they don’t follow up.”

Like Hallie.

She thought about someone like Brynn on the other side of a message that she’d never respond to, and suddenly, she felt like she was as much of a problem as the rest of the crazies on the apps.

She held Brynn’s hand, looking more closely at her phone. “Let’s go to your messages and see who’s already reached out. Unless there’s anyone you matched with who hasn’t and you’re desperate to talk to them.”

“Looking at the messages sounds good.” Brynn navigated them over to the tab where about ten profiles were lined up, like finding true love was as easy as picking it off a menu.

Hallie thought back to last night, filtering through her brain to try and glom onto remembering, specifically, what they’d talked about in relation to dating. She squinted, an image of Brynn floating into her mind. Brynn was sitting with her legs crossed on the sofa, her face scrunched in concentration as she’d come up with a list of important traits in a possible date. Honest. Sincere. Someone who tried to leave the world a better place than they’d found it.

She’d remembered thinking that it was sweet at the time, that there wasn’t a superficial attribute to be found on Brynn’s list.

Hallie clicked into the first message. “Can I look at their profile first? I want to see who gets Brynn Fitzpatrick’s motor revving,” she said, wiggling her eyebrows.

She felt a shoulder push into her as Brynn snuggled in more deeply. “Why am I suddenly feeling like, for the first time, I’m going to regret this?”

To some degree, Hallie was sure that Brynn would rue the day she’d opened herself up to the world of online dating, but at this point, she couldn’t let Brynn go through this alone. Still… “Standing by your love isn’t always easy, Brynn. And, sometimes, it’s helpful to get an outsider’s perspective.”

Brynn made a sound, and from how it felt like she was trying to hide behind Hallie, it seemed like she could probably only see through one eye. Hallie grabbed the phone so that she could scroll more freely.

It was hard to discern anything from the thumbnail image attached to the message that said, hey, u look hot. But from the opening salvo, they weren’t off to a good start, at least not in Hallie’s humble opinion. She opened the profile.

Navigating through the basic information Jay—if that was his real name—had shared, Hallie wasn’t impressed. “Thanks for the fruit, by the way. I’m glad the guests didn’t have to see me in my current state.”

Like it took more than a little effort, Brynn pulled back from where she was glued to Hallie’s side and looked at her, soft brown eyes scanning up Hallie’s outfit—if you could call it that—before their stares met. “You’re, like, objectively gorgeous, Hallie. Sweatpants or not.”

It was the way that Brynn said it, so matter-of-factly, that caused a pleased warmth to soak into her chest. She wasn’t used to being complimented, unless you counted the middle-aged men who were here with their wives and shouldn’t have been hitting on her behind their backs. But she assumed that married men who still hit on service workers while on vacation with their families were also the type of men to cast a net no matter what, just to see what it would drag in.

Which was all to say, she usually didn’t take any attention that she got very seriously, given who it was coming from.

Instead of responding to Brynn, who was actually objectively gorgeous, she focused her attention back on the profile, even though she’d already deemed Jay to be a dud.

Hallie wasn’t self-conscious about her looks, normally. There was no reason to be because, most days, she was dressed in her Stone’s Throw uniform. Which, personally, she didn’t think was a real head-turner. Anyone who hit on her while she was working had already lost before they’d started playing the game.

On top of it all, she was best friends with Sydney freaking King, who, along with being a former professional tennis player, had done a ton of modeling spots and graced the cover of Sports Illustrated. Next to her, it was hard for Hallie not to feel a little plain sometimes. When Sydney walked into a room, people noticed. Topping off the perfect-looks package, Sydney had this charisma that drew people to her. People used words like flocked and dazzled and enchanted to describe her best friend, and still, Sydney was humble and funny and self-deprecating even as she had people eating out of the palm of her hand.

Thank god her best friend only used her powers for good.

Conversely, Hallie had spent so much of her life working hard to blend in as a uniformed member of the staff that trying to take up space these days felt antithetical to her existence.

Which was probably another reason that she should get out there and date. Even if it went horribly wrong. If she let this ride any longer, she really was going to become fixed in her rut, truly unable to dig herself out.

Even as she tried to hype herself up, she could feel Brynn continuing to stare at her.

“I take it you don’t like him?” Brynn finally asked.

Hallie looked up to meet her stare, confronted by soft, searching eyes. Obviously a woman who had fluttery, unfairly long lashes and still slightly sun-kissed skin in January would think this was a good idea.

Chastising herself for only thinking about Brynn’s level of attractiveness, she cleared her throat and handed the phone back. “I don’t like his first message. It’s lazy, which is the nicest thing I can say about Jay.”

She suddenly hated the idea of Brynn even considering going on a date with this guy. Even though Brynn and Sydney were cut from the same cloth in the looks department, they were so, so different in just about every other way.

Brynn scrunched her face in thought—as Hallie was realizing she liked to do—while cradling her phone. “Lazy how? He messaged me first. Doesn’t that show positive intent?”

Whew. This was going to be an uphill battle. Hallie scratched her chin, trying to figure out how to say this as delicately as possible. “Commenting on your looks right off the bat usually indicates two things. First, they’re only looking to hook up. Second, they didn’t even bother reading your profile. I assume that you want someone who can keep up with you intellectually? Maybe I’m wrong, but I’m not getting that vibe from Jay.”

Brynn took a few seconds to absorb the information before she pulled her phone away from her chest and deleted the conversation. “Okay. One done.”

Hallie quirked a confused eyebrow, even if it did also make her feel pretty damn good inside that Brynn valued her opinion this much. That wasn’t generally the case with people in her life. “You’re just going to blindly trust me on this?”

She expected some thoughtful, nuanced explanation of how Brynn had come to the same conclusion on her own, but instead, Hallie was met with a ridiculously attractive smile that made her want to blush. Yeah, Jay definitely didn’t deserve Brynn.

After a beat, Brynn snuggled back into the pocket of space she’d claimed on the sofa, right against Hallie. She lifted her phone back up so they could both look at the app, opening the next message as she did.

Hallie was about to make a joke about Seth, the next possible suitor, and his penchant for muscle tees, but her words stuck in her throat as Brynn said softly, “I have a really good feeling about you, Hallie.”

Hallie suppressed a reflexive urge to roll her eyes at the compliment. Instead, she snuggled down so that she and Brynn were shoulder to shoulder, trepidatious but—a little embarrassingly—more pulled into Brynn’s enthusiasm than she wanted to admit.


CHAPTER EIGHT


Brynn could lead by example. At least, that’s what she told herself while getting ready for her date on Thursday afternoon.

Now that Hallie was officially splitting shifts with her again, Brynn had taken the day to drive to Boston. She’d needed to pick up some extra clothing from home, but the more pressing motive was to put in some face time with her parents. She had a sixth sense when it came to them, and she could feel that they were about a hair’s breadth away from popping into The Stone’s Throw unannounced.

And she’d been right, given that her dad had shown up in Stoneport on Tuesday anyway, under the guise of having a meeting with Reese.

Brynn had joined them for lunch, along with Sydney, where her dad had shed a few tears when he’d been told about the engagement. The whole day had been very Stan Fitzpatrick: Crying. Lunch at a seafood restaurant, which he insisted on paying for. So many hugs for Brynn—and Sydney and Reese—that she’d had to check once he’d left that she hadn’t cracked a rib.

But in the here and now, she had other things to focus on. She pulled on her sweater and smoothed down the soft material, her fingers fidgeting against the fabric. It wasn’t that she was nervous exactly, but she’d never been on a date with someone she hadn’t already met in person. So, it wasn’t exactly a blind date, but it was pretty darn close.

She was going to put on a little makeup and then have Hallie psych her up on the way out the door.

They’d decided on a coffee date at a local café, which was perfect for Brynn. She knew Stoneport better than any of the surrounding areas, and though Hallie’s speech about drinks versus dinner as the perfect first date was less serious than her “never go to a second location” talk, she’d made sure to rebuff the dinner suggestion when it had been offered.

Insofar as boxes went, Jake was checking all of them. Brynn just sort of took people as they came, but she was learning in the world of high-stakes online dating, there was a fairly rigorous amount of information to be gleaned ahead of a first meeting.

Jake, she knew from their messages back and forth, texted in almost full sentences. His profile said that he was gainfully employed, which Brynn had learned, by way of him mentioning his role in pharmaceutical sales, actually seemed to be true. Per his photos, he liked to rock climb and volunteered at a local animal shelter.

Of all her matches and messages over the last five days, he was the only one who’d made it to the final meeting-in-person stage.

She opened up the small makeup bag on her bathroom counter, in one of the two bedrooms in the owner’s quarters. It hadn’t really made sense for her to move back to one of the guest rooms after the guest from the Christmas period checked out. Especially not since winter sports season was starting to pick up and The Stone’s Throw was only a short drive from a few of the smaller mountains in the area.

In her defense, she’d tried to pay for one of those guest rooms, giving Hallie an out, but she also wasn’t going to pretend that she wasn’t pleased as punch that Hallie had waved her off and insisted that she stay right where she was.

Brynn had never had a roommate before, unless you counted her parents. There was something exciting about living with another adult, especially another woman with whom she could veg out on the sofa after work, lamenting the ridiculous requests of some guests.

She could be her whole self, warts and all. It was, she was learning, okay to have a bad day or not constantly be a ray of sunshine. If anything, Hallie called Brynn out for her blind optimism, especially when it was leading Brynn down what would probably become a chaotic path. But having lived with her parents for so long, it was the only way she really knew how to be.

She and Hallie had settled into a rhythm over the past week, which Brynn was loving. They had opposite days off, so during the day, Brynn would visit her parents, text with Gregory, or casually peruse teaching positions for the upcoming school year—though the availability of those, especially in philosophy departments, was scant.

After they were both home in the apartment, depending on who was working, they’d either order in or cook dinner, sometimes in the apartment and sometimes in the inn’s kitchen, before settling onto the sofa to start working through a variety of shows.

Hallie, she’d also learned, loved to talk about what she was watching. A forty-five-minute episode could take them more than double the time to get through, just because one of them was always hitting the pause button with commentary or a question posed to the other. It was the practical application of philosophy in its most human form, and Brynn relished every second of it.

But life with a roommate was… fun. Brynn felt way more comfortable with Hallie than she usually felt with people. In her adult life, it always felt like she was trying and failing to fit in. With her friends in college, who hadn’t exactly shown up for her when she needed them to. And then in her PhD program, where it was way too cutthroat for her cohort to truly let one another in. She thought it would get better once she was with Grant, but trying to assimilate into his friend group was the worst of all.

They were always attending fancy dinners at pretentious and popular restaurants and loud clubs, with a revolving door of women on the arms of his friends. To top it all off, they must have known about his relationship with Sydney, which caused a prickle of anger that flushed her cheeks.

But Grant was in the past, she reminded herself. And even if she sometimes regretted how low she’d sunk in outing his infidelity in such a public way, she couldn’t exactly feel badly about the whole situation.

As Hallie had told her repeatedly, he’d reaped what he’d sowed.

Which brought her to a far more pressing thought over the past few days. When it came to her and Hallie, only one of them was putting on their big girl pants and following through on their commitments. To be fair to Hallie, Brynn was one of those people who, once she got an idea in her head, couldn’t let it go. And now that she’d decided dating was that idea, she was fixated on seeing it through.

She knew, on some level, that people responded to life in different ways, which was why she was trying not to feel anything even close to annoyance toward Hallie.

Since her date was in the early afternoon, she’d gone light on her makeup, opting for a soft, natural look. Makeup, like color palettes, was something she’d been able to study and learn to apply to herself.

As she fanned her blush brush across her cheek, she thought about Hallie, who was currently out working the front desk. She didn’t understand where Hallie’s resistance was coming from. She was young. Beautiful. And, by Hallie’s own admission, with Brynn working at The Stone’s Throw, she had more free time available to her.

Brynn didn’t really understand why it bothered her so much that Hallie wasn’t as excited—or as fixated—on dating as she was. Probably because it made Brynn feel a bit silly to be putting so much effort into what largely amounted to a gamified way to meet people.

Still, Brynn hated a missed opportunity. The stars were aligning for Hallie Thatcher to achieve what she professed to want. Which, as far as Brynn could discern, was to get more of a social life.

And Brynn could think of no one more deserving to have the life they dreamed about.

She glanced down at her watch. If she didn’t leave soon, she’d miss the scheduled meeting time. Somehow, she’d just been staring blankly into the mirror for the last few minutes, thinking through how her life was currently a mix of contentment and excitement, something she’d never come close to having before.

She didn’t want to be late, of course, but there was also no way that she was leaving without talking to Hallie first.

She booked it out of the bathroom and into the living room, where her coat was on the hook next to the front door. The kitchen was quiet as she walked by the double doors, with breakfast having come and gone.

Hallie was deep in conversation with two guests and didn’t spot her as she came around the corner. And she just looked so in her element, Brynn decided. Hallie’s elbow was resting on the check-in desk, holding a brochure as she pointed to whatever she was telling the two guests about. Probably some of the indoor activities local to the area, which Brynn knew Hallie preferred over any nature-related adventures.

As the guests started walking away, Hallie noticed her. Anyone breaking into a smile like the one directed at Brynn just then, especially Hallie, made her pick up her pace to cover the distance over to the desk.

Hallie’s smile didn’t temper. If anything, it picked up in wattage as Brynn drew closer. “I feel like I should take a picture or something to commemorate this moment, like it’s your first day of school.”

Brynn rolled her eyes, but she knew that she was wearing a matching smile. “My parents would probably love it if you sent them a copy. Truly.”

“Are we thinking wallet-sized, or will it be framed on the wall?” Hallie asked, leaning across the desk.

“Both,” Brynn admitted, laughing. It felt good to joke about how overbearing her parents were, which was something she didn’t usually do.

Hallie’s voice dropped into a more earnest tone. “How are you feeling?”

Brynn tried to wave off the question, even as she could feel heat splotching her cheeks. “I’m a little excited.” She paused before adding, “A little nervous.”

“I think that’s normal,” Hallie said at the same time she grabbed Brynn’s hand, squeezing it. “I think it’s really incredible how you just had a plan and now you’re following through on it. That’s a really admirable trait. So whether the date is deemed a success, you’ve already done the hardest part.”

It was crazy how Hallie always seemed to know exactly what Brynn needed to hear, and her shoulders softened into a more comfortable posture as she let herself enjoy the calm before the storm.

When Hallie gave her hand another gentle squeeze and then released her, Brynn missed the stabilizing contact.

Even though she was excited, there was also a part of her that wanted to ask if Hallie would just send the front desk requests directly to her phone and hang out in the apartment with Brynn, where they could pick up on the mystery miniseries they only had a few episodes left to finish.

Now that sounded like the perfect day.

But no. She wasn’t going to ask that of Hallie. And she definitely wasn’t going to flake on Jake, who’d even gone so far as to text her this morning to confirm their date. Hallie had said that Jake’s level of direct communication, coupled with the fact that he hadn’t tried to turn their messages into anything even remotely sexual, was as rare as winning the lottery and then walking outside only to be hit by lightning.

She wanted Hallie to join in the nervous merriment with dates of her own, which meant that instead of voicing her hesitation, she righted her shoulders and shot Hallie a smile. “Okay. I’ll be back… whenever I’m back,” she said, walking toward the front door.

“You’ve got this,” she heard Hallie call out from behind her. “And I’m only a text away if you need anything. Can’t wait to hear how it goes!”

With their goodbyes done and Brynn thrust out into the cold January day, she was going on her first online date. All she could do was hope that she didn’t seriously mess it up.
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Forty-five minutes later, basically the runtime of a scripted drama, and Brynn was right back where she started—at the check-in desk at The Stone’s Throw Inn.

This time, Hallie was staring at her, eyes squinting with bewilderment. “He already unmatched you?”

Brynn looked down at her phone, open to the app, just to make sure that she hadn’t been mistaken. It’s not like she was crushed, but she was embarrassed. Which she felt was an especially fair reaction to being unmatched on her ten-minute walk home from the coffee shop.

In the minutes since it had happened, she had been racking her brain to come up with whatever she’d done that was egregious enough to be ghosted—a word Hallie had taught her—after they’d met in person.

“I don’t—” Her voice was uncharacteristically high, unexpected tears prickling behind her eyes.

Her first date since Grant, and she’d completely bombed it. Even if Grant and any thoughts of a life with him were solidly in the past, it still stung that getting back out there was failing so spectacularly.

Suddenly, her hand was enveloped in Hallie’s, and she was being dragged across the lobby. They passed through the sitting room, extra toasty from the fire, before Brynn was led into the dining room and planted in a chair, Hallie’s hands pressing her shoulders so that she would sit.

Outside of breakfast and the weekend lunches, there was usually no one in this room. They were surrounded by ten empty tables, which wouldn’t be set until tomorrow morning.

Hallie took the seat adjacent to Brynn at the square table, arms extended. She grabbed her hand again. “My first comment,” she said, eyes full of fire, “is that Jake is a jackass. As he will henceforth be known. But let’s talk about the date and see if we can understand what happened.”

Brynn nodded slowly. She did like to make things make sense. And maybe, with Hallie’s help, she could understand how things had gone wrong. She obviously didn’t know, given that she only realized that Jake had unmatched her when she’d gone to send him a message, thanking him for the coffee and to see if he’d like to hang out again.

“Okay,” Hallie said, clearly taking the fact that Brynn hadn’t stood up and walked away as her silent agreement. “Tell me about the date. Let’s leave no stone unturned.”

Brynn nodded, thinking back. The sidewalks had been cleared of the snowfall that they’d gotten a few days ago, which she’d remembered being grateful for as she’d tightened her peacoat around her body. Once she’d left The Stone’s Throw, it had been a straight shot down the street, which, fairly quickly, became the main drag of Stoneport. The coffee shop was situated near the middle of downtown, and she’d passed by more than a few stores that were closed down for the winter.

Some had stayed open through the holiday season, which, as of about a week ago, was officially over, a fact that was signaled by the town’s Christmas tree having been taken down, even though the bright, colorful lights that illuminated the street every night still seemed to be hanging from the old-timey lampposts. For a month—the entire time Brynn had been in Stoneport—the tree had loomed magnificently at the start of the stone breakwater that jutted out about a hundred yards into the harbor.

She flexed her fingers against Hallie’s warm, ridiculously comforting palm, remembering how she’d forgotten her gloves. With her hands in her pockets as she’d made the short walk, all she could do was pray that she didn’t slip on a patch of ice. Or, if she fell, that she could do a defensive roll out of what would otherwise be a pretty dangerous tumble. A broken wrist would be a terrible start to a first date.

She’d taken ice-skating lessons a few decades ago, and the first thing that the instructor had done was teach them how to fall properly. At the time, Brynn had been grateful to discover there was a way to insulate herself from hurt. From pain. With enough information, she could stave off feeling out of control.

Instinctively, she squeezed Hallie’s hand for comfort. Whenever she thought about ice-skating, she thought about the fact that her sister should have been there with her, taking lessons, too.

But just like an hour ago, she’d tried to do the same thing that she was doing now and push the thoughts away. They weren’t here for that. They were here to talk about her miserable excuse for a date.

Brynn sighed, appreciating that Hallie was sitting so patiently, giving her time to work out her thoughts. Hallie hadn’t pushed her to spit out some haphazard version of events. It helped Brynn to go through things sequentially, walking through the entire experience in her mind.

When she’d stepped into the busy shop, she was thinking about the importance of bending her knees, focusing on how she’d fall to the side or forward, letting her hip or forearms take the impact.

“I arrived right on time.” In the here and now, she relaxed her body the same way she had done when she thought about how to fall safely.

She was met with an encouraging nod. “Which is great. Not too eager but still shows that you value his time. Perfect marks so far,” Hallie said, flashing her a comforting smile. “What happened next?”

It had been easy to spot Jake; he looked exactly like his pictures from the app. Which, she’d been informed by Hallie days ago, wasn’t always the case. “He was already seated at a table, but he waited to get his drink until I arrived. I left my coat on a chair, along with his, and we went to the counter together.” Having the steadying comfort of Hallie’s touch made pushing forward feel a lot less painful than she’d expected. Because something had, obviously, gone horribly wrong. And over the next few minutes, with Hallie as her witness, she was going to discover exactly what that was. She took a deep breath and kept going. “I ordered a flat white. He ordered a large black coffee. He paid, but I did offer.”

“Sounds normal so far.” Hallie squeezed her hand again, and Brynn could already feel some of her stress and embarrassment melting away. Delving into a blow-by-blow breakdown of events was exactly what she needed, and she was grateful to Hallie at this moment.

Brynn snapped her fingers, remembering, “And I asked what non-dairy creamers they carried, just in case you and I go there at some point.”

“I appreciate you thinking of me.” Hallie smiled again, softer this time. Her focus was fully trained on Brynn when she said, “No alarm bells. So you’re back at the table now. Walk me through your conversation. What did you talk about?”

Brynn scrunched her face, her thumb rubbing absent circles over Hallie’s calming hand. “We talked about our lives. I told him that I lived with a roommate in Stoneport right now but that I’m originally from Boston.” She and Hallie had worked out the script, as Hallie had called it, to convey where Brynn was at in her life. “I told him that I’d finished my PhD in philosophy a few months ago.”

“What about Jake? Any red flags for him?” Hallie asked, choosing this moment to scoot her chair around the corner of the table so they were sitting closer together, their knees brushing.

Distracted by Hallie’s touch, Brynn took a few extra seconds to orient herself. When Hallie’s leg shifted again, moving a few inches away, it was like she could finally think again. She squinted, envisioning the coffee shop. She and Jake had sat across from one another, unlike she and Hallie, but it had allowed them to make direct eye contact. He had pretty blue eyes, with dark brown hair cropped short. And great teeth. His overall smile wasn’t as nice as Hallie’s, she’d remembered noting, but that was because Hallie had better lips.

Still, he was cute, just like his profile implied.

“He looked like his pictures. And he works remotely for a Boston-based company in sales. He’s one of three kids, with two older sisters.” Brynn rattled off the facts that she’d learned on their twenty-five-minute date, if you didn’t include her travel time to and from the cafe on foot.

They’d mostly stuck to the basics, at least as far as Brynn was concerned. She’d told him that she was an assistant manager at a local inn. Another nugget of wisdom from Hallie had been to keep it light on specifics regarding real-life places she frequented, worked, or lived near, just in case a date sought Brynn out in the future with unwanted attention.

“Okay…” Hallie stilled, like she was mulling her next question over before she asked, “What else did you two talk about? Anything that ended in a weird look from him or a long, protracted silence?”

Again, she felt a deep appreciation settle in her chest at Hallie’s clarity. Because yeah… those things had happened. Brynn had just assumed they were first date hiccups. Specifically when… “I asked him about his blood type.”

Hallie’s brow shot up even as she smiled. Brynn felt like it was probably close to exasperation, but, as usual, Hallie seemed to be enjoying herself. “And what, pray tell, made you ask him that?”

This one was easy. “Well, I was thinking about how you’d said he was the definition of winning the lottery and then getting struck by lightning. On my walk there, it got me thinking about other incredibly rare things. One of the rarest things in the world is a blood type called Rhnull, and someone who has it has ‘the golden blood type.’ There are fewer than fifty documented cases in the world, and I was struck with this thought about how incredibly improbable it would be that Jake could also have this blood type. So I asked him—” At this moment, she realized that Hallie had started to laugh.

“Oh my god, Brynn,” Hallie said between bouts of belly laughter, clearly delighted by the story. Anyone else laughing at her like that, especially after she’d just explained her thought process, would have made her stomach churn or have caused her to flee from the situation as soon as possible. But there was a lightness, a playfulness, in Hallie’s eyes that, as usual, made Brynn feel like she was in on the joke, too. Which was crazy because she had absolutely no idea what Hallie was getting at. Finally, her question was answered when Hallie pushed out, “He probably thought that you wanted to farm him for organs or something.”

Brynn’s mouth dropped open. Even if she had tried to guess the most unlikely words that could come out of Hallie’s mouth, “organ harvesting” wouldn’t have been even a remote possibility. “What?” she finally spat out. Seriously… what?

Hallie settled down, thankfully—or not, because Brynn didn’t know if she wanted to hear the rest—and added, “A gorgeous, smart, seemingly perfect woman walks into a coffee date and then asks a man for his blood type. It’s the start of a great horror movie. You go home together, and next thing he knows, he’s in some makeshift operating room that used to be a warehouse, a few organs lighter. All because he didn’t listen to his gut. And now he doesn’t have one,” Hallie pushed out with one last burst of laughter.

Brynn thought about clarifying that kidney transplants were actually the most commonly completed organ transplant annually and that they were actually a part of the renal system, not the digestive system. But if Hallie was talking about the liver, then yes, she would technically be correct since it was an adjacent organ to what was colloquially known as “the gut.”

No. Brynn wasn’t going down this path. She shook her head to clear the thoughts. This wasn’t helping her case in the slightest. Even she could see that.

But as soon as she stopped thinking, she felt heat bloom across her chest, snaking up her neck and then splashing across her cheeks. Someone like Hallie calling her gorgeous, smart, seemingly perfect was not nothing. A whole lot more than that, in fact. And it landed in a completely different way than it had for anyone who’d paid her similar compliments on the apps so far.

For the first time since they’d met, Brynn didn’t know that she could easily laugh something off with Hallie. What she really wanted to do was wrap herself up in the compliment like it was a blanket and bask in its warmth.

It must have been because she actually valued Hallie’s opinion and trusted her judgment. That made the most sense, even as a thought that didn’t slot into a neat box nagged at her peripheral.

A weird, sharp sound dislodged itself from her throat, some sort of hybrid bark of laughter mixed with anxiety.

Thankfully, Hallie, none the wiser, was too distracted as she wiped tears from her eyes. “I have to tell you, I cannot blame Jake for unmatching you. With that being said, the enjoyment you just gave me by telling me that story was one for the record books, Brynn. Truly.”

Brynn remembered to smile as they shifted back to discussing the date that had gone horribly wrong. It was for the best; she still had a strange, buzzy feeling in her limbs that was making her feel a bit off-kilter.

So yes, even if she’d completely flubbed her first online date, at least she knew why now. It was all because Brynn had been curious. In her defense, she had explained her thought process to him, but now that she was thinking about it, she could understand that someone else may possibly construe her question as a convoluted ruse to get information.

With that in mind, she laughed genuinely, not the awkwardly pitched sound that had come out of her mouth a minute ago. “There really are some crazy people out there.”

Hallie nodded in agreement, her own face slightly red, too. “I’m always saying that other people are the best and worst things about being alive.”

This was good. Normal conversation was good. Brynn’s pulse was finding its way back to an expected range, and the room was finally feeling more temperate.

Hallie pulled her hand away then, and Brynn almost chased it with her own, missing the closeness and comfort. Pushing herself out into the world of dating felt so much safer when she knew that Hallie was there, waiting in the wings to catch her not if, but when she fell.

With that in mind, she said the first words that popped into her head. “I think I’d like to, like, officially go on a date with a woman. Can you help me make that happen?”


CHAPTER NINE


Hallie scrolled through her phone at the check-in desk, perusing the matches that had come in on her dating app. It wasn’t her fault that she didn’t find very many people interesting—at least, not enough to put her best foot forward and go on a date with them.

Only a week ago, Brynn had said decisively, in the very dining room that Hallie could see if she craned her neck, that she wanted to go on a date with a woman. Tonight, that date would be happening.

Hallie couldn’t imagine having that kind of get-up-and-go.

She was just about to let out a long-suffering sigh when the front door chimed. She pasted a smile on, expecting it to be a guest, back from an afternoon outing.

Instead— “Hey, Reese. I wasn’t expecting to see you today.” Hallie did what she’d been doing for the last few months: look past Reese’s shoulder for Sydney, who sometimes tagged along. This time, Reese was alone, which caused a nervous, skittering feeling to ping-pong through Hallie.

She couldn’t figure out what was off about the situation since Reese did, almost as often as not, come to the inn without Sydney.

And then it hit her. Instead of her usual blazers and peacoats, Reese was dressed more casually than usual in a pair of jeans and a bulky, black jacket. Normally, Reese was on her way to and from meetings with contractors for the expansion and renovation plans at the other hotels she’d been acquiring.

This was a new situation, and Hallie was on her guard. Reese didn’t pop in, at least not on her, for purely social visits. Especially if Sydney wasn’t along, too.

Hallie had almost finished her mental gymnastics by the time Reese reached the desk and leaned on the edge of the counter. “We’re getting close to mid-January, so I was thinking a check-in would be a good idea.”

That didn’t really make sense to Hallie, but she wasn’t going to say that to Reese. Mid-January was quite possibly their slowest time of year. There wasn’t much new in the world of The Stone’s Throw to be updated on except— “Are you here to talk about Brynn?”

Hallie was very pointedly not mentioning the more casual get-up since Reese was being surprisingly fidgety, a point that was reinforced as subtly as a brick to the head when Reese looked around the room. But Hallie saw it for what it was. She was checking if the coast was clear. “Maybe we can go to the office?”

Hallie nodded and hopped off the stool that she was sure had an imprint of her butt, given how frequently she sat in it during this slow time of year.

Silently, she led the way through the door behind the desk, which led them into the small office that Hallie had spent less and less time in of late. Why would she want to be secluded in her cramped office when she could hang out in the lobby? Brynn was prone to popping by at random intervals throughout the day and regaling her with what should have been incredibly mundane musings on the world at large.

Only Brynn, she was learning, could make anything sound interesting by the sheer force of her enthusiasm at sharing knowledge.

Earlier today, when Hallie had finished the morning checkouts—a grand total of one—Brynn had roamed into the lobby and spent the next thirty minutes entertaining her with a deep dive on the history of Stoneport, which Hallie could now admit she didn’t know the first thing about. All the same, she was riveted through the lens of Brynn’s research, presented with more excitement than Hallie had ever felt about anything.

She liked the rhythm that they’d fallen into—had come to crave it, in fact, even though she knew it couldn’t last forever. She did her best not to think about it. Was that what Reese was here to tell her? It was hard for her to believe that Brynn wouldn’t let her know directly if she wanted to leave, but maybe she knew how much Hallie had started to rely on her, and this was the easiest way to separate a work decision from her personal feelings on their friendship.

With a churning in her gut that she tried not to let take root, she walked around the desk and took her seat behind it, interlacing her fingers on its surface. This would usually be funny to think about, since Reese was actually the boss, but nothing seemed especially humorous right now.

“What’s up?” she asked in the most airy, casual tone she could manage. She didn’t want to think about Brynn leaving, even in the abstract.

Reese crossed her legs and leaned back in the chair on the other side of the desk. “How are things going?”

In life? In love? At The Stone’s Throw? Her relationship with Reese was complicated by virtue of all their tethers to one another, and she didn’t want to assume incorrectly. Especially now that Brynn was another one of those tethers.

“Do you mean about Brynn working here?” she finally asked, realizing that Reese was going to wait her out rather than giving anything else away.

“Sure, let’s start there.” Which was a decidedly uncomfortable thing for Hallie to hear.

She sucked in a deep breath, intent on telling the truth. Mostly because she was a horrible liar. “Brynn’s doing a great job. We trade off working days, and she knows the inn’s policies and procedures inside and out. And now that she’s staying in the owner’s quarters with me, we aren’t even down a room.”

“She’s staying with you?” Reese asked, genuine bafflement in her tone.

Hallie cocked her head to the side. “Um… I didn’t think it was a secret, but yes. She was staying there while I was in Colorado, and when I got back, we were both comfortable with the idea of it continuing.” Clearly, Sydney had not gone into the details with Reese nearly enough on the New Year’s Eve itinerary of hexes and exes. That type of thing bonded people, and she was sure that if Reese had known that, she’d understand.

Surprisingly, Reese relaxed in her chair. Which was the opposite effect that Hallie had been expecting to see, especially when it was paired with Reese’s next words. “Okay. That’s… actually good to know.”

Hallie squinted. She’d picked up the habit from Brynn, who always scrunched her face up when she was trying to understand something. She was so goddamn confused about what Reese was getting at.

Taking a page out of Brynn’s book, she decided to be direct. “Are you going to tell me what you’re angling for here? Cutting to the chase would go a lot faster than me guessing.”

She watched Reese do something she’d never seen before, which was rubbing aggressively at both of her temples, like she was trying to stave off a migraine. “Stan Fitzpatrick is driving me insane.”

“Oh?” was all that Hallie could manage. She hadn’t met Stan yet, since Hallie wasn’t usually out in the lobby when he stopped by, and Brynn drove into Boston if she was going to spend time with both of her parents. But from everything that she’d heard, Stan was a lovable, charismatic man who bucked all conventions when it came to the assumed level of toxic masculinity that a successful real estate investor would have. And, to further bolster Hallie’s confusion, a lot of what she’d heard had been from Reese herself. Also, it was weird that Reese would be talking to Hallie about her investor problems. They didn’t do that either. Which left… “Does he have a problem with Brynn working here?”

She watched as Reese tried to find the right words to convey whatever it was that she wanted to get out. A task that she didn’t seem to be finding easy. After opening and closing her mouth, Reese sagged against the chair and let out an aggressive breath. “I mean… you know what went down this summer with Brynn and Grant.”

Hallie nodded. “I am aware of the botched engagement dinner, yes. Though I’m still confused over what this has to do with Brynn working at The Stone’s Throw. Is she unhappy and telling Stan that?”

The idea of it made Hallie’s roiling stomach, which had calmed slightly, ratchet up again. But again, she just couldn’t imagine that Brynn wouldn’t talk to her directly. They’d spent every day together for the last five weeks, sans the seven insufferable days when Hallie had been in Colorado.

Reese ran a hand through her usually immaculate hair, which, now that Hallie was looking closely, was a little less lustrous than normal. “Stan seems to be struggling with the idea that Brynn isn’t doing as well as she’s letting on. She went to Louisiana after the engagement, and I think they thought that she’d come back and just settle into her old life with them. But she isn’t,” Reese said, gesturing around the room, “and he’s making it my problem.”

“Your problem?” Hallie repeated, trying to make sense of everything.

“He’s wanted to have lunch at least twice a week for the last few weeks, and he’s ‘unexpectedly’ popped up in Stoneport three times since New Year’s.”

Hallie girded her loins, not knowing how her next words would be taken. “Do you think it’s possible that Stan has… concerns,” was the word she settled on, “about his relationship with you and is using Brynn as an excuse to keep you and your relationship close?”

She was met with a glower Reese had never given her before. This must be serious. “No. My project planning is impeccable. It’s why things have been moving so quickly.”

“Right,” Hallie acquiesced. Truly, she did believe that Reese, even in the midst of wedding planning, was a veritable success machine. Everything this woman touched turned to gold. Software companies. Inns. Fake relationships. There was no end to what Reese could accomplish; Hallie was sure of that.

“I mean, Brynn updates me when she sees her parents, but she doesn’t talk about them all that much. I’m not sure what you’re asking me for exactly.” She didn’t understand what she specifically could do to help this situation improve. Especially for Reese.

Hallie liked having Brynn here, and she hoped that she would stay as long as she wanted. With that in mind, it sounded like she and Reese were pretty much diametrically opposed in their wants right now. Reese’s life would get much simpler if Brynn went home, and Hallie’s would get inarguably worse.

“I just need a little breathing room from Stan. Sydney and I are going to start touring venues and hiring wedding contractors. I need flexibility in my life that Stan Fitzpatrick having me on speed dial isn’t currently allowing,” Reese lamented, her tone bordering on petulance.

“Have you talked to Brynn?” Hallie asked, but she already knew the answer.

Reese averted her stare. “Judging from Stan’s well-meaning but overbearing nature, it seems like Stoneport is probably a really great place for Brynn right now. I don’t want to make her feel conflicted about that.”

Hallie let out a sigh of relief. At least they were on the same page about something. “Brynn seems to genuinely be having a good time here.” Which, as far as she knew, was the truth.

“I just…” She could tell that Reese was trying to put something delicately. Something that Hallie probably wasn’t going to like. “I know that what Grant did has nothing to do with me. Or you. But I don’t want the Fitzpatricks to be let down again by another member of my family. Brynn going home a mess wouldn’t be good for any of us, Brynn included.”

Hallie knew that she was doing the scrunchy-face thing again. “Reese, I can’t architect Brynn’s life, and even if I could, I wouldn’t. We’re all just figuring things out as we go. Yourself included.”

Really, what was Reese’s endgame here? None of them could control what Grant had done. And even though Hallie was doing everything in her power to prepare Brynn for the romantic world, the decisions that Brynn ultimately decided to make weren’t up to her.

Still, she was doing her best to see Reese’s point. It was a tough spot Reese was being put in, but this felt more like a warning than anything else. A warning Hallie didn’t exactly appreciate.

She was gearing up to tell Reese exactly that when it was like, in one fell swoop, all the fight left her boss’s body. Reese said in an exhausted tone, “It was unfair of me to talk to you about this, Hallie. I’m sorry. I just want to make sure that everything is perfect for Sydney and me in the coming months, and Stan is putting a really big wrench in that. But you’re absolutely right. And I think it’s pretty clear based on this conversation that meddling isn’t my strong suit anyway.”

Hallie wanted Sydney’s engagement and wedding to go perfectly, just as much as Reese did. She gave Reese a sympathetic smile. “Whatever you and Sydney end up doing, whenever you end up doing it, is going to be perfect because the two of you are perfect for one another. Don’t lose sight of that.”

Reese blushed as a smile overtook her face, clearly thinking about her relationship with Sydney. “I want her to have everything.”

“Which is incredible, but all she wants is you.” Hallie had been there after Grant. When Sydney had thrown herself too hard into tennis. When she’d tried to push through the pain and the heartache and the disappointment at being so misled by someone she’d loved.

Reese was one of the good ones, even if Hallie still planned to hold her accountable to living up to that standard every day. Especially where Sydney was concerned.
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Unfortunately, Hallie had lied. Accidentally, of course.

But as she sat on Brynn’s bed less than an hour after talking to Reese, she couldn’t forget their conversation.

Because it was sort of weird that Brynn talked about her parents so little when it was clear that they were a huge part of her life. Conversely, Hallie’s lack of conversation about her parents made complete sense, given that they didn’t have a relationship these days.

So, for the last ten minutes, Hallie had been trying to pry more information out of Brynn. Really, this was partially Brynn’s fault for encouraging a level of curiosity that she didn’t usually possess these days, unless it was about the inn.

“You know, we never talked about how Christmas with your parents went. Was it weird being at the inn instead of at home?” It was a weak play, given that Christmas was over two weeks ago at this point, but she was running out of ideas.

Brynn, who’d been applying her makeup in the bathroom, poked her head out the door. “It was good. Mostly, I loved the commercial fire equipment in the kitchen. I like to cook, but it’s always good to cover your bases in terms of safety.”

What a very Brynn response. Hallie smiled reflexively, even as she tried to think about how to bring up Brynn’s parents again. She was coming up empty. “Reese stopped by earlier. Just to check in and make sure everything was going okay with us both working here.”

Brynn, who must’ve finished her makeup, given her perfectly done-up face, walked out of the en suite and toward her closet. “Is everything okay?”

Hallie nodded. “That was my question, too, but she just wanted to see if the arrangement with you helping out here was still working.” She paused. “Is it?”

Brynn turned around and looked at her seriously, brows furrowed before she broke out into a smile. “Hallie, I can honestly tell you that I’m having more fun than I’ve ever had before. I love having you as a roommate. I love being more independent. I love getting better at something and learning how to better interact with people. There’s not a single bad thing about my life right now.”

After taking a few seconds to bask in how much it meant that Brynn really seemed to think Hallie was the bee’s knees, as far as friends went—which she did try to excel at, admittedly—Hallie saw her opening. “I bet your parents really miss you. You guys are pretty close, right?”

She knew that was an understatement. Even if Brynn didn’t talk about her parents a ton, she often heard Brynn on the phone with them, usually in the early mornings, and at least once a week, Brynn trekked back to Boston to spend time with them.

Whenever she came back, she’d tell Hallie about what she and her parents had done together, what they’d had for dinner. A movie at home and bolognese. Last week, they’d gotten sushi and then gone to the opera. But she never told Hallie how she felt about it. Brynn usually recited information, leaving Hallie to glean nuggets of Brynn’s emotional state from the smallest of details.

“I do miss them,” Brynn finally answered before adding, “Sometimes. But I think this time is really good for me. Getting away to Louisiana was sort of a pause on real life more than anything. This is me, actually building a new life.”

Hallie lifted a brow. “And you think your future holds working as a desk manager at a local inn and having a roommate?”

Brynn shrugged and turned back toward the closet. She put her hands on her hips, Hallie tracking the movement. “Why not?” she said, more to her clothing than to Hallie.

Hallie could list off a million different reasons—maybe a couple million, depending on the size of Brynn’s highly probable trust—but she settled on, “You have a PhD, for starters.”

“Academia is a tough market to break into. There are tons of people with PhDs who don’t work in their intended field,” Brynn said as she began rummaging around in her closet, which slowly filled with more clothing after each trip back to Boston.

“Well, Stoneport’s definitely not Boston,” Hallie argued, sitting up from where she’d been resting against the headboard. She scooted into the middle of the bed and crossed her legs, facing Brynn. “I’m sure there’s a lot missing from life in the city.”

Hallie assumed, at least. She’d never loved busy places or crowds, but if she didn’t have her on-site apartment, she would barely be able to afford to live alone in Stoneport on her salary. She couldn’t imagine what it would be like to have a similar paycheck in a big city, where she’d inevitably have to cram herself into an apartment with roommates. She doubted that she’d have the chemistry with a rando that she had with Brynn, at least as far as their living situations went.

“I like it here.” As Brynn spoke, her hands plucked at two different garments, seemingly trying to decide between them.

Right, Hallie remembered. Tonight, Brynn had a date. With a woman. Her name was Natalie, and she worked as a barista a few towns over. They were meeting in the early evening for a drink.

It had taken six days for the pair to go from match to meet, which was a little slower than the general trajectory for dates with men. As Hallie had learned from personal experience, men seemed more interested in seeing the goods in person as soon as possible. Women, conversely, wanted to chat and explore whether there was an emotional connection first.

After coming back from work tonight, Hallie had relayed all of this to Brynn, so it was no surprise when Brynn picked up that conversational thread from earlier by asking, “Are there any other differences between dating men and women?”

Hallie smirked, thinking about the women she’d slept with versus the men. “Some stereotypes in the bedroom exist for a reason.”

Brynn turned around then, holding the two different tops. One was the sweater she’d been wearing the night she’d arrived at the inn, and the other was another equally soft-looking sweater in a dark blue. “What’s that mean?”

In Brynn’s defense, she hadn’t ever slept with a woman. Hallie tried to figure out the best way to phrase this. She decided on fairly clinical language, which she felt Brynn would appreciate. “Well, it’s not always true, but I’ve found that women, more than men, have been better sexual partners.” She unthinkingly tacked on, “When I sleep with women, it’s more of a marathon, not a sprint, if you know what I mean.”

And it was something that she did, at times, miss. It was a true tragedy that she had to put herself out there if she wanted someone else causing her orgasms.

Thus far, the juice hadn’t been worth the squeeze.

Brynn seemed to consider Hallie’s words with a slight blush. “I loved Gregory, but it was clear that there was a mismatch there. And Grant⁠—”

Hallie held her hand up. “I cannot believe that the women in my life put up with him as a sexual or romantic partner for as long as they did. I don’t even need to hear whatever you’re about to say because I know that old dog was too lazy to learn any new tricks.” She made a gagging sound for good measure.

Brynn laughed. “Yeah. He didn’t exactly rock my world. But to be fair…” She quieted then, and Hallie could feel the conversation taking on a more serious note. “I guess what I’m asking is…”

Talking about sex was healthy, and she didn’t want Brynn to feel otherwise. “I’m going to need you to spit out whatever it is that you’re chewing on because it could be anything from kinks to cunnilingus, fetishes to fellatio, and I have no idea where we land in between that.”

“I’m not sure if I’ve ever orgasmed,” Brynn said quietly. She placed both sweaters down on the bed. Her makeup and hair were already done, but she was wearing a pair of sweatpants and a t-shirt, which only added to the vulnerability of the moment. “I mean, I think I have? Only, I guess that I’m not sure.”

“With Gregory or Grant?” Hallie clarified. It could be difficult to come with a partner. That wasn’t a problem for Hallie, but she knew that each body worked differently.

“Like, at all,” Brynn responded meekly, sitting down on the bed next to her. Her skin was still a little flushed from her admission when she added, big eyes trained on Hallie, “But maybe I did. I followed all the steps when I was alone, too. And it felt good. But the way people talk about them… Do you ever feel like there’s something that you’re missing? Like everyone can see a color that you can’t? It feels like the more I try, the less confident I am.”

Hallie let out a soft grunt, her fingers digging into the comforter, instinctively looking for purchase.

This was fine. Conversations between friends about sex were perfectly normal. Healthy, she reminded herself. Only, she’d never felt this way when discussing sex with anyone else. And she definitely didn’t dare clarify how often Brynn had been trying. Possibly in this very room. In this very bed they were currently sitting on.

Why was she feeling so out of breath? It was like she’d been sprinting in the freezing cold. All she could think about—besides the fact that she needed to put a stop to this conversation right now—was that she felt restless, a need to stand overtaking her. To move. To do anything to change the tempo of the moment.

But she didn’t do any of that. Instead, she was rooted in place on the bed, unable to look away from Brynn’s piercing stare.

And she’d have been fine, honestly. She could have pushed through this moment, or whatever she’d call it when she looked back on this conversation, except that, of course, Brynn had decided to recite what exactly people said about orgasms. Hallie would have usually found this endearing, but Brynn’s voice had this throaty timbre Hallie hadn’t heard before, a timbre that sent prickling shocks through her body. “Toe tingling. Body shaking. Rapid breathing. All-encompassing, like your muscles are aching and straining at the same time. I don’t know that I’ve ever felt that…” And then Brynn bit her lip, looking at Hallie for some type of explanation.

Heat sank into Hallie’s chest, and she was unprepared for how quickly the sensation overtook her. This reaction, especially because it was in response to Brynn discussing her masturbation tactics, was not ideal. Hell, it was not even close to okay. At all.

Brynn was a friend. A roommate. A person Hallie had really come to enjoy spending time with. Wondering what exact steps Brynn had taken to try and make herself come or how, exactly, Brynn experienced an orgasm was not a path she could afford to go down. Especially not after whatever the hell it was she and Reese had discussed earlier tonight.

But it didn’t change the fact that she was hot all over. Suddenly, that restless feeling was back as Brynn’s words played on a loop in her brain.

She knew, with every fiber of her being, that being attracted to Brynn was a bad idea. It would fuck up Hallie’s life. It would fuck up Reese’s life. And, by extension, it would also fuck up Sydney’s life.

Not to mention whatever it would do to Brynn’s life, when Brynn seemed like she was finally finding her footing.

But her body wasn’t getting the message. It was on its own journey right now, her brain be damned. It had been so long since Hallie had felt a connection to another person, sexual or otherwise, and it had sparked to life at the most inconvenient time, the two of them alone in Brynn’s bedroom, sitting on a bed that was just begging for both of their bodies to lie flat against the mattress.

She resoundingly didn’t want to be feeling this feeling, which was annoying because it did feel really, really good, especially because Brynn was the one who had caused it. Every nerve ending had come alive, her traitorous body scooting closer to Brynn on the bed.

But she wasn’t an animal. She could keep her impulses in check, even if it was causing her a not-insignificant degree of discomfort when she refused to reach out and take Brynn’s hand to comfort her, like she usually would.

Any touch right now was a bad idea. Even her lust-addled brain could process that.

Still, her own misfortune aside, she wasn’t going to leave Brynn hanging—conversationally, of course. She was looking at her so openly, patiently waiting for Hallie to respond.

“If you had an orgasm, you’d know,” Hallie whispered into the space between them.

Brynn tipped her head to the side. Then, infuriatingly, for Hallie, at least, she pulled her lip in between her teeth and sucked on it gently. “I wonder if I’m doing it wrong,” she finally voiced out loud.

The heat was back in full force, rolling through Hallie’s body. She was along for the ride but not in the driver’s seat. Who said things like that? With that tone? If it had been anyone else, sitting on their bed and hypothetically talking about getting themselves off with such descriptive language, she’d have assumed they were flirting with her.

Hell, she’d have known they were flirting with her.

But with Brynn, she knew that wasn’t the case. Brynn was genuinely, 100 percent looking for support to better understand this part of life that currently escaped her.

And, for the last few weeks, Hallie had become that person for Brynn. A guide. A mentor. It was really coming back to bite her in the ass right now.

Hallie let out a silent scream, followed by an audible groan that prompted Brynn to grab her hand, interlacing their fingers.

“Did I do something wrong?” she asked quietly, her gaze connecting with Hallie’s. Hallie was feeling more like a trapped, feral animal by the second.

“No, Brynn. You didn’t do anything wrong.” She wanted to quell any doubt that Brynn had. About anything, really. Which was the only reason she was able to get her next words out. “Everyone’s bodies work differently. Some people need more romantic stimulation. Some people use toys. There’s no one-size-fits-all to feeling good.”

She was so fucking proud of herself for not thinking about Brynn, specifically, with a vibrator when Brynn insisted, “No, I mean are you okay?”

Hallie’s eyes went wide. How much of her desire was written across her face? Did Brynn understand that that’s what she was seeing reflected in Hallie’s stare? “I’m fine. It’s hot in here. Maybe the furnace is on the fritz again.” A bad lie, but it was all that she could come up with on short notice.

Brynn raised a skeptical eyebrow. “Don’t furnaces usually fritz the other way?”

“I’m not an expert, Brynn,” she responded drolly.

“Maybe not in furnaces, but you’re an expert in a lot of other things. People. Online dating. Orgasms.” Because obviously Brynn would choose right now to compliment her. Hallie well and truly couldn’t catch a break.

“I wouldn’t call me an expert in any of those areas,” Hallie bit out, wondering if her chest was going to cave in on itself.

“Well, in that case, maybe you’re wrong about the orgasms thing. Maybe I have had one. You said that everyone’s body is different.”

Mentally, Hallie was begging, pleading with Brynn to stop this madness.

“Respectfully, Brynn, I don’t think you have. And that’s okay,” Hallie added quickly. She didn’t know why Brynn was pushing this so hard. Maybe to squash the last bits of sanity that were keeping Hallie tethered to reality. Though what Brynn’s endgame was was anyone’s guess.

“Well, we haven’t actually confirmed that’s not the case.”

Hallie groaned. Again. When did Brynn’s orgasms become a “we” conversation? And was Hallie now wildly interested in the idea of helping Brynn come? Yeah. Probably a little too much. But that was never going to happen. There was too much at stake.

“Maybe you’re right,” Hallie acquiesced, needing this conversation to be over. “You know your body better than I do.”

Cocking her head to the side, Brynn looked at Hallie with a surprisingly intense stare. “Are you placating me? I get that enough at home, and I’ve always appreciated that you’ve been honest with me. Haven’t you?”

Hallie missed the softness of Brynn’s fingers immediately. As in, her hand literally followed Brynn’s as she broke their connection. She didn’t look at Hallie; instead, she focused intently on the two sweaters.

She was right. In spite of the tumult coursing through Hallie, Brynn did deserve honesty, especially from someone she considered a friend.

“I don’t think I’m wrong,” Hallie ventured, “but it also doesn’t mean that I’m right. Bodies are so unique. I drew a conclusion based on what you told me, but no one knows your own body better than you do.” She let out a rush of air, proud of herself for getting that out in an almost even tone.

She was about to apologize, just in case Brynn felt like she’d minimized her feelings, but then Brynn pulled off her T-shirt. She was now standing next to the bed, wearing only a black bra and her sweatpants.

Hallie regretted letting out her last breath so quickly.

It was the stuff of Hallie’s homebody fantasies, a kink she hadn’t known she possessed until this moment.

Brynn’s smooth skin still had the slightest tan, and she had the cutest little freckles dotted along her stomach. She was more toned than Hallie had expected, with long, lean lines of muscle running down her arms and across her shoulders. In the dead of winter, Hallie hadn’t come close to seeing this much of Brynn on display.

And she was realizing what a blessing that had been until this moment.

She needed to act fast. The buzzy, out-of-control feeling was back. “You should wear this one,” Hallie said, pointing to the charcoal-colored sweater. “You were wearing it the first night we met.”

Brynn’s entire face broke out into a smile, and she ran her fingers lovingly along the material. “Feels like a lifetime ago that I got here.”

Until ten minutes ago, Hallie would have agreed, but now, she didn’t know what to think. In some ways, it felt like Brynn had been here forever, like she’d always belonged in Stoneport and at The Stone’s Throw, and in other ways, namely in how Hallie’s body was reacting, everything was screaming “new” and “different” and “keep it together, woman.”

When Brynn finally picked the sweater up and pulled it over her head, Hallie kept her stare trained on the comforter. She couldn’t take any chances now. Especially when, from her peripheral, Hallie could see Brynn shimmy out of her sweats.

“How do I look?” Brynn asked, extending her arms out to her sides and doing a little spin. Her black jeans hugged her slight hips perfectly, resting high on her waist. The V of her sweater fell low enough and was just slightly oversized, tilting to the side so that her collarbone was exposed. Her blonde hair, which always looked great, had a little extra oompf, like she’d used some kind of styling product.

She could truly say, without a doubt, “You look beautiful, Brynn. Natalie is one very lucky woman.”

“We’ll see if she feels that way when I grill her about orgasms,” Brynn said.

The rush of jealousy that welled up inside of Hallie took her by surprise, so much so that she let out a strangled sound. It was an unreasonable emotion to have, she knew that. Brynn was literally going on a date with this woman. Ideally, if things went well, sex would become part of the scenario.

“I’m kidding,” Brynn laughed. “I am actually learning from your wisdom, Hallie.”

Immediately, Hallie softened. Her attraction aside, she wanted Brynn to be happy. “You shouldn’t change who you are to make someone else more comfortable. And if they want you to, they don’t deserve you. Let that be the most important lesson you learn from me.”

Because, in Hallie’s eyes, Brynn was perfect, just the way she was. And with that startling realization, Hallie was finally finding the motivation she needed to get out there and meet new people herself.

It wasn’t going to be long before Brynn met someone who also saw what was so clear to Hallie: that there was a magnetic, undeniable charm to Brynn’s trust and curiosity and kindness.

And, her own attraction be damned, Hallie was committed to doing everything that she could to help Brynn find it.


CHAPTER TEN


Brynn had already cleaned the small kitchen in their apartment. Then, she’d taken all of her bedding down to the industrial washers, putting in what amounted to a comically small load, even though it had filled her entire hamper.

Now, she was padding around the living room, circling the sofa and eyeing it. Once she sat down and snuggled under Hallie’s obscenely soft blankets, it was unlikely that she’d be pulling herself up again.

For the first time in weeks, Brynn felt adrift. Hallie was on a date tonight. Which, in many ways, was exactly what should be expected. Together, she and Hallie—though with differing amounts of dedication—had put this very intentional plan in motion.

But close to a week ago, it was like a switch had flipped in Hallie. Suddenly, she was committed to checking out profiles, responding to messages, and she had even gone so far as to set up a date with a woman named Ruby.

Brynn needed the comfort of the sofa. She threw her pajama-clad body against the soft pile of blankets and curled against the arm of the furniture, draping what had become her favorite blanket around herself.

Brynn hadn’t realized what it would feel like, being on the opposite side of this situation. Currently, she was the one sitting at home in their shared apartment, trying to find something to occupy her time until Hallie returned.

She couldn’t watch the most recent miniseries they were working their way through. That wouldn’t be fair to Hallie. And even though she could check the apps and scroll through profiles, it was always more fun when they looked at them together. She loved getting Hallie’s opinions on her prospective matches, and she loved how they snuggled up close together while they looked.

Besides all the time that Brynn had spent with her parents growing up, she was used to being alone. Which was why this feeling was so strange, the missing of it all.

Usually, it was easy for her to distract herself. Researching her current hyperfixation. Reading a book. Calling her parents to update them on her life. That last one was always a mixed bag. They applauded even her smallest updates like she’d just uncovered what exactly happened inside a black hole, but she always had this sense, like they were combing through every one of her words or shifts in tone to make sure that she was happy enough. Healthy enough. Living her life enough.

It could be overwhelming, which was why it was easier to keep things light whenever possible. She knew that if something was truly wrong, they’d support her to the ends of this earth, but she never wanted to be the one to even crack their fragile hearts, when they’d already been through so much.

What she needed was someone who’d update her on all the insanity of their own life to distract her from the boredom and restlessness that had overtaken her tonight.

Taking a chance, she picked up her phone from the end table and scrolled to Gregory’s contact card. If she was lucky, she’d catch him at the perfect in-between time: after he’d finished work but before he headed out to some inevitably hip party that didn’t start until after ten p.m.

He answered on the third ring, his voice floating through the speaker. “She’s alive.”

Brynn rolled her eyes and snuggled deeper into the sofa. “I’ve texted.”

Gregory worked in finance and kept long hours. By the time he was available in the evenings, Brynn and Hallie were both usually home, settled into a night of hanging out. Unless they were reviewing their matches on the app, Brynn wasn’t usually looking at her phone to see his responses. Instead, she checked them the next morning, when the cycle of being ships in the night would start again.

On the weekends, too, Gregory led a very active social life, to put it mildly. There was always a brunch. Always an event. Always an afterparty. For them to even meet up before she’d come to Stoneport, he’d had to decline two different invitations: a drag brunch and an afternoon date.

Truly, she couldn’t imagine leading his life. It sounded exhausting.

Shockingly, though, he seemed to find her current chronicles far more interesting than she’d expected. “You run off to Stoneport more than a month ago. I receive cryptic texts from you… sometimes. And then, a few weeks ago, you hit me with the fact that you’re online dating and then decided to be very vague on the details! You’re lucky that I didn’t drive up there myself and hassle you in person.”

“I didn’t realize that you were so eager to know what’s going on. I figured that a young, eligible gay man in a bustling city had far better things to do than worry about my comings and goings in small-town America.” For the last few years, it had been a running joke between them. Brynn, the least social butterfly, and Gregory, the belle of the ball. Their sexual orientations aside, how they’d made it for almost two years as a couple was anyone’s guess.

But she liked that she knew, without a doubt, that Gregory was rolling his eyes, too. “I care deeply about what my first and only girlfriend is doing with her life. Especially,” he added, “when you consider the fact that I don’t know this woman, even though I recognize her voice. This Brynn Fitzpatrick who has a day job with the general public and casually dates. With women, no less!” he finished emphatically.

She could picture him pacing around his luxury apartment, situated in Downtown Boston. The sun had set hours ago, but she was sure that when he looked out his window, he’d see a city filled with lights and the flurry of activity. Conversely, she looked out her own sliding glass doors to see actual flurries, falling onto a grassy area that ultimately led to the rocky shoreline of the coast. Darkness enveloped everything more than five feet away from her apartment’s interior lights.

Even in an inn filled with dozens of people, it felt private and secluded.

And she liked it. Bingham, where her family summered, one of her favorite places in the world, had a very similar vibe to Stoneport. The quiet. The solitude. The small-town atmosphere.

Even with all the newness in her life as of late, she felt more grounded here than most other places she’d ever been.

“Well, never fear, Gregory. I’m not keeping nearly as busy of a social calendar as I’m sure that you are. I’ve gone on three dates. Hallie said I’m doing great, as far as averages are concerned.”

“Tell. Me.” In the last six months, her and Gregory’s lives had started looking more similar. Or, at the very least, she was keeping up with his own bustling schedule. For most of their friendship post-breakup, Brynn had been locked away working on her PhD, planning her wedding, or spending time with her parents. It was rare that she had anything remotely constituting an interesting story to share with him.

Except for the time that Grant had failed to look at the list of wedding cake options that she’d sent him ahead of their appointment and had broken out in a vibrantly red rash at one of the nicest bakeries in Boston.

This made it all the more fun when she began to regale Gregory with the story of Jake, who’d unmatched her before she’d even gotten home from their date. That had been a real crash course into the world of meeting people on the apps. As expected, Gregory was laughing so hard that he was wheezing through the phone.

When he still couldn’t stop laughing, Brynn finally cut in. “Well, I’m so sorry for trying to bring a little bit of probability and statistics into the dating world.”

It took a few more seconds, but he finally got his laughter under control. “Because everyone knows that’s such a panty dropper.”

Brynn made a disgruntled sound. “I didn’t need him to drop his panties, but I didn’t assume that he’d think I was trying to traffic his organs! Like, I got it when Hallie explained it to me, but what is wrong with this world? Who even thinks like that?”

“Apparently your new BFF, Hallie,” Gregory chirped back. “What’s her deal, anyway?”

Brynn smiled, thinking about Hallie. Then she frowned, which caused a weird, guilty feeling to settle in her stomach. “She’s on a date tonight.”

The line was quiet for a few seconds, and she could imagine Gregory with his pensive, faraway stare that he insisted made him look intelligent even though, many times, Brynn had told him that it actually made him look confused. “Why does it sound like you don’t like that?”

That wasn’t true. Even though Gregory couldn’t see her, she shook her head, rejecting the idea. Brynn was happy for Hallie. It was possible to be excited for someone and be sad that things were changing.

And, anyway, it was only one date.

Only, she hadn’t really expected after pushing Hallie so hard to come on this journey with her, that she may not be thrilled about where they were ending up. Which made her feel selfish. Hallie deserved all the happiness in the world, even if it divested her time from the little bubble that she and Brynn had built for themselves.

“I just like routines. You know that.” Even as she said the words, she knew they didn’t quite fit. The uncomfortable, hollow feeling of emptiness in her chest was back.

Thankfully, it abated when Gregory laughed and carried the conversation forward. He was always good at not letting her get lost in the weeds. “Yeah. We had to go to the same coffee shop on campus every morning, where you always ordered the same exact thing.”

“Having a standing coffee order is normal,” she argued for at least the dozenth time in their friendship. Brynn knew that she had quirks, but this wasn’t one of them.

“So, Hallie’s on a date tonight. But like… what’s her deal?” Gregory asked, bringing the conversation back to one of Brynn’s favorite subjects.

She didn’t get to talk about Hallie nearly enough, except to Hallie herself. And Brynn’s effusive commentary about the big and small in their lives that Hallie had accomplished, seemingly with ease, was usually brushed off with a self-deprecating joke from her roommate.

Except tonight, when Brynn had complimented Hallie before she’d left for her date. Hallie had walked out of her bedroom, and Brynn’s breath had caught in her throat. Hallie had looked beautiful, and Brynn wasn’t going to take the chance that her date would be the first one to tell her that.

And that didn’t make Brynn selfish. It made her a good friend. Brynn had wanted the compliment to come from someone with no ulterior motives.

There was no one quite like Hallie, at least not in Brynn’s eyes. The soft makeup she’d put on made her hazel eyes look more green than normal. Her hair, usually pulled up in a high ponytail, was down and flowed across her shoulders, like she’d worn it to dinner with Sydney and Reese weeks ago.

And even though Hallie looked just as pretty when they were lounging around the apartment and she stuck carrot sticks under her top lip to make walrus tusks—maybe even more so then, since her whole face lit up when she laughed—Brynn wanted to give Hallie a little extra boost of confidence, like Hallie had done for her.

But instead of Hallie’s usual—almost requisite at this point—dismissal of Brynn’s compliments, Hallie had looked at her strangely. For multiple seconds. But then, her full lips had broken out into a broad smile at the same time her cheeks turned red. It had made the dimple in her cheek pop, which Brynn took as a sign that she’d said something right. Or, at the very least, that one of her well-intended compliments had finally landed in some meaningful place in Hallie’s heart.

That feeling had kept her warm for the first thirty minutes that she’d padded around the apartment, looking for something to occupy her time.

In no uncertain terms, Hallie had been a lifeline to her since coming to Stoneport. Which made it more difficult than she expected to convey the magnitude of Hallie’s impact on her world to someone else. So, with that in mind, she started rattling off facts. “Her parents used to own the inn where we work. They sold it to Reese over the summer. And Hallie and Sydney have been best friends since childhood.”

She could hear Gregory’s movements stop. “How tangled. And Hallie and Sydney never…”

Brynn blushed, and then she felt… Well, she didn’t really know what exactly she was feeling, but she didn’t like it. It was jarring, how quickly her body rejected the idea that Hallie and Sydney had ever been something romantic. “I don’t think so.” Her voice was much less decisive than she’d hoped, but she had to believe that Hallie would have mentioned that.

“But Hallie is into women?” Gregory pushed, never one to leave a rock unturned. Usually, Brynn appreciated that about him.

Right now, she found it more annoying than anything. She didn’t like that even though she wished Hallie all the happiness in the world, something about thinking of her with another person romantically made Brynn’s insides squirm. She pushed the feeling down. “I’d assume so, since she’s on a date with one tonight.”

“Interesting…”

Brynn pinched the bridge of her nose; there was no way to stop herself from feeding into whatever Gregory was getting at. She herself was desperate to see what he was seeing. This conversation was cracking something open inside of her, and she needed to make it make sense in order to put the pieces back together. It was the only thing, in her mind, that could quell the strange, uncomfortable feeling that had taken up residence in her stomach. “What’s interesting?”

Gregory’s ridiculously expensive espresso machine whirred to life in the background. That man had never met a moment of the day that didn’t call for caffeine. Over the noise, he said, “You’re dating women. She’s dating women. It seems like you two get along really well…”

“Exactly. Hallie is on a date, right at this moment, with a woman named Ruby,” she reminded him before adding, “We’re roommates and friends and⁠—”

The whirring stopped, and it made his next words boom in her ears. “And what?”

In the last three weeks, she’d been on three dates. Jake, which, yeah, she understood why that had gone the way it did. Then Natalie, the barista who had asked Brynn on another date, which they were in the process of scheduling. A few days ago, she’d met up with Chris, who lived about halfway between Stoneport and Boston, for coffee.

Spending time with all of them had been fine, but she felt like, at the end of the day, she’d have had a similar, if not better, night on her own. And she definitely would have had a better night if she’d been hanging out with Hallie.

Hallie always seemed to get what Brynn was saying. And whenever she didn’t, she never made Brynn feel stupid about it. She’d make some funny joke, never at Brynn’s expense, and they’d quickly get on the same page. Even if that page was Hallie looking at Brynn with a playful, exasperated smirk.

Hallie never made Brynn feel too weird either. Or too sheltered. Or like it was wrong to want to talk about some random subject she’d gone down the rabbit hole on the night before. With Hallie, Brynn was always herself, which was a rare quality for her to find in a friend.

She found herself saying, “And yeah, she’s beautiful and smart and funny and makes me feel really good about myself. But I don’t think she likes me like that. She’s just being nice.”

The words caused her heart to flutter before the uneasiness came back, at the same time that Gregory said, “I think you’re underestimating yourself, Brynn.”

But she wasn’t. Not really. Because the part that Brynn hadn’t shared was that even though she was missing Hallie desperately right now, this past week had been a little bit off. And Brynn didn’t know what to do with that.

Usually, Hallie would stop into the apartment throughout the day when Brynn wasn’t working, but she hadn’t been doing it as much. At all, really, if Brynn thought back. And twice in the last week, Hallie had made plans with Sydney in the evening. Which did make sense, since Sydney was in the process of starting to plan her wedding. When they were home together, things were mostly the same, but even though Brynn really did love the plush blankets, there only used to be one on the sofa. Another had shown up a few days ago, and now they each had their own to cuddle up with while they watched TV.

“Maybe,” she finally responded, pulling the blanket tighter across her body, which she’d stretched out across the sofa. All of those changes, which Brynn hadn’t realized she’d been cataloging until this moment, caused a sinking feeling in her stomach. “I’m sure that you’re getting ready to go out, so I’m going to head to bed soon,” she lied. She had no idea when sleep would come to her.

She’d experienced this before: people pulling away.

Was that what Hallie was doing? It made sense. Brynn knew she could be a lot.

But it didn’t make the crushing feeling hurt any less, even as she told herself that it was bound to happen eventually.

“You okay?”

She appreciated the concern in Gregory’s voice, even if she didn’t want to get into her messy emotions right now. She didn’t even think that a feelings wheel could save her.

If this was, in fact, attraction, then she was very much interested in returning to sender.

“Just tired.” She faked a yawn for good measure.

The quiet on the other end told her that Gregory didn’t quite believe her, but he knew that she preferred to process things on her own and then talk about them when she was ready. “Okay,” he acquiesced, “but you’ll let me know if you need anything?”

She promised that she would, even though she didn’t know if that was true.

Once she was alone with her thoughts again, she stared up at the ceiling, wondering what she’d done to push Hallie away.
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Brynn’s dream was murky and distressing. Something she should have understood wasn’t real. Only, as with most nightmares, her brain wasn’t getting the message.

It felt plausible that she’d somehow found herself in a fluorescent-lit hallway, trying to find the right room, but the numbers on the doors kept changing.

She knew, on some instinctive level, that it was a pediatric wing in a hospital.

During her childhood, she’d spent time in almost every medical center along the Eastern Seaboard. Some on the West Coast, too. Her sister, Bridget, had been sick from the time that Brynn was three until she was six.

Bridget probably would have continued being sick longer, but she’d lost her fight with leukemia shortly after her eighth birthday. They’d celebrated that last birthday in a hospital room Bridget had been living in for months. That day, it had been filled with balloons and medical equipment and presents and IV drips. With so many toys that Bridget had never had the chance to enjoy.

A good day mingled with an awful day. But, by that point, most awful days had just become normal days. Brynn hadn’t understood much of it at the time except that Bridget hadn’t wanted to be there, which meant that Brynn hadn’t wanted her sister to be there either.

Most of Brynn’s earliest memories, which she still carried today, centered on the very specific smell that all hospitals seemed to have. Lighting that was simultaneously too bright and too dim, depending on the time of day. The incessant beeping of monitors, which were always needed but which never let them forget where they were.

To this day, Brynn still hated grocery store checkout lines and the beeps that happened when items were scanned.

And then suddenly, when Brynn was six—because it felt sudden, even though Bridget’s cancer had been progressing for years—she became an only child.

The memories of her sister that she carried forward into adulthood mostly took place in those hospitals. In her dreams, she was always trying to get back there to see her again, but she could never find her. Could never locate the right room and get inside. She desperately wanted to, even if what awaited her was her sister’s frail body, hooked up to machines, smaller than Brynn, even though Bridget was two years older.

She pushed against a door, but it didn’t budge. She wanted to get inside. She needed to get inside. And she was so, so frustrated, angry, even, that she was in this stupid hospital. That she couldn’t get to Bridget. That there was nothing she could do, no matter how hard she rammed her body against the solid weight of the door.

“Brynn,” a soft voice called, and she felt something brush across her cheek.

She lifted her hand to her face, but there was nothing there. She was still in that hallway, trying to find her sister.

“Brynn.” She heard her name again, even though she couldn’t tell where it was coming from. There was no one else in the hallway with her. There never was.

She jerked sideways with one last burst of effort to break through, and she collided with hands that held her—on what she was realizing was the sofa.

“Are you okay?” It was Hallie’s voice. Soft but insistent. And it was Hallie’s hands, too, pressed into Brynn’s biceps, keeping her steady.

She blinked. Slowly, the room came into view. She’d fallen asleep at some point, with only a light on the end table illuminating the living room.

“Brynn,” Hallie pressed again, though she still spoke in a low, hushed tone. There was more urgency in her voice now than the first time she’d spoken, and Brynn tried her best to push the bad dream away.

“I’m sorry.” She tried to sit up, but Hallie's focused touch held her right where she was.

“Don’t be sorry. You seemed like you were having a nightmare. I just got home and couldn’t leave you like this.” She moved one of her hands so that she could ghost her fingertips across Brynn’s cheek, and Brynn let out a soft sigh as she leaned into the touch. “Do you want to talk about it?”

And then Brynn remembered that Hallie had been pulling away from her this past week. She didn’t seem to want the closeness that Brynn was starting to crave like a drug.

But most of all, it wasn’t fair to pull the dead sister card, even if she wanted Hallie to keep touching her so gently, which she was graciously still doing. Her fingertips trailed from Brynn’s cheek over to her temple, where she’d scratch lightly before she’d start the pattern all over again.

Brynn shook her head, trying not to move too much and disrupt the path of Hallie’s fingers. “It’s no big deal. Just a bad dream that I have sometimes. Sorry you had to bear witness,” she joked, trying to impress upon Hallie that it wasn’t a big deal.

Really, it wasn’t. Brynn had been having some variation of this dream since she’d been six. She’d been living with it for far longer than without.

Hallie eyed her warily and stilled her thumb along Brynn’s cheek, starting to rub light, focused circles there. “You were crying.”

Embarrassment warred with sadness, and she wasn’t sure which one would win until she said, “Does being a crybaby count if you don’t even know that you’re doing it?”

But Hallie wasn’t relenting. If anything, she was digging her heels. She had taken off her shoes and was curling up next to her on the sofa before Brynn realized what was happening.

“Is this okay?” Hallie asked at the same time that Brynn was already scooting backward to make room for her. Once they were settled, with a single blanket draped across both of them—Brynn’s favorite way—Hallie reached up and turned off the light on the end table, bathing the room in darkness.

The inn was relatively quiet, but she could still hear the sounds of the pipes that ran through the old building, of footsteps padding down the hallway. But right now, in this moment in Hallie’s embrace, her bad dream actually felt more like a memory from long ago than anything else. Far less present than when she’d woken up.

“Do you want to talk about it? The offer still stands,” Hallie asked, her voice a soothing timbre that made Brynn want to snuggle in closer.

She resisted the urge.

Brynn bit her lip. Of course she wanted to talk about it with Hallie, even if her tears had stopped and her heart rate had returned to normal. Brynn was finding that she wanted to do anything and everything with her. Only— “I don’t want you to do this because you feel badly for me. Especially since…”

Hallie adjusted her position so their legs intertwined, and she started running her hand soothingly up and down Brynn’s T-shirt-clad arm. “Since what?” she coaxed.

“Things have been weird this week,” Brynn admitted. “And I know that I can be a lot. Especially in close quarters. So I’m sorry if I did anything to make you uncomfortable. If you tell me what it is, I can make sure that I stop doing it. Because I really, really do value your friendship. And I would never want to put you in a difficult position.” There. She’d said the hard thing. The words were out, and, surprisingly, she didn’t want to take them back.

A look that Brynn didn’t quite understand flashed across Hallie’s face before she frowned. There were long, agonizing seconds before Hallie answered. “I should be apologizing to you, Brynn. You’ve done absolutely nothing wrong, and I’m sorry if I ever gave you that impression.”

She could hear the genuine sorrow in Hallie’s voice, and it made Brynn’s own heart ache, like she was experiencing Hallie’s sadness, too.

Nothing was making sense right now. Not Hallie’s genuine remorse, when she’d obviously had a good reason for whatever had made her behave this way over the past week.

Or—and Brynn’s more pressing matter, both literally and figuratively—how they’d gone from barely touching for days to having their bodies pressed so closely together that Brynn couldn’t move without them ending up more or less on top of one another.

Trying to make sure that Hallie had enough room, Brynn slung her arm across Hallie’s hip and pulled her in closer. She wondered whether Hallie could feel the way her heart was thrumming unevenly in her chest.

Maybe she could, since Hallie swallowed deeply, her fingers faltering against Brynn’s warmer-by-the-second skin. But she wasn’t taking the blanket off of them, even if she melted into a puddle in the process.

It would be so, so easy to get lost in Hallie’s touch, how it made her forget everything outside of their little cocoon.

But Brynn, being who she was, couldn’t do that.

“Then…” Brynn chewed on her lip, trying to find the right way to explain herself. Because things had been weird this week. She wasn’t making that up. No one loved a good routine like she did, and theirs had been wholly disrupted since– “Is this about my date with Natalie? That I’m dating women?”

Hallie groaned and shifted her legs, which momentarily distracted Brynn because of how their bodies melted into one another, solidly, from hip to thigh, like they were bracketed together. Brynn let out a quick breath, refusing to lose her momentum even though it felt insanely good. Hallie’s touch always felt good, but this was beyond the usual comfort that being near and connected to Hallie elicited in her. Even if all she wanted to do was focus on that sensation, she couldn’t stand the idea that Hallie may think she was a less-than-upstanding person.

“I promise that I’m not trying to use anyone,” she said. “I really am interested in meeting and dating all types of people, even if I’m not sure exactly what I want.”

Hallie was frozen, their faces so close that, even in the dark, Brynn could tell that she wasn’t blinking. “You should date whoever you want, Brynn. I want you to find happiness. You are such a good person, and you deserve it.”

“Deserving anything implies a ‘just-world theory,’ which has largely proven to be untrue,” Brynn ruminated, breathing softly into the small space between them.

Hallie’s hand stilled against her arm. “Brynn,” she responded, her tone laced with the humored exasperation that had become ever-present in their friendship. “You know what I mean.”

Their faces were only inches apart, and Brynn could smell the sweetness on Hallie’s breath from whatever drink she’d had on her date.

Quietly, Brynn spoke the words that she rarely, if ever, shared with people. Gregory knew, but she had never told Grant. “If good people got what they deserved, which was full, happy lives, then my sister wouldn’t have died. That’s what I was dreaming about.”

Her parents, for as open and loving and soft as they were, never talked about her sister. She’d realized very early on after the loss that it was simply too painful for them. They’d put their grief in a box, choosing instead to focus all of their energy on Brynn’s life. On her happiness.

Most days, she tried to strike a balance of remembering Bridget while not drowning in the unfairness of a life lost far too soon.

Hallie didn’t respond immediately. Instead, her hand started moving again, tracing an attentive pattern across Brynn’s forearm, the hairs prickling along Hallie’s path. “I didn’t know that you had a sister. Do you want to tell me about her?”

Even if Brynn did, there was still this persistent, intrusive thought in her brain about the distance that had existed between her and Hallie. Even if she wasn’t feeling it right now, she didn’t want to mistake Hallie’s sympathy for connection. Or to think that, tomorrow, things could just go back to being the way they were before. All because Hallie pitied her. She wasn’t sure exactly why, but the idea of that was more painful than a lot of things she’d experienced in her life.

She valued Hallie’s heart and verve and her seemingly never-ending capacity to understand Brynn far too much to let confusion linger between them.

“Will you tell me what’s been going on with you? With us?” Brynn pushed, her fingers finding purchase on Hallie’s hip.

It sounded like a breath got caught in Hallie’s throat, and she coughed quietly, turning her head up toward the ceiling. Once she’d finished, she didn’t turn back toward Brynn. Instead, she stared into the darkness above. “I’ve never known someone quite like you, Brynn, and I wanted to make sure that I wasn’t the one being too overbearing. Too much. I didn’t want to make you uncomfortable.”

Brynn wanted to know every single thought in Hallie’s brain. This wasn’t usually the case for her, given that she had so many of her own constantly running through her mind.

And it was crazy to consider that Hallie thought that maybe she was the one coming on too strong. Or that there was a world in which anything could compare to the little bubble they’d built for themselves in the last few weeks.

“You aren’t. I mean, you haven’t,” Brynn asserted. “Who knows what will happen in the future? No one can predict anything with one hundred percent certainty, but I feel extremely confident that you could never be too much for me.”

Hallie let out a light laugh, seemingly pleased, if not even a little charmed, by Brynn’s response. It made Brynn’s insides soar, her heart pounding in her chest again.

Brynn finally understood what people meant when they said they had butterflies. A fluttering, comfortingly chaotic sensation had settled in her stomach. It made her feel like their flapping wings could lift her off the sofa and she could fly away.

But she didn’t want to be away from Hallie. She wanted to keep her close. As close as Hallie wanted to be.

No friend or romantic partner had ever inspired these feelings in her, and even if she didn’t know exactly what to do with them, she was in awe of how solidly the understanding of its importance soaked into her awareness.

“I really appreciate you,” Brynn said quietly. “And I’ve never known anyone like you before either.”

Which was true. Hallie was the best person Brynn knew. She had quickly become Brynn’s favorite person, in fact. Honestly, it was difficult for her to understand why everyone, all the time, wasn’t falling at Hallie’s feet. Who wouldn’t want to spend their day around someone who made them feel the way that Hallie made her feel?

But then Brynn frowned, glad that Hallie, still looking up at the ceiling, couldn’t see it. She was remembering that Hallie’s parents, of all people, didn’t seem to appreciate what an incredible person they’d created. Brynn couldn’t fathom what that type of rejection would feel like.

They hadn’t discussed Hallie’s parents since New Year’s Eve, mostly because Hallie hadn’t bought them up again. Maybe, when Brynn was working, Hallie talked to them or kept in touch, but Brynn didn’t think that was the case.

Just like her own sister, there were clearly things that Hallie didn’t like to voice either.

Hallie hummed a sound of acknowledgement but didn’t respond. Instead, she shifted her body again, rolling over so that her back was pressed against Brynn’s chest.

This time, it was different.

Brynn didn’t usually think about kissing. She’d felt comfortable with Gregory, but their love life had been lackluster, for a lack of a better word. And with Grant, he’d always been the instigator.

But right now, even though she couldn’t see them, she suddenly imagined Hallie’s lips, soft and full and always giving her that playful smile. What they would taste like. Feel like against her own. And right in front of her was Hallie’s neck, the shoulder of her sweater pulled over from their movements. It was so close that if Brynn moved her head a few inches, she could plant a kiss against what she understood on some intrinsic level was incredibly soft skin, her own lips practically begging her to seek Hallie’s warmth.

It sent a needy spark through her, something at once both foreign and incredible, and she had to push her legs together from the intensity of it.

She’d never felt like she was being pulled forward, wanting more. The feeling lodged in her chest, making her already unsteady heart feel like it was going to burst out of her rib cage at any moment.

Hallie had to be able to feel the insistent thrumming. She was nestled against Brynn so perfectly, like they’d always fit together like this. Brynn loved the feeling of Hallie enveloped in her arms. So much so that when she let her body do whatever felt natural, her hand came to rest on Hallie’s stomach, who let out a jagged exhale at the contact.

“Brynn.” Hallie said her name strangely, like she was both warning and encouraging her.

Which was confusing because— “I didn’t even ask how your date was,” Brynn said, remembering where Hallie had come home from. The words felt harsh in her throat, but she couldn’t deny that she didn’t like the idea of Hallie out tonight, experiencing a closeness like this with anyone else.

Brynn inhaled through her nose, trying to temper her jealous thoughts. It wasn’t one of her best ideas, given how the scent of Hallie’s shampoo filled her nostrils, causing a strange wave of something that felt like homesickness to wash over her.

But that didn’t make any sense. She was exactly where she wanted to be. With the person she most wanted to be with.

Maybe not exactly in the way that she wanted, she decided, as Hallie finally responded. “We don’t have to talk about the date, Brynn.”

Brynn wanted to object. Vehemently. Being there for Hallie was important to her. Even if Brynn didn’t especially like what she would have to listen to.

But her body was making it clear that she didn’t actually want to hear about Ruby and how she’d probably fawned over Hallie. Who wouldn’t? She didn’t want to hear about the art that she made in her studio thirty minutes away, from upcycled scrap metal pieces. She had tattoos, too, which Brynn had seen in her profile photos.

They’d probably sat next to one another at the bar, and even though it was the dead of winter, Ruby would have worn a sleeveless shirt so that she could display her “ink,” as she’d referred to it in her profile.

Blech.

Was that who Hallie wanted romantically? Some tattooed artist who wrote things in her prompts like “let’s debate our ideas” and “without art, the crudeness of reality would make the world unbearable.” (Ruby hadn’t even credited this last one to George Bernard Shaw. She’d probably swiped it off a meme. Or worse, a throw pillow.)

Brynn didn’t think that being a plagiarist was really anything to write home about.

But if so, then even the concept of her and Hallie, Brynn’s own feelings aside, was preposterous. Brynn tried to remind herself of this while trying not to sink into Hallie’s back, a task that was growing more difficult by the second.

Especially when Hallie lifted her own arm and wrapped her hand around the one Brynn was holding against Hallie’s stomach.

They lay in the dark together, the only sound their low breathing. Now that it had evened out, they inhaled and exhaled in tandem.

Brynn didn’t know if she could fall asleep again. Her whole body felt like a live wire. She tried her best to stay completely still, to not set off another spark that would make her do or say something incredibly stupid.

She exhaled quietly, forcing her eyes closed.

No matter what happened, she promised herself, in the darkness enveloping them, that she wouldn’t let her feelings get in the way of supporting Hallie unconditionally. They were so new, and she needed to sort through them to understand them better.

Tomorrow, she’d ask Hallie all about her date with Ruby. Encourage her to go on another one if Hallie expressed that she’d had a good time. Brynn was a big enough person to do that, even if an anxious sensation bubbled in her stomach.

And even though she knew it was a bad idea, she allowed herself one more, indulgent inhale, the wisps of Hallie’s hair tickling her cheek.

If this was what wanting felt like, then Brynn was in for one agonizing ride.


CHAPTER ELEVEN


Hallie was reeling. Honestly, the term didn’t accurately underscore her current tumult.

Last night, she and Brynn had fallen asleep on the sofa together. And now, Brynn was acting like everything was fine. Normal, even.

When Hallie had woken up, their bodies had still been intertwined. She’d practically fallen off the sofa in response. At some point, they’d found even more ways to melt together. Brynn’s hand had been under Hallie’s shirt, splayed across her upper stomach. Hallie could still feel the invisible imprint on her skin, like a brand. And somehow, Brynn’s face had found its way into the crook of Hallie’s neck, where her lips had been pressed into Hallie’s shoulder.

Hallie’s entire body thrummed with awareness when she thought about how, only a few minutes ago, she’d woken up to a brief, perfect moment of contentment, wrapped up in Brynn’s surprisingly encompassing frame.

When was the last time Hallie had felt so close to someone? And not just physically. There had been tears and tender touches and the feeling like, last night, they’d been the only two people in the world.

She could hear the shower in Brynn’s bedroom, and Hallie was working very hard not to imagine the body that she’d just spent the last seven hours pressed against, like it had been the only thing tethering her to earth.

Maybe for Brynn, last night was normal. Maybe she slept spooning with her friends all the time.

If so, that was not great for Hallie, who felt like her entire world had been tilted on its axis.

The vulnerability and closeness and—god, the intimacy—that she’d felt while enveloped in Brynn’s embrace was more than just the attraction she’d already been trying to stave off.

A better word for her current mental state would probably be insane. Yep, that’s the one. She felt insane.

On top of it all, she had plans to play tennis with Sydney today. They’d scheduled it earlier this week, when Hallie had informed her about the date with Ruby. Like the good friend that she was, Sydney had insisted that they have a debrief the morning after.

She loved her best friend, not to mention the support that Sydney seemed intent to provide Hallie amid the hustle and bustle of her own life, but this felt like the worst possible time to be put in a one-on-one situation with the woman who knew her better than any other human being.

Hallie let out a petulant huff and trudged from the kitchen, where she’d been standing aimlessly, into her bedroom. At least she couldn’t hear Brynn’s shower from there.

This was not going to go well. Hallie couldn’t lie to Sydney. Hell, Hallie couldn’t really lie to anyone. But she also couldn’t explain what exactly was going on with her right now.

Which left…

Well, she wasn’t quite sure. But she knew that she couldn’t flake on Sydney, who’d been going out of her way to make sure that they were getting to spend time together even in the midst of her wedding planning.

Hallie stripped out of her clothing from the night before, which she’d regrettably fallen asleep in. There had been one positive consequence. Her jeans had provided a solid barrier against the excruciatingly flimsy material that Brynn’s sweats were made of.

Did Brynn have any idea what she was doing to Hallie? She tried not to think about that question as she rinsed off in the shower.

She was still trying not to think about it as she got dressed, in a navy blue skirt and a white, long-sleeve zip-up that had been given to her by one of Sydney’s old tennis connections. Not that they knew it, of course.

Sydney had been gifted more free tennis clothing and gear than any person could reasonably use in their lifetime. Many times by companies who were trying to woo her away from her then-current sponsors, which meant that, without Hallie’s adoption, they’d have lived in the back of a closet until they were donated.

Hallie was simply doing her part by giving these orphaned garments a loving home.

Which was also how Hallie found herself with multiple expensive rackets from the big brands, a fancy tennis bag where she stored the aforementioned rackets, and a handful of hats that she rarely had the need to wear. The best part was that she and Sydney wore the same shoe size, which meant that she was tightening the laces on a pair of the newest-edition tennis shoes from Sydney’s old sponsor.

The tennis world still missed Sydney King, and the companies were letting her best friend know it.

With a sigh, she refocused her energy, trying to consider the positives. This would be good for her. A little physical activity. She and Sydney separated by a net and an entire tennis court.

Plus, getting her ass handed to her by a former professional tennis player who now coached young up-and-comers would hopefully keep Hallie busy enough that she wouldn’t have the time or energy to think about Brynn.

Which started feeling wholly unrealistic when she walked out of her bedroom at the same time that Brynn walked out of her room, wearing nothing but a towel.

Hallie was clearly not getting out of the apartment without a few more hits from the emotional battering ram that was Brynn Fitzpatrick.

Brynn’s blonde hair—darker right now—was still wet. She’d combed through it, and it was slicked back, dotting drops of water along her clavicle where the ends brushed with her walk.

“Oh!” Brynn exclaimed, clearly surprised but also immediately smiling at the sight of Hallie. She pointed toward the kitchen. “I was just going to grab a cup of coffee.”

It was so unfair, the way Brynn suddenly looked like her day had gotten so much better just because she’d laid eyes on Hallie. Especially as she watched Brynn cross the living room in her small towel.

Hallie logged a very important reminder in her brain to look into oversized ones for hotel guests moving forward.

Still, instead of doing the smart thing, which would be to pick up her tennis bag and march herself out of their shared living space as quickly as possible, Hallie moved closer to the source of her confusing frustration. She walked over to the counter, a few feet away from where Brynn stood in front of the single-serving coffee maker.

Brynn grabbed a pod from the clear container that kept various flavors from the normal to the decadent and placed it into the machine, along with water so that it could brew. For the first cup, she’d selected peppermint, Hallie’s favorite indulgence.

At least, it used to be. Now, her favorite indulgence was Brynn, and she tried not to stare.

Which wasn’t made easier by Brynn shooting her another soft smile, her straight, white teeth exposed. “Thanks for last night, by the way. It really meant a lot for you to be there for me.”

Hallie nodded dumbly before croaking out, “What are friends for?” She needed to get better at reminding herself of that. Starting now.

The reality was, less than four months ago, Brynn had been planning a life and a future and a marriage with someone else. She didn’t need the stress of a new friend with confusing ulterior motives. Or whatever it was that Hallie could offer her.

Which, realistically, wasn’t that much.

A complicated friendship? The loss of the stability they’d both come to rely on?

At such a vulnerable time in Brynn’s life, it was bound to do more harm than good.

The weight of what she was thinking about—and who she was thinking about it with—almost knocked her back, and she pushed her hand forcefully against the kitchen counter to find her balance.

Attraction was fine. Desire could be managed. But… longing? Attachment? The overwhelming need to devote herself to seeing that smile on Brynn’s face every second of the day (and being the one to cause it) made her heart start beating both too quickly and too slowly at the same time.

Hallie rolled her shoulders, resisting the urge to do one of two things. The first thought that flitted through her mind was to close the gap between them and wrap Brynn up in her arms, just to recapture the closeness that had existed between them last night. The second was to run screaming from the room.

Right now, she wasn’t sure which one was going to win out.

The scent of peppermint floated to Hallie’s nostrils, and she took a deep inhale. At the same time, Brynn was pulling the full cup from its resting spot; she extended it toward Hallie in offering. “I made you a cup first. It looks like you’ve got a big day ahead of you.”

She didn’t miss the way Brynn’s eyes unabashedly inspected her tennis outfit, which was much tighter than what she normally wore around the inn. Even on her date last night, she’d opted for a chunky sweater that helped to stave off the New England cold.

But now, Brynn’s big eyes were trained on Hallie, scanning her from the top of her head to the tips of her pristine, white sneakers.

All Hallie could do was let it happen as Brynn’s stare landed on different parts of her body, lighting up her insides as they went.

Brynn finally tore her eyes away, and knowing that it was hard for her to manage that sent all kinds of sparks through Hallie. Then, Brynn picked up another coffee pod. This time, she struggled to settle it into the chamber on the coffee maker.

Finally, Brynn’s fingers fidgeted the pod at the right angle, and Hallie heard—and felt—Brynn’s relieved exhale. Brynn’s cheeks were flushed by the time that the pod dropped into place, and then she let out another exultant breath that made her chest rise and fall.

Hallie was mesmerized.

“Can I ask you something?” Even as Hallie said the words, she was smart enough to know that a sentence like that rarely led anywhere good. Or safe.

Definitely not safe, as doe eyes landed on her, Brynn’s pouty lips forming into an O before she answered, “Anything.” She took a small step toward Hallie as the coffee machine whirred to life again.

Hallie desperately needed to know what was going on in Brynn’s incredibly interesting mind. Because, as with some of their other interactions, if Brynn had been someone Hallie had met on a dating app, there’d have been no doubt in her mind that they were flirting.

And it definitely seemed that she’d just been checked out. Pretty heavy-handedly, too.

Only, this was Brynn that they were talking about. And Hallie already knew that Brynn’s brain didn’t work exactly like other people’s. For all Hallie knew, Brynn was trying to make sense of seeing Hallie in sportswear for the first time, when she was generally used to seeing her in loungewear or her work uniform.

It was one of the things that Hallie liked most about her. The constant searching and synthesizing to better understand the world around her. Beyond those impossibly big eyes. And the adorable freckles that dotted her stomach. And the fact that, last night, Hallie had discovered that Brynn’s hair really was just as soft as it looked.

All of those things paled in comparison to watching Brynn watching the world. It would probably take a lifetime to do, but Hallie desperately wanted to understand how Brynn saw things.

Then last night, on top of everything else, Hallie had learned that Brynn, who did come from a life of undeniable privilege, also understood true loss. In a way Hallie couldn’t even begin to fathom.

Knowing more about Brynn was only making her more appealing, not less; it was the exact opposite situation than Hallie usually found herself in with new people.

She felt a hand on her forearm at the same time Brynn questioningly said her name. “Hallie? Are you okay?”

And then, Hallie realized, regretfully, that she didn’t know whether she wanted them to be on the same page about the undeniable attraction that she felt toward Brynn.

She walked over to the fridge to grab the oat milk, also pulling out the container of half-and-half, which she’d started stocking there, too.

If it was Hallie alone in this, then she could put it in a box. Explain it away. Rationalize it so that things didn’t have to change. So that she didn’t have to worry about what would happen if she’d misconstrued everything.

Not that she thought for even a second Brynn would make her feel stupid or hold it against her. But once it was out there, she couldn’t take it back.

Hallie had never been known for her bravery, especially not when it came to pushing headfirst into the face of rejection.

She bit her lip and focused on fixing her coffee, not looking at Brynn. “I wanted to make sure that you’re okay. After last night.” It wasn’t what she’d wanted to say, but it was still the truth.

She’d phrased it purposely so the answer could go in whatever direction Brynn wanted. It was, maybe unfairly on Hallie’s part, very open to interpretation.

But she was a woman on the edge, and she needed all the help she could get right now.

Brynn had moved closer again, and from Hallie’s peripheral, she could see her face scrunching up. Immediately, it cut through Hallie’s lust, so that a softness expanded in her chest.

It was a confounding mix of sensations that she’d been trying to get used to over the last week. It felt like she was on a seesaw that was constantly teetering back and forth. And every time that she thought she’d found a balance, some interaction they had would send her flailing hard in one direction or the other—only for Brynn to right things and slide Hallie right back to the other side.

It was emotional whiplash, and the most exasperating part was that she didn’t even know if Brynn was doing it on purpose!

Take this morning, for instance. They were coming down from the soft moments of last night’s vulnerability, and then Brynn did something like walk out in a towel and unabashedly check Hallie out.

Hallie was going mad. Well and truly mad.

She stiffened her upper lip and her resolve. “I wanted to make sure you were okay,” she repeated.

“That’s not a question,” Brynn responded quietly, their arms brushing.

“Are we watching Jeopardy?” Hallie teased lightly, though her hand shook as she tried to pour the oat milk.

Brynn looked at her thoughtfully. “I’m okay. I have that dream a lot, so, really, it’s not a big deal.”

Hallie opened the drawer to her left and took out spoons for both of them before she used hers to stir her coffee. “About your sister?”

Brynn nodded. “She died when I was six. She was eight. Leukemia.”

A heaviness settled over the moment as Hallie struggled to find anything that could convey the depth of her sympathy for Brynn. Everything felt like too much or not enough. Finally, she settled on, “If you ever want to talk, I’m here. I care about you, Brynn. I hope you know that.”

It was the closest she’d come to articulating her messy tangle of feelings, even though her words didn’t do them justice.

But if she wasn’t going to push things between them, to voice the confusing thoughts out loud, then she at least owed it to Brynn not to act like a weirdo. To give her the comfort that she’d give any friend during a difficult situation.

Hallie managed to lean her hip casually against the counter and take Brynn’s hand in her own, interlacing their fingers. It’s what a friend would do.

And Hallie was going to be an amazing friend to Brynn, dammit.

Brynn smiled as she looked down at their hands, like it was exactly what she’d needed at this moment. That made it slightly easier for Hallie to push her feelings to one side.

“I know that you’re probably going to leave no stone unturned with Sydney, but I really do want to know about your date,” Brynn said, changing the subject and giving Hallie’s hand a gentle squeeze.

Which, unfortunately, didn’t have the same comforting reaction for Hallie that it seemed to have for Brynn. To Hallie, it was a very clear checkmark in the “you’re making things up in your mind” column.

But that’s what she wanted, right? For things to not get complicated. To not lose this new friendship that had already grown incredibly important to her.

She nodded, steeling her resolve. “Sure, we can do that.”

“Gotta figure out if Ruby is going to be a precious gem or not.” Brynn, clearly pleased with her own joke, tapped her free fingers against the rim of her coffee mug like drumsticks, saying, “Ba-dum-tiss!” under her breath.

Hallie side-eyed her, finally starting to feel like they were back on solid footing. “Did you really just do a rim shot?”

Still, she breathed a sigh of relief that they weren’t going to get into her date last night. She hoped that they never would.

Brynn let out the sweetest, most petulant little sound. Hallie wanted not to find it so endearing, but she did.

“It was a good joke,” Brynn argued. “Topical, at least. I’ll work on it.”

Hallie knew, without a doubt, that Brynn was serious, even as a smile played at her lips.

Hallie could do this. The reality was, she cared about Brynn too much not to do this. Which meant that it was healthy for her to keep meeting people, especially as she tried to work through her crush—or whatever it was—where Brynn was concerned.

Still, even as she’d made up her mind, she couldn’t find the willpower to immediately let Brynn’s hand go.
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“Now you’re just showing off,” Hallie wheezed as Sydney shot another perfectly executed backhand down the line.

Sydney laughed and spun her racket on her finger, not even slightly out of breath.

Hallie couldn’t say the same about herself. Her muscles ached—her butt, her thighs, her arms, her shoulders, some muscle in her back that she hadn’t even been aware existed until this moment—and what had originally only been her gulping for air after long rallies had become a steady stream of deep breathing, with a wildly elevated heart rate to match.

They’d been playing tennis for the last hour, to varying degrees of success on Hallie’s side. She knew, without a shadow of a doubt, that her actually winning any points was directly related to the level of effort that Sydney was putting in at any given time.

Still, it was great to see Sydney so happy and in her element. They’d grown up playing tennis together. When Sydney had gotten serious about trying to go pro, before the full-time training, Hallie had, on many days, acted as Sydney’s practice partner.

Which generally meant feeding her best friend balls and then trying not to get hit by them.

She’d picked up at least a few things over the years, even if they didn’t hold a candle to Sydney’s talent. And she had a great tennis wardrobe that made her look far more ready to take on opponents than was actually the case.

Dress for the job you want, not the job you have. That was Hallie’s motto when it came to getting on the court with Sydney.

“Am I going to stop getting free gear at some point?” Hallie asked as she returned an especially slow serve from Sydney, silently thanking her as she did.

So far, Hallie had done a good job of keeping her mind off anything except tennis and tennis-adjacent thoughts. She was only asking because the outfits were great, and she’d miss having access to them. Not because she still got a small thrill when she remembered how Brynn had looked at her earlier.

Sydney crossed the court with ease. The only sign that she’d ever had a serious injury was the thin knee brace that she wore each day, especially if she was playing and not just coaching. “There’s always Christmas and your birthday, if the endorsement well runs dry,” Sydney said, returning the hit with a lob that gave Hallie more than enough time to get in position to continue the rally.

Hallie slammed the ball back from the center of the court, forcing Sydney to actually put in some effort. “It doesn’t feel as good if it’s not free.”

Sydney returned the hit gracefully. “It will still be free to you.”

“And I’ll be, what, your sugar baby?” It was rare that Hallie won many points against Sydney, but she was trying to work this one in her favor, knocking Sydney’s slow return into the back corner.

Sydney laughed and crossed the court easily. “Buying you gifts on holidays does not make you a sugar baby, Hal.”

Over the years, Sydney’s gifts had always dwarfed Hallie’s own. She’d never been sensitive about that. At least not consciously. Sydney was a multimillionaire, now about to marry another multimillionaire. Hallie didn’t lose sleep over the thoughtful but clearly expensive gifts that her best friend bestowed upon her.

If there was a designer label in her closet, then it was Sydney’s doing. And when her parents had moved to Colorado earlier this year, it had been Sydney who’d, for Hallie’s birthday, bought her the obscenely expensive but otherworldly comfortable sofa that now lived in her apartment.

Only, now that she was dating again, with more intent than she’d ever had before, she was suddenly looking at her life through a very different lens.

At least she could say that she was dependable. She’d had the same job for the last fifteen years, since she’d barely been a teenager.

The dating she’d done sporadically in the past hadn’t elicited these feelings in her. That she was fumbling and faltering compared to everyone else. Back then, she was ahead of her peers, with her college degree and managerial role. And it was completely normal to still live with one’s parents, especially in a state as expensive as Massachusetts.

In her early twenties, no one knew what they were doing with their lives. The commiseration had been half the fun.

But now, at twenty-eight, a lot of people her age were married. Some even had kids. Had found a way to afford mortgages. And if they hadn’t followed the more traditional path, they had passions and hobbies and careers that they oriented their personalities around.

Hallie returned the ball—hard—and it flew out of bounds, at least ten feet past the line. She put her hands on her hips and asked the question that had been plaguing her for the last few weeks, one that she’d refused to voice until this moment, even in her own mind. “Do you think I’m a loser?”

Sydney, who’d been about to chase down the ball, stopped short and turned around. Her long legs covered her side of the court in seconds. At the net, she pointed her racket menacingly at Hallie. “Why would you say that?”

“My date last night,” Hallie mumbled, chopping her racket through the air to distract herself.

“At the net,” Sydney commanded, and Hallie could suddenly understand how Sydney so easily managed to get teenagers to listen to her.

Like a petulant kid being called to the principal’s office, Hallie walked slowly, continuing to chop her racket through the air as she went. She was trying to stave off the inevitable, which was Sydney forcing her to confront her feelings. But clearly, at least on some level, she wanted to talk about them.

She wouldn’t have said the words out loud if she hadn’t.

When Hallie reached the net, Sydney threw her arms around her and wrapped her up in a crushing hug, which Hallie fell into immediately. “Don’t say that about my favorite person. Do you hear me?”

Hallie nodded, tears prickling behind her eyes. “It was a stupid thing to say. I just had a bad date last night. And after everything with my parents… I mean, if enough people in your life make you feel like you’re the one in the wrong, is it so crazy to start to think that you’re the problem?”

“Come with me.” Sydney tugged her along, her longer arm slung around Hallie’s shoulder as they walked to the edge of the court, the net still between them. Sydney looked down at her watch. “The smoothie bar just opened. Let’s go there so that we can talk.”

They picked up their bags, and Hallie wordlessly followed Sydney. When they reached the front of the building, they took a set of steps that led to an overlook on the smaller second floor, which housed the offices, along with a small snack and smoothie bar. In the seating area, there was a large window that overlooked the courts.

Sydney dropped her bag at a table right next to the window and pointed to a chair. “Sit.”

Hallie did as she was told, putting her own bag down, too. Once she was seated, she looked out the large window, at the courts that were starting to fill up for the day. A small number of group sessions and individual lessons had been going on while they’d been playing, though there’d been a decent number of empty courts, given that it was barely nine a.m.

Sydney, as a coach, was in extremely high demand, and early mornings were the best time for the two of them to build in some one-on-one time.

Sydney slid into the seat across from her and pushed a smoothie in her direction. Hallie hadn’t realized that minutes had passed. She’d been busy watching the people below, who, from this vantage point, looked like they were part of a miniature tennis court diorama.

Sydney eyed her. “Okay, spill.”

Hallie feigned knocking her drink over. “You just got me this smoothie. That seems pretty silly.” Brynn would have loved that one.

From Sydney, she earned a winged brow and a grimace. “I’m going to let you have that because it’s clear that you’re in a bad place.” Then, Sydney extended her hands and flexed her fingers, like she was beckoning Hallie. “Now, unburden yourself to me.”

Hallie maneuvered uncomfortably in her chair, wishing that she could make herself smaller. Especially with the way Sydney’s eyes were trained on her, studying her every micro-expression. She took a long, forceful sip, trying to buy herself time, but it was futile. Sydney played tennis matches that lasted for hours. She could sit in a chair and wait Hallie out.

The worst part was that they both knew it.

Finally, under Sydney’s unwavering stare, Hallie gave in. “Well, I went on a date last night.”

“Did she do something? Say something?” Sydney had the same tone that a protective older sibling would have, and Hallie loved her all the more for it.

God, where did Hallie even start? The date had been a total and unmitigated disaster.

But after twenty years of friendship, she knew that Sydney would want details. “She just seemed so incredibly underwhelmed by everything. The place that I picked. My conversation. That I work some customer service job at an inn⁠—”

“First of all,” Sydney cut in, “she sounds like a jerk. And secondly, I can’t imagine that you lied about anything on your profile, so it sounds like a her problem more than anything.”

Hallie frowned and ran her fingers along the smooth, white table. “Well, she didn’t exactly make me feel that way.”

Ruby had just seemed so… bored, for lack of a better word. It was like she’d expected Hallie to pick her up on a Harley and whisk her away for the wildest, most wondrous night of her life.

Unfortunately, seafood tapas at a new restaurant a few towns over had not met the standards of the “surprise me” request that Ruby had put in her profile.

Ahead of the date, Hallie had spent hours looking for a unique, interesting activity or restaurant they could enjoy in the dead of winter in small-town Massachusetts. She’d been pretty pleased with her selection, especially once she’d combed through the reviews and noted that people had called it “the newest hidden gem within fifty miles.” In the summer, when tourists flocked to the area, it was likely going to be the hottest reservation around.

But then she’d actually gone on the date and had seen the look of disdain on Ruby’s face, like Hallie had taken her to Red Lobster for never-ending shrimp and then told her that they had to sneak sharing a single order.

The really annoying part was that Brynn would have loved that tapas place. So many small plates to try, where Brynn could have compared them all to one another and categorized them by different ratings systems. She might even have made a spreadsheet.

Hallie could picture it so clearly: taste rankings, presentation rankings, probably some insane ranking system that included quality based on distance the main ingredient would have had to travel from its natural habitat.

She wished that she’d been there with Brynn. And that was the real rub, even if it was also true that Ruby had made her feel like gum on the bottom of a shoe.

Now that she wasn’t fighting for every point on the tennis court, it was easy to slip back into thinking about this morning.

About Brynn, specifically, and all the reasons her ill-advised crush needed to be tamped down on as soon as humanly possible.

Thankfully, Sydney cut Hallie’s thoughts off before her mind could wander too far. “And that part, my friend, is a you problem. There is always going to be someone smarter or cooler or more talented or wealthier or insert-adjective-here than you.”

Hallie lifted a brow and smirked. “Says the smartest, coolest, most talented, wealthiest person that I know.”

“Then I feel like it bodes well for you to listen to me,” Sydney chirped back, leveling her own, equally pleased smirk in Hallie’s direction.

Hallie deflated, sinking back against the chair. “I’m trying.” She rapped her knuckles against her temple. “It doesn’t seem to be sticking.”

Sydney leaned forward and propped her elbows on the table. “This feels bigger than a bad date. What’s going on? Something with Brynn?”

Anxiety welled up in Hallie’s gut so that her words came out rushed. “Why would you think there’s something going on with Brynn?”

Was she that obvious? Did she have crush-struck fool written across her head in permanent marker?

“I was taking a chance. You live together. You work together. You spend all your free time together. Seemed like a likely culprit, if there was something else in play.” Sydney paused before adding, “Especially if you didn’t want to talk to me about it, since she and Reese are friends.”

Hallie held her hand up to her chest in offense. “I would never lie to you.”

“Except when you did actually break my best tennis racket and then blamed it on a rogue raccoon. As if I would ever believe that.”

“We were ten!” It wasn’t the first time they’d had this argument. And, in Hallie’s defense, it had been a complete accident. Not even hers, technically. She’d never wanted to lie to Sydney, but she let that story exist in its original form for so long that, sometimes, she forgot it wasn’t actually the truth. And, at this moment, she couldn’t for the life of her understand why she hadn’t corrected it long ago.

She hadn’t heard from her parents since coming back to Stoneport, and she wasn’t feeling very merciful toward them or their feelings. “My dad ran over it with the golf cart. When you ran inside to go to the bathroom and call your parents about staying longer, I put it at the edge of the court, just to make sure that nothing happened to it. I knew how expensive it was. But when my dad was coming around the corner, he accidentally hit it. He was worried that if your parents knew he’d done it, they’d ask him to replace it, but if it was me, they’d be more likely to let it slide since we were just kids.”

Sydney, to her credit, looked downright shocked. Her lips set in a grim, clearly displeased line.

Why had she never told that to Sydney before? For years, it had been a funny story that they’d parried back and forth, but now, it didn’t seem nearly as amusing. Hallie’s dad had forced her to take the fall—and make up a stupid lie on top of it—for something that hadn’t been her fault.

Sure, she and Sydney laughed about it now, but, that day, Sydney had cried over her mangled racket, and then she hadn’t spoken to Hallie for a week.

If there was one consolation in the present, it was that Sydney at least seemed distracted from wanting to talk about Brynn. “What an asshole,” she said, her voice full of anger.

“They aren’t my favorite people right now either,” Hallie lamented. Even if she was mad at her parents, it still hurt to realize that as soon as she couldn’t fit into exactly what they wanted or needed from her, she was practically invisible to them.

Hell, even when she did exactly what she thought would make them happy, she was still invisible to them.

Hallie’s smoothie had started to melt by the time that she remembered to take another sip. She almost spat out when Sydney spoke again. “Hallie, you are truly one of my favorite people in this world. I was going to do a whole thing next weekend, but—” Sydney grabbed Hallie’s hand. “Will you be my maid of honor? It would mean so much to me, and I genuinely cannot imagine having anyone else at my side.”

The tears that had pricked behind Hallie’s eyelids were back, for an entirely different reason. She swiped her hand across her cheek. “I hope you’re not saying this because you feel badly for me or something because I’m already envisioning a whole scripted dance number that we can do,” she threatened, trying to keep the swell of emotions ballooning inside of her in check.

Sydney wiped at her own eye and laughed hoarsely. Hallie loved when her best friend ugly-laughed. Regardless of what other people thought, she firmly believed that it was one of Sydney’s most endearing qualities.

“You know that I have two left feet,” Sydney said, and Hallie loved that she wasn’t even being dramatic. If you saw her dance, it would be inconceivable to learn that she was such an incredible tennis player. Unless a racket was in her hands, though, it was like she didn’t know her left from her right.

“That’s not a no,” Hallie coaxed, even though she was pretty sure the two of them in a synchronized dance would do, at minimum, a few thousand dollars in damage. She smiled at the idea of it before realizing— “Wait… What’s happening next weekend?”

“I was going to talk to you about it today. You, me, Reese, and Brynn next Saturday night, if you’re both free. Reese was going to ask Brynn to be her maid of honor, too. We were going to take you both out and pop the question, so to speak,” Sydney said with a winsome smile.

A confusing mix of emotions kicked up inside of Hallie. Anything regarding Brynn had been doing that lately, but this was different. Hallie squinted across the table, trying to figure out what, exactly, she was struggling with. “Do you think that’s a great idea? Given everything that just happened with Grant?”

Pursing her lips, Sydney tapped her fingers against the table, considering Hallie’s question. “Has Brynn said something? Reese seemed to think that Brynn would really appreciate being included, and they stayed close, even after Brynn and Grant broke up. But if you think differently…”

The reality was that Hallie didn’t know for sure where Brynn would land on the whole situation. Grant seemed like he was so far in Brynn’s rearview mirror that he was nothing more than a speck in the distance. Brynn’s life, these days, was filled with dating and working at the inn and driving Hallie insane and, well, maybe Brynn didn’t actually realize that she was doing that last one, but it didn’t change the fact that, from Hallie’s perspective, Brynn was treating it like a full-time job.

Hallie let out a deep sigh and shook her head. She wasn’t going to make choices for Brynn about what she could or couldn’t handle. Out of everything in her confusion-soaked brain, she knew without a shadow of a doubt that that wouldn’t be what Brynn wanted. “No. Brynn hasn’t mentioned anything. She doesn’t talk about Grant. And I’m sure that Reese has thought it through. I mean, she thinks everything through.” Hallie waved her hand, guilt settling in her stomach. Brynn didn’t need a protector. Hallie was pretty sure that people didn’t give Brynn nearly enough credit for how strong she was. She wasn’t going to be another one of those people. “Really, it should be Brynn’s decision at the end of the day.”

When their stares met again, Sydney was looking at her strangely.

So maybe Hallie’s tone had been a little more wistful than she’d intended. But Brynn was just… incredible.

She felt a little crack in her resolve. “What?” She squirmed in her chair, unable to hide from Sydney’s probing focus.

Sydney lifted a curious eyebrow. “What exactly are you and Brynn doing when you spend all that time together?”

Uneasiness churned in Hallie’s gut, like she was being led into a trap. But Sydney couldn’t know anything. Hell, Hallie barely knew what was going on. “We hang out,” Hallie deflected. “Very similar to what you and I are doing right at this very moment.”

Except for the fact that Hallie’s whole body felt on fire when she was close to Brynn. And recently, she’d been wondering what every single look and touch could mean between them. Not to mention that she could spend hours listening to Brynn rattling off facts or taking meandering tangents on whatever subject had struck her fancy that day.

From the look on Sydney’s face, she could see that her friend wasn’t sold on her explanation.

Which, to be fair, made two of them.

But Hallie was desperately trying to take a page out of Sydney’s book and hold the line, not giving too much away. She could wait her out, too—albeit to a far more limited degree.

Finally, Sydney responded. “But… if there were something going on between you two, you’d tell me, right?”

An unfairly direct question from Sydney. Hallie dimmed. “Given the Grant and the Reese and the you of it all, that would seem like a pretty stupid idea, wouldn’t it?”

On some level, it was easier to pretend that the situation was too difficult to navigate than to stave off the possibility of rejection. Especially when it could come at the hand of someone whose opinion Hallie actually cared about. Her date with Ruby hadn’t made her feel good, but the reality was that it had mostly cropped up her feelings of inadequacy where Brynn was concerned.

Why were all roads leading back to Brynn lately? Deep down, Hallie knew why, but she was glad when Sydney pulled her attention back after a few thoughtful seconds.

Sydney finally shrugged, twirling her straw around in her now-empty smoothie cup. “I am getting married to my ex-boyfriend’s sister. And my fiancée is planning to ask her brother’s ex-fiancée to be her maid of honor. Coincidentally, the woman who was accidentally his affair partner. I don’t know if I’m the best one to give advice on complicated dynamics.” She leaned forward in her chair, giving Hallie another intense look. “Life goes in crazy directions. The connection between two people should be the easy part, even if some of the other mechanics aren’t.”

Hallie sighed, Sydney’s words hitting her right in the chest. Because her connection with Brynn was easy. So easy, in fact, that it made wanting to do anything else or meet anyone else feel wrong somehow.

“I really care about her,” Hallie managed to say.

It was clear that Sydney had made up her mind about something. She righted her shoulders. “Reese and I are free all day next Saturday. Why don’t we handle the front desk?” Sydney kept looking at her like she was imploring Hallie to really understand her next words. “There’s an arts market happening at Stoneport Brewery. Seems like it could be nice for you two to get out and do something, no?”

“What about your dual maid-of-honor proposals?” Hallie asked, suddenly exhilarated and terrified by the idea of spending the day with Brynn, out in the real world. So far, they’d been living in an insular bubble. Maybe this would be good. Or, at the very least, it would allow Hallie to get some clarity.

They’d been trapped in close quarters that had been growing smaller by the day. It could be that all of this infatuation was a result of that, more than anything.

Sydney waved her off. “I’ve already done my part by asking you. And Reese and Brynn can meet up at some point, where Reese will pop the question. You did bring up a fair point. If, for some reason, Brynn does feel uncomfortable and if she and Reese need to have a conversation about it, it’s probably better that there isn’t an audience.”

Hallie laughed wryly. “I assume that Reese isn’t used to not getting what she wants.”

But all that comment did was make Sydney beam. “She’s really one of a kind.”

Just because Hallie had been caught up in her own melodrama didn’t mean that she wanted to leave Sydney hanging. Especially not when she was finally settling into a life that she seemed truly excited about. Regardless of the fact that it was moving at the speed of a freight train. “How is everything going? Wedding planning? Coaching?”

“Everything is sort of… perfect,” Sydney said wistfully. She radiated the type of happiness that was contagious whenever Hallie was in her friend’s presence. Sydney looked down at her watch before glancing through the massive window to the courts below. “Okay. I have a nine-thirty session. But before I go…”

Hallie went on high alert. Anyone could say what they wanted about Sydney King, but she definitely knew how to keep someone on their toes. She and Reese were perfectly suited on that front. Hallie clicked her tongue. “What’s that now?”

“You never actually said yes. To being my maid of honor,” Sydney clarified, looking at Hallie intently.

“I would be honored, Sydney,” Hallie assured her best friend before letting out an exhale. This was good. Focus on Sydney’s wedding. Get some clarity with Brynn.

For the first time in weeks, she felt like she had a plan. Of course, it was one that Sydney had essentially created for her, but she was going to adhere to it, dammit!

Spend time with Brynn outside of the inn. Help Sydney plan the wedding of her dreams as her maid of honor. And, in the meantime, not say or do anything that would get her into trouble.

She took a long drag from her straw. That last one was always easier said than done.


CHAPTER TWELVE


“Do you want to put our coats down? I can grab us drinks and then we can look around?” Hallie was standing next to Brynn, pointing at an empty table.

Brynn appreciated that, like herself, Hallie liked to get to places early. The winter arts market at Stoneport Brewery had only started a few minutes ago, but the limited tables for seating were already filling up, with more people milling in behind them. It seemed like everyone had the same idea: to get there early and beat the snowstorm that was supposed to roll through later.

Though Brynn had never been here before, Hallie had explained to her how the large, industrial space had been reconfigured for the day, with about two dozen tables set up along three of the four building walls for local vendors.

Apparently, the dead of winter in Stoneport brought people out in droves for a warm building and a cold beer.

Brynn nodded. “I can do that. Um…” She looked toward the large menu hanging from the ceiling, at least a dozen different beers brewed in-house written across it. “What do you recommend here?”

Hallie squinted adorably up at the board, closing one of her eyes completely. “I recommend that I should get glasses, first and foremost.”

Brynn looked up at the board, too, smiling as she tried not to stare too intently at Hallie. Brynn was a smitten kitten. Endeared beyond measure. She’d been learning lots of new, descriptive words this week. The hardest part had been keeping them to herself, given that she’d started to share almost everything with Hallie.

She clocked a seasonal winter beer that said there were notes of candied nuts and peanut brittle. That sounded right up her alley, especially as she waited for the feeling in her fingers to return. And if she wasn’t sold on the taste, the name alone pushed her over the edge. “I’ll take the Hoppy Hibernation.”

With a decisive nod and a matching smile, Hallie handed over her own bulky coat. For some insane reason, they’d decided that it would be a good idea to make the ten-minute trek to the brewery on foot. By the time they’d arrived from their short walk, Hallie’s face was flushed, and her cheeks had a rosy glow. “One Hoppy Hibernation, coming right up.”

Hallie turned around and joined the line of people already a few deep, waiting to be served at the bar. Meandering through the family-style tables that were still situated in the middle of the brewery, Brynn grabbed the two seats at the end of one of the tables that Hallie had pointed to earlier.

Ten days ago, Brynn had experienced intense, profoundly life-altering attraction for the first time ever. The source of it was the woman she was staring at across the room, waiting patiently to get to the bar like she hadn’t upended Brynn’s whole world.

Brynn’s life since then had been far more interesting than she ever could have imagined. Because everything was different now.

The most different part of all was Brynn.

It was like a veil had been lifted, and she couldn’t unsee what was on the other side. Now, there was an ever-present awareness whenever Hallie was close.

The morning after she and Hallie had fallen asleep together, Brynn had gratuitously checked someone out for the first time. She’d always been able to appreciate beauty. Well-done makeup. A great fashion aesthetic that allowed someone to look put together.

But this had been so, so different.

She’d felt a prickle at the base of her spine, watching Hallie that day. She’d scanned her eyes up the contours of her tennis outfit, which showcased Hallie’s legs and her hips and her breasts.

Lust wasn’t just theoretical anymore, after that moment.

Brynn had wanted. Deeply. To touch Hallie. To place her mouth against the hollow on Hallie’s neck again, where her lips had fit perfectly the night before. Her stomach had tightened, and beneath her towel, she’d pressed her legs together, looking to find relief from the pressure that was mounting there.

Until that moment, Brynn had never thought of herself as a sexual person. Raw desire and attraction and passion were things that she’d read about—had understood in the abstract—but she’d never experienced them for herself. It was crazy, how, in a single moment, the pieces had clicked into place. One emotion had toppled into the other, like a line of cascading dominos.

Suddenly, a longing that made an emptiness expand in her chest had overtaken her, and her hands had shook from the intensity of it.

Luckily, she didn’t think Hallie had noticed. That would be bad when Brynn herself hadn’t quite understood what was happening to her. Deep, emotional friendship? Pure sexual desire? Some intoxicating combination of the two, which had made it a little hard for her to breathe?

That night on the sofa was the catalyst, but the feelings it had stirred up hadn’t abated. So Brynn had done what she did best: started to research everything she could possibly find about understanding attraction.

Most interestingly, what she’d learned was that, even though Hallie had said practically the exact words to her before, everyone really did experience desire and attraction differently.

For her, as close as she could figure out, sexual attraction was inextricably linked with emotional connection. And there was no one with whom she had a stronger connection than Hallie.

So, in the understanding and acceptance of that, it had all started to make sense. And even if she still felt a little insane from the strength of the want coursing through her, she was comforted by how logical her feelings actually were.

And if she understood it, she could manage it, instead of letting the needy, out-of-control feeling that seemed to crop up whenever Hallie was close lead her around like a dog chasing a bone.

This was still something she was very much working on, as she clocked Hallie for about the dozenth time in the last few minutes. She’d finally reached the bartender to place their order.

Hallie had worn her hair down today, and it was soft and dark and lustrous, and, more than once, Brynn had already resisted the desire to run her hands through it. Even from far away, Brynn could tell that Hallie’s cheeks were still flushed from the cold, and it made her whole body ache. It was the good kind of aching, like she knew that finding relief would only be the start.

And god, did Brynn want to find that relief.

Gregory had laughed at her when she’d explained herself on a call a few days ago while Hallie had been working the front desk. “Welcome to the human condition,” he’d said dryly, like he’d been waiting years for her to get with the program.

But, in her defense, the scientific method couldn’t be rushed. How could she have observed something that she hadn’t known existed? But, upon becoming aware of these feelings, and after her research, she’d formulated a hypothesis that these feelings that Hallie elicited in her were related to their strong connection.

She was stalled out, though, on actually testing that hypothesis. Because even though Brynn knew she liked to approach things with rigor, people weren’t science experiments. Hallie wasn’t some experiment to her. Sexually, emotionally, scientifically, or otherwise. She’d never be so careless with another person’s feelings, especially when they were Hallie’s.

So, where did that leave her?

She still wasn’t sure as Hallie headed back to her, a beer in each hand. “For you,” Hallie said, handing Brynn the glass filled with a darker liquid than Hallie’s own, which was filled with a foamy, golden-colored beer.

“Let me know how much I owe you,” Brynn said as she accepted the drink.

Hallie waved her off, a look of deep offense flashing across her face. “I invited you here. The least I can do is buy you a beer.”

No one would ever argue that Brynn was incredible at reading social cues. With that in mind, she was trying to make sure that she hadn’t misinterpreted anything.

The thing was—no matter how she sliced, diced, or minced it—this did very much feel like a date.

But maybe that was because Brynn wanted it to be, more than the reality of the situation.

“Do you want to check out the vendors?” she asked, tilting her head to where the growing crowd seemed to be forming a natural path around the room. All the while she tried to stave off the blush on her own cheeks at having Hallie’s undivided attention.

Hallie gave her a sweet smile that made her dimple pop. “Lead the way.”

Brynn did, conscious of Hallie right behind her, their bodies pressed close as they navigated the growing crowd. She felt Hallie’s hand gently brace on her back so that they didn’t get split up.

Brynn reviewed the facts in her head. Hallie had invited her to the annual event, which was a special occasion in Stoneport. Sydney and Reese were manning the check-in desk at The Stone’s Throw today, which made the whole situation even more strange. Brynn couldn’t imagine what Hallie would have had to offer them to pull that off. And lastly, sometimes she’d catch Hallie looking at her. It seemed very similar to the way that Brynn knew that she, too, looked at Hallie. Like they were being drawn together by an invisible string.

Tension and anticipation were constantly coursing through Brynn’s veins, and it didn’t much matter what they were doing. Sitting on the sofa together was the most difficult since Brynn refused to give up the tactile comfort that they’d discovered in one another, even with the new, complicated layer slathered on top. Even hanging out at the check-in desk wasn’t without its challenges. Hallie always looked so cute yet competent as she chatted with guests and managed the inn with a focused precision that left Brynn in awe.

By the time they reached the booth at the start of a row, Brynn thought that Hallie’s fingertips had burned through her shirt and left a mark on her skin. She took a sip of her beer, letting the flavors distract her.

A tough sell, as Hallie slipped in next to her. “Are you a big art person?”

Brynn stared at the pieces on the table, small watercolors of what she assumed were local spots on the New England coastline. “I’m not even sure what that would entail. My parents have a few artists that they like, but it’s so subjective.”

Hallie laughed, a sweet sound that Brynn loved hearing. “I should have figured that something hard to quantify would not be your favorite thing.” She bumped against Brynn’s shoulder, lingering so that their bodies stayed connected. “Which means that I appreciate you humoring me and coming along all the more.”

The idea of feeling so understood made warmth expand in Brynn’s chest. Hallie didn’t chastise her. Didn’t try to force her to figure it out. She just accepted who Brynn was and then thanked her, like it was Brynn who was doing Hallie a favor. The reality was, there was literally no place that Brynn would rather be in this moment.

They moved along the first of the three rows of tables, Brynn’s whole body buzzy from their closeness. As they approached a busier area of people, where the next row started along another wall, Hallie grabbed Brynn’s hand to guide her through.

When the large group thinned out, Brynn didn’t let Hallie’s hand go. This earned her a confused glance from Hallie as she looked over her shoulder.

“You never can be too careful,” she said, squeezing Hallie’s hand but still holding on.

“You never told me how your date was yesterday.” Hallie’s words caused confusion to whip through Brynn, but she didn’t let go either.

She cleared her throat, trying to remember. Because right now, all she could feel was the warmth of Hallie’s palm. See the wisps of hair haloing her temples. Think about all her funny comments about art and mediums as they perused the pieces available for purchase. After they’d moved on to another booth, of course.

In her confusion over the last week, she’d decided that she needed more information. And she’d already been talking to Katie, a software engineer who worked remotely and lived within a twenty-minute drive, so she’d decided to see if lightning would strike twice. If this thing that she felt with Hallie could be replicated. The three dates she’d already gone on hadn’t exactly been a statistically significant sample size.

It would at least take some of the pressure off of the constant feeling that she was going to blow up her friendship with Hallie if she was getting things totally wrong.

Which was a fair fear, given that Brynn had seemed to somehow ruin every female friendship that she’d ever had.

Which sucked, deeply, because she’d always yearned for one. Maybe it was the hole left after losing a sister, always wondering what their relationship would have been like.

Her bright spot in friendships had been getting to know Reese, who, just earlier this week, had asked Brynn to be her maid of honor.

That had made her heart swell, and she’d done a little happy dance when Reese had asked, but it still didn’t come close to touching the overwhelmed, intense feeling that knocked around in her body whenever she thought about Hallie.

No. Her feelings for Hallie were definitely romantic.

So maybe, more than anything, it was about finding out where Hallie stood.

Even if being asked about her own date was a weird entry into the conversation, Brynn was going to take what she could get. She stopped at one of the tables, looking absently at the small glass figurines. “It was fun. We discussed the quasi-moon.”

Hallie laughed. “You and I must have different definitions of fun.”

Brynn knew this was a lie, considering that Hallie had just listened to her pontificate on this very subject for close to an hour the other night. It was why she’d even thought to bring it up to Katie, who’d mentioned having an interest in astronomy.

Because, really, how cool was it that an asteroid had been orbiting on the same path as Earth for close to sixty years and was likely going to stay on the same path for another sixty? In the scheme of things—of the universe, as a whole, it was completely and totally irrelevant, but to live in this moment in time and get to experience it was nothing short of incredible.

Before Brynn even responded, Hallie clocked the excited look on her face, thinking about what a profoundly special moment—120 years of moments—they existed within. Hallie sighed and squeezed Brynn’s hand, running her thumb against the back of Brynn’s knuckles. “You win. It is pretty damn cool.”

“Can’t understand why you’d see it any other way,” Brynn responded with a cheesy smile.

But back to the task at hand. She was a woman on a mission as she led Hallie to the next table. “I noticed you haven’t seemed interested in dating lately. Anything up with that?” she asked, skirting—barely—around the elephant in her mind.

Since her date with Ruby, which Hallie was surprisingly mum about, she hadn’t met up with any other matches. And Brynn knew that people were interested in Hallie, judging by the notifications constantly popping up on her phone.

Hallie pursed her lips, seemingly focused on a small elephant figurine. It felt like some weird, karmic sign from the universe. Maybe Hallie’s mind was on the same wavelength. It was a ridiculous thing to think, all because she was charmed by a cute elephant statue. Brynn really needed to get it together.

“First dates are basically interviews, and I’ve had one job for my entire life, which I got by sheer nepotism. What do I know about putting my best foot forward in that way? It’s honestly a wonder that Reese lets me interview prospective candidates at the inn.”

“You found me,” Brynn defended.

Breaking her hand free, a loss that Brynn felt immediately, Hallie picked up the elephant and inhaled at the price tag stuck to its glass belly. “I’d argue that Reese found you, and I was lucky enough to be graced by your presence.”

“You’re changing the subject. We’re supposed to be talking about your dating life.” Getting Hallie to talk about something when she didn’t want to was like herding cats.

And even if it was stupid to push this, Brynn couldn’t help herself. She wanted to know what Hallie was thinking. About everything, but especially about this. She forced herself to remember that just because Hallie didn’t want to date didn’t mean that she was carrying some torch for Brynn.

That would also be ridiculous to assume. Especially when you considered Brynn’s own track record.

“I don’t have a ‘dating life,’” Hallie said, making air quotes with her one free hand. A hand that Brynn missed but had yet to pluck up the bravery to take back.

Instead, she rolled her eyes at Hallie, who seemed intent on sending her to an early grave today. If Brynn could even find her way there in this excruciatingly meandering conversation. “Which is your own choice.”

There was a world where Brynn could infer that Hallie having her friendship, and wanting only that, made it feasible for her to feel even less inclined to find a romantic partner. Hallie hadn’t wanted to date, even before Brynn had come on the scene.

Hallie put the glass elephant down, back in its place in a row with other exotic animals. “If you’d been on the date that I went on, you wouldn’t be eager to jump back on the horse either.”

“You have been suspiciously quiet about it,” Brynn cut in. Sure, she didn’t really want to know, but that didn’t change the fact that she needed to. Especially with the new awareness that had taken root inside of her body that refused to let go.

Hallie had been on her one and only date weeks ago at this point, and all Brynn had gotten was that “they didn’t have chemistry.”

What did that even mean?

She was desperate to know what Hallie liked. And if there was a world in which it could be something that Brynn had to offer.

Finally, Hallie stepped back from the table and made eye contact. “It’s okay. I appreciate your concern, really, but I licked my wounds while talking to Sydney. I’m over it. I promise. I’m just not champing at the bit to get back out there.”

A stab of hurt coursed through Brynn at feeling on the outside of Hallie’s life. Especially when something was causing Hallie turmoil. “Sure. You should talk to whoever you feel most comfortable with.”

Instead of dwelling on the feeling hollowing out her chest, she walked down to the next table. Stained glass created scenes of—to very little surprise to her now, after they’d made it halfway through the vendors—coastal motifs.

“Hey,” Hallie said, coming to stand next to her. “I didn’t mean it like that. Sydney’s known me since I was eight. She’s seen me at my worst. And you… haven’t.”

“How would I, if you don’t let me be there for you?” Brynn asked, genuinely confused.

She hated to see Hallie sad, but she couldn’t pretend that she hadn’t felt undeniably closer to her on New Year’s Eve, when Hallie had come home and spoken so candidly about her life and her struggles with her family. It had made her so real to Brynn, in a way that had opened the door for everything between them that had come after.

“I like the way that you see me.” Hallie’s words were so quiet, it would have been easy to miss them in the din of the brewery. “I didn’t want to explain to you how embarrassing my date was, mostly because Ruby looked at me like I was the biggest loser on planet Earth. Including,” Hallie stressed seriously, “if we’re also counting 2025 PN7,” the name of the quasi-moon that had been discovered earlier in the year.

Brynn’s whole face flushed with color, and suddenly, it was like everyone else in the building disappeared. She leaned into Hallie, their shoulders brushing together, and tingles shot down her arm. “I knew that you were a big nerd on the inside,” she said before adding, “And anyone who doesn’t see you the way I do obviously has terrible taste in women.”

Hallie’s face broke into a smile that made Brynn’s heart skip a beat. “Suddenly an expert after a whole month of dating?”

“I’ve had a pretty excellent guide,” Brynn said as she willed Hallie to stay close to her. Physically and emotionally.

They were turning down the last row of vendors when Hallie stopped short, an uneasy look on her face. “Um… maybe I’ll grab another drink. Do you want one?”

Brynn looked over at Hallie’s half-full glass. It was a strange amount to drink if she didn’t actually like the beer. “Is something wrong?”

Hallie suddenly grew smaller, her eyes downcast, which made Brynn intently scan the rest of the space, especially the last row of vendors, where they had yet to wander.

That was when Brynn locked on Ruby, whom she recognized from her dating profile pictures. Her guess had been right. Even in the dead of winter, Ruby was wearing a tank top.

Hallie’s tense voice pulled Brynn’s attention back to her. “I didn’t even consider that she’d be here. Probably because I assumed it was so beneath her.”

Anger on Hallie’s behalf swept through Brynn. Forcefully. So much so that her hand not holding a beer clenched into a fist.

Who in their right mind would make Hallie feel badly about literally anything?

Sometimes, Brynn had these moments of clarity. At least, that’s how she referred to them in her head. They happened when everything slowed down and an answer became painfully obvious, like all the data points that she’d known but hadn’t yet connected lined up in a row, and she could see the big picture. Usually, it only happened when she was trying to understand a new concept, but most recently, it had been happening in other areas of her life, too.

Grant, earlier this year, had been the first time that she’d experienced it in a relationship, but even then, it had taken Reese pointing her in the right direction. Looking at his phone hadn’t made her feel good, but she knew that he’d never admit the truth to her.

And then she’d found, once she’d gone looking, the dating app. The messages with dozens of women. But worse than either of those was when she’d looked at his texts and had gotten a front row seat for how he talked about her to his friends. Like she was nothing more than Grant’s ticket to ascending the Devereux family throne.

At her rehearsal dinner, it was the one thing that she hadn’t mentioned in her presentation.

She’d felt the strangest sense of calm once she’d discovered the extent of his cheating. Like she’d been suspended in time. Leading up to the wedding, she was in a state of zen that she’d never experienced before.

Just like right now, as everything slowed down around her. All she could see was Hallie. And all Brynn could think about was wiping that distressed look off her face.

Because good people didn’t deserve to be treated poorly, and Brynn was going to do what she could to even the odds in an unjust world. In all her years of studying philosophy and science and math, it was a simple truth that she’d discovered, a north star that guided her.

She grabbed Hallie’s hand and interlaced their fingers. “Let’s look at the last row of vendors. I’m right here with you.”

There was only a moment of hesitation before Hallie fell into step with her. “This feels like a terrible idea.”

Brynn shrugged and focused her attention on the first table, keeping Hallie close. She wasn’t especially interested in abstract art, also with vague sea motifs, but she spent at least a minute checking out the pieces.

“Do you like these?” Hallie finally whispered, her breath tickling Brynn’s ear.

Indulging in the intimacy of the moment, Brynn tilted her head, their lips so close that it would only take pressing forward a few inches to close the gap. “Not really,” she said at the same time she smiled.

Brynn liked this version of herself. A woman who wasn’t scared. Who leaned into what felt good and didn’t overanalyze every possibility. She liked it so much that she put her beer down on the table and used her now-free hand to run her fingers along Hallie’s cheek. Hallie let out an audible exhale, her eyes going wide.

“Brynn?” she questioned, but she didn’t move away.

Brynn felt a thrumming in her chest that only picked up in intensity when she said, “If this was our first date, I would want you to know that you were acing it.”

Because god, did she wish that she was on a real date with Hallie right now. Then she could lean forward and kiss those lips that looked so incredibly soft. And run her hands through Hallie’s hair while her thumb stroked up and down Hallie’s defined jaw in a soothing line.

The desire to touch was so overwhelming that she almost gave in to it, a persistent need building low in her stomach and radiating outward.

But she stopped herself when she saw the confusion warring on Hallie’s face. She let out a long exhale, their breath mingling together when Hallie said, “You’re pretty much perfect, Brynn. You know that, right?”

Brynn smiled and gave Hallie’s cheek one last indulgent stroke before she dropped her hand. She had been feeling that way lately, in large part because of Hallie and the space that she’d given Brynn to open into without fear.

She couldn’t deny herself the pleasure of grabbing Hallie’s hand again, but Hallie was the one to lace their fingers together this time.

Tilting her head toward the next table, Brynn allowed herself a full-fledged smile so vibrant it made her cheeks hurt. “Let’s finish checking out the vendors?”

Hallie looked like she was about to say something, but she nodded and bit her lip, which stirred up a whole new round of feelings in Brynn.

They checked out the next few tables, not talking much. They were both keenly aware that they were heading closer to the source of Hallie’s anxiety. And if Brynn hadn’t known it, she could feel it, Hallie’s hand tightening around hers.

When they were only a table away, Brynn stopped at the vendor, one that she’d noticed when they’d walked in. A thrill of anticipation rushed through her. She was excited for what was about to happen. “I love these hats. Did you make them?”

The woman behind the table, who looked to be in her mid-fifties and was wearing a flannel and a pair of jeans, stepped forward and smiled. “I did. I’m Kathy, and my wife, Susan, makes all the games in her workshop.” She looked lovingly at a woman with short-cropped hair and a very similar, if not identical, flannel, who was standing at the table on the other side of Ruby, talking to the vendor there. Turning her attention back to Brynn, Kathy added, “We’ve been doing this as a passion project for, oh, about a decade at this point. We own the kayak rental shop on the water, but this helps tide us over through winter.”

Brynn smiled back. “I love them. Everything’s gorgeous.”

One side of the table was filled with knitted caps in the shape of animals. A frog. A lion. A penguin. A shark. A least half a dozen other animals, with multiples of each style. Brynn really did love them all, and she knew of a place that would have dozens of kids who’d love them, too. Along with the beautiful wooden games like tic-tac-toe, Connect Four, checkers, and chess. The inn could probably use a full set of the games, now that she was thinking about it.

“Well, feel free to take a look at anything. I’m not exactly great at the hard sell, but everything is completely handmade locally.”

Hallie, up until this point, had been relatively quiet. “Are you thinking about getting something?” she asked Brynn.

Brynn looked over at her, smiling playfully. “I’m getting them all.”

It was by virtue of that smile that Hallie probably thought she was joking, laughing as she responded, “Sure. Because you need close to fifty hats and”—Brynn watched her counting the games—“a few dozen board games.”

Which was a great point. She turned her attention back to Kathy. “Do you have additional stock of anything not with you today? Or can I commission additional pieces?”

Kathy’s eyes went wide at the same time Hallie’s elbow pushed lightly into Brynn’s side. “What are you doing?” Hallie asked, clearly confused.

“I’m supporting a local business.” Being intentionally obtuse could be sort of fun, especially when Hallie’s brows furrowed at her.

The only tragedy was that, for the next part, Brynn had to let go of Hallie’s hand. But it was worth it as she walked by Ruby, who’d started to clock that something was happening, before stopping at her neighbor’s table. “Susan? Could I bother you for a second? I’m talking with Kathy, and I wanted your input on the games. You make them, right?”

“Sure do,” Susan said, her face all smiles as she quickly walked down her side of the tables, back to where Kathy was standing.

Brynn made sure to give Ruby a hard, dismissive glance when she walked by her again, which, as Brynn expected, only made Ruby focus on her more.

When she got back to Hallie, she quickly grabbed her hand again.

“Brynn, what is going on?” Hallie’s voice was still steeped in confusion, and she had that exasperated tone that Brynn had grown to love. If it was coming from Hallie, of course.

“The hats and games would be perfect for the cancer wing at the Boston Children’s Hospital. I was thinking that we could get a set of games for The Stone’s Throw, too.”

Hallie’s whole face softened, likely realizing why something like this would matter so much to Brynn. She liked that Hallie knew these things about her and was surprised even more that she found comfort in Hallie knowing the hard, messy stuff.

She didn’t want to hide anything about who she was or how she’d become this way from Hallie. Regardless of whether it made anything between them more complicated.

“But still,” Hallie breathed out, “it’s got to be thousands of dollars worth of stuff.”

Brynn would have spent ten times that just to see the look on Ruby’s face when Brynn focused on Kathy and Susan again and said, a little louder than necessary, “I’ll take them all. Everything you have with you today and whatever you have at home. And I’d love to get a card so that I can talk to you about commissioning some additional pieces.”

As a general rule, Brynn didn’t flaunt her family’s wealth. Ever. But in this moment, and with the knowledge that it was doing something good while also very likely making Ruby insanely jealous, she couldn’t regret her decision even a single bit.

Ruby shouldn’t have ever made Hallie feel like she wasn’t good enough. And Brynn was in a position to make sure that Ruby connected those dots.

Which, apparently, she had, judging by the glowering look that she was throwing in Brynn’s direction before furtively looking at Hallie.

Brynn spared Ruby one last pitiful glance, the type that you couldn’t grow up affluently without knowing how to do, regardless of the fact that Brynn never employed it. But she wanted to make it absolutely clear that they wouldn’t be stopping at her table next.

For all the judgment that Ruby had thrown Hallie’s way a few weeks ago, her art was surprisingly and tackily kitsch. Sure, the items she was selling were all made out of metal, but ultimately, they were… you guessed it… coastal-inspired. Metal formed into waves. Metal formed into a seagull. Metal formed into a beach umbrella.

It was basically the equivalent of Kidz Bop putting out a metal album.

Really, Brynn had been expecting a little more originality, but apparently, Ruby also had bills to pay, even if she clearly didn’t want to give that impression to people that she dated. All while making those dates feel terribly if they couldn’t live up to some unrealistic standard.

Hallie caught the look that Brynn had just bestowed on Ruby, and her mouth dropped open. She lowered her voice. “You are not doing this just to make some sort of point to her, are you?”

Brynn smiled cheekily, trying not to let the throaty timbre that Hallie used distract her too much. Right now, she had wares to purchase. “Why can’t two things be true? I really do want to give these hats to the children’s hospital, but I won’t pretend that I didn’t love seeing the look on her face.”

And Hallie’s, too, she realized, as the other woman’s lips bloomed into a vibrant smile. “This is too much, Brynn. You don’t need to⁠—”

Brynn cut her off, exhilaration coursing through her veins. She felt like she’d just sprinted around a track, and her heart was skipping around wildly in her chest. Yes, from what she’d just done, but also because of how Hallie was looking at her. Like Brynn had just traveled halfway across the world and hand-mined her a diamond or something. To Brynn, though, it was the bare minimum someone should be doing for Hallie. “I want to. Considering this me paying you rent for the last six weeks.”

“Why would I make you pay rent?” Hallie argued.

Brynn laughed and admitted, “Honestly, I don’t know. But it felt like a good enough reason a few seconds ago.”

Hallie groaned, even though she was still smiling. Brynn would do anything to keep that look on her face, especially when Hallie’s dimple popped. “You truly do live in another world.”

Brynn handed her credit card over to a still slightly shocked Kathy, but she kept her focus on Hallie. Really, it felt impossible to look anywhere else. “You aren’t the first person to tell me that, and you probably won’t be the last.”

Accepting that there was no way that she was going to talk Brynn out of this, Hallie looked at the table, still piled high with items. “Well, I hope that they deliver. Because there’s no way we can walk home with all of this stuff.”


CHAPTER THIRTEEN


“Istill cannot believe you did that,” Hallie muttered for about the dozenth time.

Brynn had spent the last ten minutes coordinating delivery directly to the hospital, which Kathy and Susan were, unsurprisingly, more than happy to accommodate.

Instead of responding, all she received from Brynn was a cheeky, satisfied smile.

A smile that was getting harder and harder to resist falling into as the days wore on. It was also a smile, coincidentally, that made Hallie’s stomach flutter.

Was Brynn literally the perfect human? Hallie was no expert, but to take a page out of Brynn’s book, the data points were stacking up. Not only was she helping sick children, but she’d also dressed Ruby down so handily that she was gone from her table by the time that Brynn was sliding her credit card back into its holder.

Hallie could only withstand so much!

Now, anticipation was settled low in her belly, and she felt like they were on the precipice of something.

As a bonus, she felt like she was finally meeting the woman who’d given a totally badass PowerPoint presentation about her philandering fiancé. Hallie couldn’t wait to get to know this version of Brynn better.

She was about to ask if Brynn wanted to get another drink, maybe pluck up the courage to have an honest conversation, when her phone buzzed.

Hallie sent the call to voicemail and turned to Brynn, who was giving her a sweet, confused look. Talk about a woman who contained multitudes. “Do you need to take that?”

Hallie shook her head. She absolutely did not need to take Sydney’s nosy but well-meaning call, which was very likely just to check in.

Except that her phone rang again.

If there’s one thing that Hallie knew about her best friend, it was that she had determination in spades.

“Just one second.” Hallie, with difficulty, pulled her stare from Brynn and answered the call. “Hey, Sydney. What’s up?” She thought that she did a pretty great job of not sounding annoyed.

And she was glad that she’d tempered her tone, given the cautious, slightly nervous one that she was met with. “There’s been an incident at the inn. Everyone is fine, but I thought you’d want to know.”

Hallie’s back straightened, and she immediately went into business mode. “What kind of incident? If everyone’s okay, that’s the important part.”

There had been various issues at the hotel over the years. Unruly guests. Fire alarms. Minor injuries, which had a much higher probability when their average guest’s age was in the sixties. But don’t think that they couldn’t party because they absolutely could—and did. Hence the minor injuries.

“I’m so sorry to be interrupting your…” Sydney stalled out on whatever word she was looking for to describe Brynn and Hallie going on a daytime outing at which Hallie bought them drinks, they held hands, and they talked about themselves to get to know one another better.

Not that Sydney needed to know any of that right now. “It’s fine. What happened?” Hallie stressed again. “Is Reese there?”

It was weird that Sydney was the one calling her about an issue with the inn instead of Reese.

An hour ago, Hallie had left both of them sitting at the check-in desk. She’d even believed that, if absolutely necessary, they’d be able to tear their eyes away from one another and focus on any guests that wandered up to the counter.

“Greg was putting the plow on his truck for the snowstorm, and he cut his leg open pretty badly. It’s going to need at least a few stitches.”

“Oh my god.” Hallie held her hand up over her mouth. Brynn was already moving closer, and she placed her hand on Hallie’s arm. Hallie wasn’t sure if the look that she was able to give Brynn allayed either of their concerns. “How bad is it?”

“Luckily, we didn’t have to call 911. Candace just left to take him to the ER.”

Hallie exhaled. “Okay. That’s… not good, but I’m just glad that he’s okay.” But— “Where is Reese?”

There was silence for long, protracted seconds until: “You know, I knew that Reese didn’t like blood, but I wasn’t aware that she could faint from the sight of it.”

Hallie gasped. “We’ll be right back.”

“She’s okay, too. I have her convalescing like a Victorian woman on the sofa in the lounge. I even gave her the good spot next to the fire.” Sydney paused before finally adding, “But truly, this all happened, like, fifteen minutes ago. Everyone is fine. I promise.”

It was impressive that Hallie could manage a smile in spite of the anxious churning in her gut, but Sydney was painting an entertainingly vivid picture. “We’re still coming back.”

She heard the groan that Sydney let out. “I knew that you’d kill me if I didn’t let you know what happened, but you don’t need to come back.”

Of course they were coming back. “Of course we’re coming back!”

Besides the storm that was set to roll in, Candace was also in the middle of her cleaning shift given what time it was, and Hallie absolutely wasn’t going to keep Sydney sitting at a desk when she should be getting Reese home to rest.

At this point, Brynn had moved so close to Hallie that their cheeks were practically pressed together, and Brynn could hear what Sydney was saying, too. At least she hadn’t heard the first part, when Sydney was waffling over what to call their day together. Thank god for small miracles. If or when the conversation happened, she really didn’t need Sydney playing third wheel.

“Give us fifteen minutes,” Hallie said before hanging up the call and shoving her phone in her pocket.

She turned, but Brynn wasn’t there. Instead, she was already halfway across the large room, probably on the hunt for their coats given the direction in which she was moving. Hallie allowed herself a few indulgent seconds, watching as Brynn strode purposefully through the throngs of people.

It meant something to Hallie how Brynn just got how important being at the inn at a time like this would be. Sure, maybe Hallie needed to get better at divesting herself from a life that was completely encompassed by The Stone’s Throw, but she would never stop caring about the people there. Hell, she’d probably never stop thinking of it as her home.

When Brynn returned, she held out Hallie’s coat for her, which felt like a very romantic act on Brynn’s part. Especially given that Hallie was so focused on getting back as soon as possible that she hadn’t realized anything else could pull her attention. Turning around, Hallie let Brynn shrug the bulky garment around her shoulders.

The careful, deliberate action did nothing to disabuse Hallie’s notion that this was a date.

Or, at the very least, that she desperately wanted it to be.

She sighed, hoping Brynn couldn’t hear her. She should have been more forthright before they’d come out today.

What was she? Eighteen? Brynn deserved better than something billed as a “hangout,” all so that Hallie didn’t have to experience the stress of an encounter having actual stakes.

There needed to be a balance in her life, one where she cared about the things that were important to her like the inn and the life she’d already built but where she didn’t let the fear of failure stop her from being open and honest. Especially with Brynn.

“Ready?” she asked as Brynn was zipping up her own coat. Once they got things settled back at the inn, Hallie was committed to doing the hard thing.

Except that then Brynn picked up a lone hat from the table—an adorable fox—and pulled it over her head.

And Hallie’s heart literally and truly skipped a beat. God, did she just want to give herself over to the fluttery, erratic feeling in her chest, the one that made her feel like she was on the verge of a heart attack.

But she couldn’t focus on that right now. She smiled at Brynn, felt the blood pumping through her veins, making everything feel new and exhilarating.

Soon. She held her hand out for Brynn to take. “Let’s go.”
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“I promise you didn’t need to come back,” Sydney said again as Hallie and Brynn entered The Stone’s Throw. Sydney immediately clocked their clasped hands before shifting her gaze back up to meet Hallie’s, leveling her with a smirk.

Hallie ignored the look. She had more important things to focus on right now. “Have you heard anything from Greg and Candace?”

She felt Brynn’s hand squeeze her own before she pulled away slowly. “I’m going to check on Reese.”

Hallie nodded and tried bravely not to stare after Brynn like a lovesick puppy. She thought she’d done a pretty good job at it, except that when she turned her attention back to Sydney, her mouth had morphed into what Hallie could only describe as a shit-eating grin.

Hallie held up her hand. “No. Let’s focus on the important things right now.”

It had taken them close to twenty minutes to get home, double the amount of time that it had taken to walk there. The snow had started falling already, and though some businesses had already salted their walkways and sidewalks, it had been a treacherous endeavor.

Hallie had used her no-nonsense voice, so she was pleased when Sydney relented immediately. “They’re at the hospital. Greg was already taken back to a room. It could definitely have been better, but it absolutely could have been worse.”

Hallie let out a long exhale, relief coursing through her. “That’s good news. And what about Reese? I cannot believe you aren’t holding vigil at her side.” Truly, Hallie was most shocked that Sydney hadn’t also scooped Reese up and taken her to the hospital, too. Just to be safe.

Sydney looked past Hallie, over to the sofa. “She’s a determined woman when she wants to be. But, apparently, this happens. Per her own words, she just needs to rest. I already gave her some apple juice. And…”

She met Sydney’s stare. “And what?”

Suddenly, Sydney looked embarrassed. “She told me that I was hovering.”

Hallie looked down at Sydney’s hands, which she was kneading together like a cat making biscuits. At this rate, Hallie should give her some lotion so at least Sydney would be doing something productive with all of her fretting. “Let me guess. Wringing hands? Pacing? A wild, fearful look in your eyes?”

“I’m not that bad,” Sydney argued. But Hallie wasn’t accusing her of anything. She was just noting the exact behaviors that Sydney was currently displaying.

Hallie inclined her head, saying more with a look than her words ever could, which made Sydney stop quickly and square her shoulders. Lowering her voice, she said, “And what about you? Miss ‘Waltzing Into the Inn Hand in Hand With Brynn Fitzpatrick.’”

Hallie avoided eye contact. “It was icy outside.” Which wasn’t a lie.

Sydney let out a guffaw and leaned forward. “Brynn freaking Fitzpatrick—or ‘BFF,’ since I’m sure that’s all it is, right?”

She could at least give her friend points for creativity, even if she wasn’t going to tell her that. And why was Sydney trying to distract her when there were actual, serious issues on the table? Greg’s injury. Reese’s fainting. That was what they should be focusing on!

Hallie took a steadying breath. “There have been no conversational happenings as to the status of anything related to what could be construed as a romantic relationship.”

Sydney’s eyes narrowed. “Then why do you sound like a confusing proposition on a voting ballot?”

Hallie chanced a glance over her shoulder, where Brynn was still sitting on the sofa with Reese, who’d shifted into an upright position. Seeing that at least all was quiet over there, she looked back at Sydney. “You two should really get going to beat the storm.”

“What about non-conversational updates?” Sydney nudged. “Like holding hands and whatever it is that you aren’t telling me.”

This was the problem with lifelong friendships! It was impossible to keep anything from Sydney, especially once she got fixated on something.

At Hallie’s silence, Sydney pressed on. “What happened to never lying to me, huh? I want you to know that, as the architect of this date, I was expecting a full debrief.”

Massaging the bridge of her nose, Hallie managed to get out, “Architect, really? I always like how humble you are, Sydney. Truly.”

Sydney gasped. “You’re being evasive. You’re evading me. Me, your best friend!”

She appreciated how aghast Sydney was right now, and Hallie laughed in spite of her best attempts to stay focused.

And then she felt the flutter again, low in her stomach, when she thought about what Brynn had done for her earlier today. How did she even quantify that to Sydney?

To make Hallie feel so seen and protected and defended, in a way that she’d never experienced from anyone other than Sydney. Definitely not from anyone she’d ever had romantic feelings for.

“Well, I still really care about her,” was where she landed, smiling softly.

Just then, she felt as much as she heard movement behind them. She knew it was Brynn from the subtle scent of her perfume. She’d been dreaming of the soft scent for weeks now.

When Brynn reached the counter, she stood so close that their shoulders were almost touching, and Hallie had to resist the urge to reach for her hand. Resist a lot more than that, in fact.

“I’m going to finish cleaning the rooms since Candace will be gone for the rest of the day.” Brynn’s voice broke through the haze, keeping Hallie from almost doing something incredibly dumb, like wrapping her arm around Brynn’s waist and pulling her close.

“You don’t need to—” But Hallie’s words died in her throat when Brynn leveled her with a smile that stole her breath. Yeah, this had moved laughably far beyond friendship for Hallie.

Brynn glanced at her again, oblivious to her turmoil. “You can make sure things are okay here, and then Reese and Sydney can head home before the snow gets too bad?”

They all looked out the window near the desk then as fat, heavy snowflakes fell harder than they had a few minutes before.

“That’s a great idea, Brynn. Thank you for the generous offer,” Sydney said at the same time Hallie shot her best friend a daggered look. Had she not tried to convince Sydney of this, not even ten minutes ago?!

Brynn ran her hand down Hallie’s arm, which made her realize that she hadn’t even taken off her coat yet. All that Hallie could think about was how she had denied herself the chance to feel warm skin against her own. But then Brynn was saying, “I’ll check in with you later?”

Hallie wasn’t sure, but she thought that maybe there was the same awareness that she heard in her own voice, whenever Brynn was close and she had to pretend like her heart didn’t want to beat out of her chest.

She nodded, and Brynn disappeared down the hallway to find the cleaning cart where Candace had left it.

Sydney had that ridiculous smirk on her face again as she pointed in the direction that Brynn had just headed. “We will be discussing this at a later date. Right now, I have a fiancée to get home safely so that we can cuddle up together and ride this storm out.”

Hallie clicked her tongue against her teeth. “I’m going to say goodbye to Reese and thank her for the help today.”

“What am I, chopped liver?” Sydney asked, not without some glee. She could feel keenly that Sydney was living for the fact that something was finally going on in Hallie’s life.

“Her help doesn’t come with conditions,” Hallie batted back as she turned toward the sitting room, where Reese was looking at the two of them like they’d lost their minds.

But if Hallie was being honest, she liked that there was something going on, too. And she was more than a little addicted to who it was going on with.
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Darkness had fallen by the time Hallie was on her last few laps to finish snowblowing the inn’s parking lot. The plow that they usually affixed to the truck hadn’t been hooked up before Greg had gotten injured. Luckily, the snowblower that they used for walkways around the property was gassed up and ready to go.

She made a mental note to send Greg a get-well-soon gift, once she was back inside.

Which she hoped would be soon.

If she thought that she’d known what cold was earlier today on their twenty-minute walk home, she’d been sorely mistaken.

During her two-hour snowblowing extravaganza, which she’d have to do all over again in a few hours, her fingers had gone numb, whether her nose was still attached to her face was anyone’s guess, and she’d started pretending that she could breathe out her very visible puffs of air into specific shapes. That last one was probably a sign that hallucinations had set in, but she was pretty pleased with the approximation of a penguin that she’d managed, anyway.

The only problem was that, as the hours had worn on outside, Hallie had done the absolute worst possible thing that she could do. She’d started thinking.

Too much, in fact.

The kind of thinking that made the simplicity and ease of the day with Brynn float away. In its place had settled a wild, skittering feeling that started to cause uneasiness instead of excitement to churn in her stomach.

It was like a stone was growing in her gut, and with each pass through the parking lot, it had gotten heavier.

Because Brynn Fitzpatrick, regardless of the moments that they’d shared today, was a force to be reckoned with. And everything she’d done for Hallie only reinforced that idea.

Brynn was a woman on the verge of, well, whatever it was that Brynn wanted out of this life. An incredible person who’d already been through so much and was just starting to come into her own identity. She was brave when it counted and pulled no punches to protect and support the people who she cared about.

And Hallie…

Well, she spent the majority of her existence avoiding conflict in her personal and romantic lives. All with the goal of insulating herself so that she never had to feel the sting of rejection or failure.

The realization hit her as she made her final turn with the snowblower, one last foot-wide stretch of white powder between her and the warm indoors.

With Brynn.

The prospect wasn’t nearly as enticing as it had felt when they’d been at the brewery, holding hands and making gooey eyes at one another, like the real world hadn’t existed.

Because, tragically, it did.

And in Hallie’s world, life happened around her, not to her. And on the off chance that someone waltzed into her sterile existence who could change it all, she, apparently, deluded herself just long enough to get into the precarious predicament that she found herself in now.

Self-sabotage at its finest. The Hallie Thatcher Special[image: trade mark].

She and Brynn would probably never work. Not without Hallie being left to pick up the pieces of her crushing disappointment when Brynn decided that a small life wasn’t what she wanted.

It hadn’t been confirmed for her, since she didn’t have any IQ tests on hand, but Hallie was pretty sure that Brynn was a literal genius. Who was also gorgeous and funny and thoughtful.

To her own credit, Hallie wasn’t completely emotionally useless. She knew that Brynn saw something in her, too. That this push and pull between them could only happen when both sides were invested in what was happening.

But for how long?

How could Hallie ever be enough to make life in Stoneport worth it for someone like Brynn? She barely wanted to hang out with herself some days, so it wasn’t a far leap to assume the same must be true for other people.

It was definitely true for her family. Which was the demoralizing truth that bubbled to the surface whenever she went on this winding, unhealthy spiral.

She was so fucking tired. Physically. Emotionally. Mentally.

She maneuvered the snowblower to a spot near the steps at the front door and turned it off. Her gloves and hat were quickly discarded when she was back inside the inn. With less than 50 percent occupancy, an unexpected storm on their hands, and their groundskeeper out of commission, she wasn’t going to get hung up on the little details.

She stood in front of the fireplace long enough that feeling started to return in her hands.

Before she’d gone outside, she’d texted Brynn and told her that, under no uncertain circumstances, should she subject herself to the outdoors, too.

At the door leading to the apartment, Hallie took off her boots to let them dry in the hallway, followed quickly by her waterproof pants.

Even though she still felt like she could smell snow, her nose once again seemed like it was part of her face, which she was ridiculously grateful for.

It wasn’t late, but Brynn hadn’t turned on the lights in the living room. Actually, Hallie realized, glancing around, Brynn wasn’t in the living room at all.

Which was probably for the best. Hallie was in a vulnerable state. Even with all the thinking that she’d been doing, the remnants of the day, especially now that she was back in the apartment they shared, were having residual effects on her resistance.

Brynn’s bedroom door was open a few inches, with what looked like a bedside light providing soft illumination.

She was probably napping, Hallie thought, as she realized how good it would feel to lie down and stretch out her sore muscles. And stare up at the ceiling and look at the nothingness while she berated herself for being such a wimp.

But there would be time for that later. Right now, she really, really needed to eat something.

Not wanting to disrupt Brynn, she padded over to the bedroom door to close it. She wouldn’t allow her ill-advised feelings to stop her from being a good roommate, at least.

Which she was about to do when she heard a muffled mewing sound, like Brynn was agitated.

And Hallie’s heart cracked wide open, thinking of the awful nightmares that plagued Brynn. The ones that she’d gotten a front row seat to that night on the sofa, when she’d understood, in some small way, the depth of Brynn’s loss. Without thinking, she slowly pushed the door open and walked inside.

Her plan was… well, she didn’t exactly know what her plan was, except that it was completely irrelevant when she stepped into the room, only to be met with a heavily lidded stare.

Brynn definitely wasn’t sleeping.

Hallie’s stomach bottomed out. Thoughts of comforting Brynn were replaced with the insistent thrum of her heartbeat in her ears, her body’s awareness expanding from the tips of her fingers to her toes, a swift need overtaking her.

And maybe Hallie could have quelled the racing, nervous feeling skittering through her. Except that Brynn let out a soft exhale, as the forearm that Brynn was flexing relaxed against her hip.

It didn’t matter that most of Brynn wasn’t visible or that there was only a lamp on the bedside table illuminating the room in a hazy glow. Hallie knew with every stomach-clenching, heart-palpitating fiber of her being that Brynn was masturbating.

Just the idea of it made her own center ache with need, even if she was doing everything possible not to acknowledge it.

What should she be doing right now? Oh yeah, getting the hell out of the room, which Hallie had entered without permission. Except that she was embarrassingly slow to do just that.

Finally, it was like her words and her body caught up with whatever the hell was in control of her at this moment, and she started walking backward, her hands held up. “Oh my god. I’m so⁠—”

“Stay,” Brynn’s attractively breathy voice coaxed her in a timbre that Hallie had never heard her use before. She didn’t break eye contact with Hallie either when she added, “If you want to stay, then you should stay.”

The desire that had been ratcheting up in Hallie for weeks hit a crescendo, warmth spreading through her body. Soaking, in fact, would probably be a good word to use.

She wasn’t sure how she was walking forward, but it was happening, as she moved to the empty side of the bed near the door before finally deciding to sit down on the edge. In almost every conceivable way, she was holding on for dear life.

Bad idea, bad idea, bad idea, repeated like a mantra in her mind. Only, so close to Brynn again, the thinking part of her brain had taken a back seat.

Knowing something was a bad idea and having the internal fortitude to stop it were two very, very different things.

She cleared her throat, trying not to look at the outline of Brynn’s body under the covers. Even though she was desperate to see more. “I need you to be very clear with me right now, Brynn. What, exactly, is happening?”

For long seconds, Brynn leaned her head back against the headboard and simply stared at Hallie. Eyes full. Chest rising and falling. Like time had stopped within their bubble. But this had to be categorically false; the cold from outside, for instance, was so long forgotten that Hallie wondered if she was going to actually burst into flames if Brynn kept looking at her like that.

Finally, Brynn shifted her arm out of the covers and patted the space next to her in bed. “I am very attracted to you, and I am working through what that attraction means.”

Hallie’s mouth went dry, but she managed to croak out, “By masturbating?”

Brynn nodded, a small smile working its way across her lips. God, Hallie would give anything to kiss her right now. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d wanted something so badly, in fact. “It hasn’t worked with anyone else. When I was with anyone else or when I think about anyone else. But you…”

Whatever Brynn was about to say was undoubtedly going to be the most insane thing that Hallie had ever heard. Somehow, she knew that before Brynn even finished her sentence.

But Hallie was here. Actually, she wouldn’t choose to be anywhere else at this moment, even if it may kill her.

What was that again about this being a bad idea?

She couldn’t remember as she stared, transfixed, watching while Brynn bit her lip, considering words that Hallie was desperate to hear. Finally: “But I think about you—about how much I like you, how I care about you, how good you make me feel—and it makes me feel like maybe I’m not broken, after all,” Brynn murmured, and Hallie thought that she could see a faint blush ghosting across her cheeks, even in the dim light.

The words, themselves, hit Hallie squarely in the heart, knocking into her with their sheer force.

She scooted closer on the bed, still keeping a respectable amount of space between them. “You’re definitely not broken. Even if your body works differently.”

“That’s what I’m trying to say,” Brynn explained, running her hand across the covers, drawing a pattern that Hallie didn’t understand. “When I think about you. About us. I finally get what people are talking about when they say they have butterflies or that they feel desire. I haven’t felt that before. I think I just needed…”

“Needed what?” Hallie was waiting with baited breath, painfully cleaved in half by the idea that this moment between them could slip away—or, even more dangerous, that it was going to move forward.

“I needed to feel connected. And I do feel that way with you. And now that I know what it feels like, I want to see how far I can take it.”

There it was again, that deep, throbbing pain in Hallie’s center. She forced out a sharp, ragged exhale right before she admitted, “I feel that way about you, too.” She’d never been a good liar, and she definitely wasn’t going to be able to pull it off now.

Truly, she wanted to give Brynn everything. And the craziest part—her own uncertainty and insecurity aside—was that she was in a uniquely qualified position to do just that, right now.

Would wonders ever cease?

Hallie moved a little closer before she extended her legs down on the comforter, leaning her weight on one of her forearms. “Do you trust me?”

Brynn nodded and moved to push the covers down, which Hallie felt like she should be given a medal for stopping.

She placed her hand on Brynn’s, holding her still. “I’m going to guide you through it. Talk you through it. And then you can decide how you feel about everything. Would that be okay?” Hallie asked, wondering how she was going to survive. “I think we’d be good together—incredible, even—but I want this to be about you.”

The idea sent a shaky thrill through her. Talking to Brynn while she touched herself, as Hallie worked her through it with her words. She’d never done anything like this before, but the persistent, pulsing need to do just that was swallowing her from the inside out.

Just to torture herself, Hallie lifted Brynn’s hand and placed a light kiss on her knuckles. “But only if you want to.”

“I want it,” Brynn answered faster than Hallie had expected, her fingers flexing against Hallie’s cheek.

This was a big deal for Brynn, in multiple ways, and Hallie was going to do everything she could to make it a good experience for her. Really, for both of them, since Hallie was already so close to coming that she wondered if she could get off without even being touched.

When she let Brynn’s hand go, she would have laughed, in a normal situation, at how quickly it disappeared under the covers. But the sound died in her throat when Brynn’s eyes fluttered closed, and Hallie could see the outline of her arm settling between her legs.

Why were Hallie’s hands so clammy?

She was nervous, she accepted, even as all of her senses continued to fire on high alert. Because, god, did she want this. For it to be good for Brynn. To get to hear the sounds that Brynn made while she touched herself.

And, on top of it all, to do it with the knowledge that this was happening only because of how much Brynn wanted her.

Them not working in the long term didn’t mean that she couldn’t support Brynn through this, she rationalized.

With that last thought, Hallie took a deep breath and tried to relax as much as she could. There was no way she wasn’t seeing this through.

“How was it going before I came in?” she asked hoarsely, her fingers fidgeting against the covers.

Brynn’s eyes opened slightly, and her lips curled into a smile that made Hallie’s heart thump, thump, thump. “I’d just started.”

“What were you thinking about?” Just asking the question made butterflies roar to life in her stomach.

“How good it feels to be close to you. How well our bodies fit together,” Brynn said, at the same time Hallie saw almost imperceptible movement under the covers.

Brynn’s words, coupled with what Hallie knew was Brynn’s hand beginning to touch herself, made the butterflies swoop lower, the ache in her clit flare back again. Hallie swallowed hard. “Have you… done this before? Masturbated while thinking about us?”

Brynn shook her head. “I haven’t let myself before now. Even though I’ve wanted to.”

Hallie let out a whoosh of air. Cool. That was helpful information. Good to know, in fact. “What changed?”

She was finally understanding the idea that curiosity killed the cat when Brynn responded, “I’ve been finished with cleaning the rooms for the last hour, and I couldn’t stop thinking about you.”

Their eyes met again as heat threaded through Hallie. Her own need was rocketing through her, no matter how hard she tried to tamp it down. “Are you wet enough?” she asked, a little breathless herself.

Brynn seemed to respond to this. Her pupils blew wide, her hand starting to move more distinctly under the covers. But then she stopped abruptly, and Hallie felt the loss in her bones. She was about to beg Brynn to start touching herself again when Brynn cleared her throat and eased her hand back above the covers.

When she took Hallie’s hand, her brain short-circuited. Like, truly, she could not have come up with a cogent thought to save her life.

“Do you want to feel for yourself?” Brynn asked, holding Hallie’s hand just above the edge of the comforter.

“Yes.” It was the fastest Hallie had probably ever answered a question. And it was fine, right? As long as it was Brynn’s idea for Hallie to touch her.

A little unorthodox, considering they hadn’t even kissed yet, but she was going to follow Brynn’s lead on this one.

Releasing Hallie’s hand, Brynn shifted back against the headboard again. Hallie eased under the covers and ran her fingers down Brynn’s thin T-shirt, trailing lower. Only when she hit the band of Brynn’s underwear did she hesitate, scratching lightly there for permission.

“Please.” It was the needy, strained tone in Brynn’s voice that really let Hallie give into this moment, into appreciating that, regardless of how responsibly she tried to do this, it was going to be unbelievably satisfying for her, too.

Because she’d tried over the last few weeks. Tried not to objectify Brynn too much. To not let her own fantasies run wild.

And, especially, to not imagine what it would feel like to do what she was doing at this exact moment, which was slipping her hand between Brynn’s legs, her fingers pushing gently against her entrance, so close to heat and wetness.

Even if going down this path would change everything, at this moment, she didn’t care.

She eased her fingers inward, the wetness enveloping her at the same time Brynn let out a sound that made Hallie delirious with want.

“Fuck,” she breathed out, allowing herself the indulgence of running two fingers along Brynn’s entrance. She needed to be thorough, after all.

“Do that again.” It was a command, wholly surprising coming from Brynn, who was one of the most polite people that she’d ever met.

And damn, did it do things to Hallie. She obliged immediately, dragging her fingertips down and then back up, coming close—but not quite—to pressing against her clit.

Brynn let out a sound between a cry and a moan. And then, suddenly, arms were wrapping around Hallie, pulling her from the very appropriate position she’d been trying to hold herself in. There was nowhere for her to go, so she tumbled into Brynn, settling almost her full weight on top of her.

And god, did it feel incredible, but not nearly as incredible as Brynn’s lips, the ones she’d been fantasizing about just minutes ago, crashing into her own.

They were kissing, Brynn’s arms wrapped around Hallie, keeping their bodies anchored tightly. Hallie hadn’t been wrong, she thought dimly. They were perfect together. Her lips easily slotted against Brynn’s, a rhythm developing between them so quickly that Hallie was left breathless.

But— “Brynn,” she managed to get out, between what she could only describe as the ravaging of her lifetime. “Are you sure you want to do this? We haven’t talked about⁠—”

But her words were cut off when Brynn pulled her back into a messy, insatiable kiss that left her panting again.

Who was this woman? And how could Hallie not have known that this was bubbling just below the surface the entire time?

It made another wave of desire roll through her, which she managed to keep in check. Barely, given how hard she had to brace her forearm against the bed to hold herself in place. To not slot back into their previous position, where there was nowhere for her body to go except nestled into every crook of Brynn’s lower half.

But then, Brynn looked up at her, wide, unblinking eyes staring at Hallie. Her lips curled into a dangerous smile that implied she knew exactly the type of power that she held and how Hallie would never be able to resist it.

And even if Brynn herself didn’t know it, Hallie was well and fully under her spell.

Just when Hallie thought she was literally going to explode from how badly she wanted, Brynn arched her hips up into Hallie’s hand, which she’d somehow, against all odds, managed not to move until now. “This. I want it like this. You, on top of me. Your fingers. Your touch. This is what I want,” Brynn breathed into the sliver of space between their mouths, her breath ghosting across Hallie’s lips.

The resistance that Hallie had been clinging to, cobbled together from the shreds of sensibility that she’d barely been holding together since walking into the room, evaporated.

Poof. Gone.

Because being the one who made Brynn feel like this was exactly what Hallie wanted, too.

Needed, in fact, even as she tried not to use such a consequential word, even to herself.

Being with Brynn, like this, their bodies melted together, felt more right than anything else in her life had in a long time.

And there was no way she could keep fighting it.

She dipped her head back down to capture Brynn’s lips, soft and sweet. Butterflies exploded in her stomach again as she lengthened her body, her own legs falling on either side of one of Brynn’s.

Her hand was still waiting impatiently at the apex of Brynn’s thighs, her fingers twitching, aching to help them both find release from these intensifying sensations.

“Hallie, please,” Brynn panted, a begging note in her voice that Hallie thought might unravel her.

She pushed her fingers forward, finding Brynn’s clit for the first time. It was hard and wet and pulsing with need.

Hallie let out the longest, most obscene exhale that she’d ever uttered before her own lips bloomed into a wild, uncontrollable smile. Because, fuck, she wasn’t sure who was going to enjoy this more.


CHAPTER FOURTEEN


Brynn was aware of every single molecule in her body. There was so much that she wanted to experience, with—and at—Hallie’s hand.

A hand that was incredibly dextrous and capable, it turned out. Brynn’s whole body tightened when all Hallie did was brush her fingers tentatively against her clit.

Because—yeah, she registered—that felt like nothing she’d ever experienced before. Not with herself and not with someone else.

And, gender aside, Brynn had accepted that it was about Hallie specifically. About the connection they shared. How Brynn could let down her guard and be completely comfortable and herself whenever they were together, unworried about saying the wrong thing or making a mistake.

She just… existed, in a way that she couldn’t with anyone else in her life.

Being able to do that seemed to open all these parts of herself up that had been boxed away. They were open now—gapingly, achingly open—and she couldn’t imagine putting this feeling back into some recess of her mind and trying to forget about it.

Truly, it wasn’t even possible, the knowledge impressed upon her when they both let out indulgent groans as Hallie slid her fingers down against Brynn’s slit, where she was already wetter than she’d ever been.

She ached, like an emptiness was threatening to open up inside of her body and swallow her whole if she didn’t get some relief. If she didn’t find a way to tame this insatiable, wild feeling that her body knew it was on the verge of something it had never experienced before.

Maybe she wouldn’t be able to come, at least not this time, but whatever was happening felt so good that it didn’t matter. In fact, it took a back seat to everything else.

Her own hands had found their way under Hallie’s shirt, and she was tracing light patterns along incredibly soft skin, mapping every divot and muscle in Hallie’s back. “Is this okay?” she asked, trying to keep some semblance of regard for the fact that, ten minutes ago, she hadn’t even thought that Hallie would be a part of the scenario tonight.

But Hallie had stayed. She’d walked into the room and stayed, and then she’d said insanely sexy things to Brynn, like how she wanted to guide her through trying to come. Which, for the first time, really did seem like an honest-to-god possibility for her.

She couldn’t ignore that the strained, tight feeling in her core was only so intense because Hallie was here. With her.

Hallie hadn’t answered, so Brynn’s hands stilled against her back, even as she groaned quietly. This finally prompted, in a rushed exhale from Hallie, “If you’re okay, then so am I. Whatever you want, I’m on board with. As much or as little.”

“Hallie,” Brynn murmured, trying to remember how to breathe as fingers started to work against her clit again, causing euphoria to radiate through her. “You’re allowed to have feelings about this, too. I don’t want it to just be about me.”

Brynn had been fantasizing about Hallie in more than a platonic way for weeks now, and the idea that the attention was going to be solely focused on her didn’t sit right.

Hallie started to move her fingers in a slow, circular pattern then, and every part of Brynn’s brain that was dedicated to rationality and reason short-circuited. “I like focusing on you,” Hallie said breathlessly. Brynn only dimly registered the words as Hallie continued her ministrations.

It felt amazing to be touched like this. To have Hallie on top of her, Hallie’s weight holding her in place.

Hallie, Hallie, Hallie.

All roads led to Hallie, and the voice in her head couldn’t go a single second without reminding her of that.

“Just tell me what feels good. Whatever you want, Brynn. Do you like this?” Hallie asked as she methodically traced up and down Brynn’s entrance, applying a hint of pressure but not slipping inside, which Brynn was realizing, as the seconds ticked on, was what she was growing desperate to feel.

She exhaled raggedly, already flushed and overheated with her need for more. But Hallie was moving at a painfully leisurely pace, toying with Brynn like there was no rush. This was further evidenced when she stopped, resting her two fingers right where Brynn wanted her the most. But Brynn could feel, with the slight twitch of Hallie’s fingers, that she wanted, maybe as much as Brynn did, to push inside.

In a night of firsts, she also finally understood the reckless, out-of-control sensation that she could best describe as a willingness to do anything, say anything, beg for anything just to get Hallie to give her what her body craved.

Which was Hallie pumping her fingers into Brynn, keeping the fever under her skin stoking up and up.

Maybe what Brynn wouldn’t do to get Hallie to keep going was the better question.

But Hallie held still until, finally, when Brynn thought she was going to combust, she looked down at her for confirmation. Which she received quickly in the form of a nod and a moaned please. Hallie gently pushed a finger inside and then, almost as quickly, eased it out again.

“Fuck, Brynn. You feel so good,” Hallie panted. She teased around Brynn’s entrance, sending all of Brynn’s already heightened senses into overdrive.

She loved and hated exactly what Hallie was doing to her, in equal measures. But what she wasn’t torn about was the way that Hallie said her name, so full of wonder mingled with want, like this truly was the best night of her life, too. And she especially loved how Hallie filled her, even with a single finger, allowing them to get closer than ever before.

She needed that feeling back. “Please,” Brynn whined again through choppy exhales, rutting her hips up, trying to encourage Hallie back inside.

It hadn’t come even close to being this good with other partners. Gregory had been disinterested for (now) very obvious reasons, and Grant was selfish through and through. She could accept that, in retrospect, she hadn’t had a good basis of comparison.

But Hallie? She was tender and engaged and so focused on Brynn that it was hard to form coherent thoughts.

Which had never been an issue in Brynn’s life before.

So, for maybe the first time ever, she decided to just do what felt good.

And what felt good was to indulge in the press of Hallie’s chest as it rose and fell against her own. Brynn wanted to touch her everywhere. In the last minutes, she’d grown sort of obsessed with thinking about the soft contours of Hallie’s body, how they were so familiar but so foreign to her.

Hallie’s breasts, specifically, which were straining against the fabric of her T-shirt, her nipples poking through from the cold or her desire or maybe some combination of the two. Brynn had never wanted so badly to touch and taste and get lost in every possible sensation, just from the sight of a part of someone else’s body.

And knowing that they were so hard, even with a bra and shirt between them, only made the ache between Brynn’s legs grow more persistent.

She’d never felt so wanted or desired before, like their pleasure was tied together. That in and of itself was a staggering realization and a potent aphrodisiac.

Slowly, Brynn slid one of her hands around, scratching her nails lightly against Hallie’s rib cage. Hallie let out an anguished groan in response, which only turned Brynn on more.

Making Hallie feel good in turn ratcheted up her own hunger, like a perfect, never-ending loop. They were the infinity symbol, their bodies—together—promising limitless potential.

And Brynn wanted nothing more than to push into the expansiveness that awaited them.

“Oh god,” Hallie said as Brynn’s hand ghosted up higher, her thumb brushing across one of the pebbled nipples that Brynn couldn’t stop looking at, more perfect than anything she’d ever seen.

Hallie’s hips jerked against hers, and Brynn’s stomach bottomed out. Apparently, they both liked Hallie’s nipples receiving this attention, and Hallie’s response emboldened her.

She cupped Hallie’s breast in her hand, marveling at its solid weight. Brynn’s own chest was smaller, and she loved the fullness of Hallie. She wanted to take as much as she could in her hand and pull the perfect, hardened bud between her lips.

Which, when she’d been with men, had never even been a fleeting thought during sex.

“Brynn,” Hallie groaned as she allowed her to take her time, exploring soft touches and more pressured circles.

It was dizzying, how good it felt whenever Hallie let out a mew of pleasure, how her hips jerked against Brynn, looking for purchase.

This was, by far, the hottest sexual experience of Brynn’s life, and they were still fully clothed. Her whole body was thrumming with anticipation, waiting for whatever Hallie would do next.

Which, Hallie seemed to decide—as Brynn continued to toy with her nipples, moving between giving each one focused attention—was to slide her finger inside again, deeper this time, which made Brynn’s breath catch in her throat. She was adjusting to the awareness of Hallie so deeply inside of her when Hallie’s thumb found its way back to her clit and started massaging her in purposeful circles. Her stomach clenched.

The hand on Hallie’s back was completely out of Brynn’s control, and she pushed Hallie down harder than she’d intended, arching her hips up at the same time to give Hallie silent permission to go even deeper. Brynn wanted all of it. “More,” she said, a strangled plea as her fingers plucked against Hallie’s chest more forcefully, rolling the hardened bud between her fingers.

Hallie moaned and, just like Brynn had hoped, met the request. She eased another finger inside and, now with two of them, pushed in as deep as they could go before curling upward.

Brynn felt that touch everywhere. In her toes. In her fingertips. In her chest. And especially in her center, which was starting to pulse and contract, a desperate tightness blanketed on top of everything that made her squirm to try and get more friction.

She found it by pulling Hallie’s face back down to her and kissing her like this was going to be her last kiss. She asked for—no, demanded—entry with her tongue. Hallie granted it, along with a moan into Brynn’s mouth, and heat soaked through her body.

Brynn had never wanted to kiss someone like this. Messy and devouring and like she couldn’t get enough. And that was because she couldn’t get enough.

Hallie’s lips were warm, but her cheeks still held the slightest tinge of cold from the outdoors. She smelled like a pine forest, which only made Brynn want to burrow closer and inhale the scent.

Brynn had never felt like this before. Had never been this close to coming. From the touching and the kissing and the reverent way Hallie was moving against her, like Brynn was both breakable but also the only thing keeping Hallie holding on to reality.

“Keep doing that,” Brynn panted as Hallie’s fingers continued to push in and up, in and up.

Their kissing grew messy—messier, really—but she didn’t care. She needed. She needed… The comforter was still between them, and that was just not going to work for her, orgasm on the table or not. She wanted to feel the pressure of Hallie’s body against her, without the barrier in between.

Deftly, Brynn pushed the covers down, pushing one side and then the other, wriggling her own body to help the process along. And then she felt the press of Hallie’s stomach against her own, where both of their shirts had ridden up.

Hallie looked down at her then, bright eyes searching for any sign as to what Brynn was thinking. Which wasn’t much, right now, if Brynn was being honest.

Her hand found its way to Hallie’s waist, holding Hallie against her as her own hips started to jerk, searching and straining for a release that was building in the base of her spine.

It was an absurd realization, how her body just seemed to know how to chase the feeling coursing through her, like she’d tapped into some primal part of herself that she hadn’t known existed before.

And the source of it was looking down at her, lips parted and panting slightly, fingers not letting up for a second as she worked Brynn with a deliciously intense rhythm that was making that feeling of infinity expand and expand and⁠—

“Tell me what you need,” Hallie murmured throatily in her ear, low and slow and⁠—

Her hips jerked forcefully into Hallie’s hand as her entire palm pressed hard against Brynn’s clit.

Brynn’s body snapped, completely out of her control, like it was being pulled apart at the seams. She got it now, as throbbing heat and tension exploded in her core, sensation washing through her body as the waves of her orgasm rolled outward.

Hallie’s fingers didn’t relent. She maintained her rhythm, working into Brynn as the pleasure kept expanding and growing and taking up all the air in the room.

“Hallie,” she cried out, not knowing whether she wanted her to go faster or slow down, her body in some liminal space where nothing else was real except the sensation rocketing through her.

And Hallie was right there, with a whispered, “I’ve got you,” as she pressed her forehead against Brynn’s, anchoring her to the moment. Finally, her fingers slowed even as she stayed inside of Brynn, keeping her walls stretched as little bursts of pleasure continued to flair through her body.

Exhausted, like all the energy had been zapped right out of her, Brynn’s hands fell back to the bed at the same time that Hallie slid sideways and dropped onto the mattress. Brynn would have laughed if she could have managed it, how Hallie’s body thumped, like they’d both been wrung out of all they had to give.

To Hallie’s credit, she’d been the one doing all the heavy lifting. There would never be enough words in the English language for Brynn to describe how she felt right now. “I guess you really don’t know what you don’t know,” she settled on. She turned and looked at Hallie, smiling, that oh-so-pleased warmth still soaking into her bones. “But now I do, thanks to you.”

She sure as hell didn’t understand that that was what she’d been waiting so long to feel.

And god, it hadn’t disappointed. Especially because it had been with Hallie.

Hallie was stretched out next to her on the bed, and she’d put one of her hands under her head, on the side closest to Brynn. This left the perfect space for Brynn to curl onto her side, nestling in the crook of Hallie’s neck.

Hallie still hadn’t said anything, but Brynn could see the punctuated rise and fall of her chest, like she was working to regulate her breathing.

Brynn skimmed her fingertips over Hallie’s stomach, which had been pressed against her own seconds ago. It was so warm to the touch, any traces of the cold outside long forgotten.

“Hallie?” Brynn finally asked, the smallest bit of doubt creeping into her voice.

It wasn’t like Brynn was a virgin or anything, but this was a very specific type of first time, and they’d shared something that meant something to her, beyond the fact that she’d wanted to feel this type of closeness with Hallie for weeks now. It wasn’t special because she’d come, but because Hallie had seen all of her, metaphorically speaking, and she’d been so patient and thoughtful and sexy and… just fucking perfect, really.

“It’s never been like that for me either. Just so you know.” Her tone was so vulnerable, eyes searching when Brynn looked over to meet them. It blanketed the whole moment in softness, even though what they’d just done had been anything but tender.

“I’ve been doing research,” Brynn said, and Hallie laughed right on the heels of those words. The movement jostled Brynn, and she had to wrap her arm around Hallie’s torso to keep them connected. Which she was absolutely going to do; there was no way she was letting Hallie go right now.

“I can’t wait to hear what about exactly,” Hallie was saying, but her breath in her throat hitched when Brynn scratched her nails down Hallie’s side, and she watched, mesmerized, as Hallie’s legs bowed outward.

She couldn’t wait to have the chance to touch Hallie, too. Even without coming, she seemed incredibly blissed out right now. But, Brynn realized, she would probably feel the same way if she had the chance to make Hallie feel as good as she’d just felt. That knowledge, that power, would have her in a very similar state.

And there it was again, the feeling of how right they were together. It overwhelmed her rational senses, making it hard to think.

All that left was existing in the moment, which Brynn was trying her best to do. “Having an orgasm produces all kinds of hormones and chemicals. Oxytocin, for instance, known as the love hormone. It promotes feelings of bonding and connection,” Brynn rattled off, her fingers sliding upwards, closer to Hallie’s rib cage again.

Hallie brought the arm under her head down, wrapping it lightly around Brynn’s shoulders. “I’m feeling pretty bonded and connected.”

Brynn snuggled in closer and placed a light kiss on Hallie’s clavicle, through her shirt. “Then there’s dopamine for pleasure and reward and serotonin for well-being and relaxation.”

Letting out an over-the-top yawn, Hallie said, “I’m also feeling pretty pleased and relaxed.”

It was crazy to consider that not only was she spouting off facts during her postcoital bliss, but Hallie was just letting her ramble. If anything, she was encouraging Brynn by playing along. It was, just like everything else between them, so ridiculously easy.

This was everything Brynn had ever wanted, and the craziest part was that she hadn’t even known she’d been looking for it.

“Is this going to change things between us?” Brynn asked, unable to hold the words in as soon as they popped into her brain. Which, whether helpful or not, was starting to fire normally again.

The hands that had been massaging into Brynn’s shoulder stilled as Hallie looked down at her again. “Do you want it to change anything?”

Brynn considered the question. She wanted it to change things in the ways that meant that they got to keep doing this—lying together in bed, exploring their attraction to one another. But she absolutely didn’t want to let it disrupt the closeness that they’d developed over the last few months. “I guess I see what’s happening between us as a continuation of what’s already been happening. At least, that’s how I’d like to think about it.”

Hallie mulled over the words, but Brynn was relieved when she started massaging her shoulder again. “We’re friends who are attracted to one another. We live together, for right now. You are just coming off a very… intense”—was the hesitant word that Hallie seemed to settle on—“engagement. We sort of skipped over the whole dating slash making sure we want the same things part.”

Brynn was about to respond when she felt Hallie’s inhale, and she held back as Hallie spoke again. “The whole point of you coming to Stoneport was to regroup and date and figure out what you want to come next. Do you think that this happening,” Hallie asked, pointing between them, “is going to dampen your ability to do that?”

Easing up on her elbow, Brynn gave Hallie a hard look. “Are you trying to give me an out?”

“No,” Hallie groaned, rolling her body into Brynn’s. Brynn wanted nothing more than to wrap her other arm around Hallie, too, and get completely lost in how good it felt to be so close. Inhaling Hallie’s scent. Touching the smoothest skin she’d ever experienced.

But none of those desires, no matter how potent, changed the fact that Brynn needed answers. “Then what exactly are you saying?”

“You just have a lot more in flux right now than I do. And I don’t want this—us—to distract you from exploring it,” Hallie said against Brynn’s chest.

Brynn shook her head in violent opposition. “You aren’t a distraction. Why would you think that?”

Because, really! Why would Hallie ever think that?

Moments passed as Hallie breathed silently against Brynn’s chest. Finally, she spoke quietly. “Maybe not a distraction. But what happens when you move on from this period in your life? Move on from Stoneport? I was thinking about it outside…”

“And?” Brynn asked softly, realizing the weight of the moment hung between them. Whatever Hallie was about to say mattered a heart-palpitatingly enormous amount.

She brought one of her hands up, gently cupping Hallie’s head before running her fingers through her soft locks.

For a brief few seconds, they existed in this perfect space, where their breathing was in sync and all that Brynn could think about was Hallie wrapped up in her arms, allowing herself to be supported and adored.

This was what Brynn wanted. It was all she wanted, in fact.

“I’m not the kind of person that people change the entire trajectory of their lives for.” Hallie’s words hit somewhere deep inside of Brynn, making her whole chest hurt.

She could only pull back and look at Hallie, trying to understand how it was possible for someone as amazing as her to feel this way about herself. Scanning Hallie’s face, she clocked where the perfect dimple on her left cheek should be, though Brynn couldn’t see it because Hallie wasn’t smiling. Her hazel eyes were almost brown in the dim room, even as they were clear and present with the heaviness of this moment.

And sure, Brynn was wildly, life-alteringly attracted to Hallie, as evidenced by what they’d just done, but it was so much more than that to her.

It just really sucked that Hallie couldn’t see that. Didn’t see herself through Brynn’s eyes.

An intense blush flamed across Hallie’s cheeks. “You have got to stop looking at me like that.”

Brynn shrugged, still taking Hallie in. “I can’t. I think you’re beautiful. And I was just thinking about all the reasons that I am so drawn to you. All the reasons that I think we’d be pretty great together.” If Hallie was going to delude herself into thinking this wasn’t a good idea, she wasn’t going to get any help from Brynn. “Talk to me, Hallie. The only possible thing that could make me regret what just happened would be if this changes the good parts of who we are together.”

Hallie’s sigh was heavy with feeling. “I think there was a part of me that, even though I wanted this—so badly—I just assumed that I was making it all up in my head. That if everything came to a head, you’d tell me that I was mistaken, and then I’d be able to work through my feelings for you.”

Brynn ran her fingers along Hallie’s cheek, stopping just short of her lips, which she drew her thumb across slowly. “Well, I’m sorry to disappoint you, but the feeling of attraction is wholly mutual.”

She loved the indulgent sigh that Hallie let out. She accepted the touch until she shook her head, like Hallie was clearing her confusion away. “I mean, look at this from my perspective. It’s like I’ve suddenly found myself in a Hallmark movie. A wealthy⁠—”

“I’m not wealthy,” Brynn interrupted, even though she knew how it made her sound. She could already feel Hallie gearing up to showcase all the ways in which they were different instead of focusing on the ways they were so incredibly complementary.

“You just bought, like, five grand worth of hats and board games today, Brynn. And I know how much we both make. Don’t argue with me on that point,” Hallie finished, leveling her with a stare. “Anyway, as I was saying, a wealthy, beautiful, highly educated woman breezes into town to heal her broken heart⁠—”

“My heart wasn’t broken.” Brynn had been embarrassed. Offended. Angry. But she wasn’t broken-hearted. Not by a long shot. She hadn’t even known the depth with which her heart and body could feel until recently.

Another look as Hallie leaned back, fully on her side now. She smirked. “Do you want to let me know now which points you plan to argue with me on so that I can formulate my own rebuttals?”

“Do you want to let me know why you’re so intent on talking yourself out of us before we’ve even had a chance to become something?” Brynn asked, scratching down Hallie’s stomach, watching in real time as she wavered at the touch.

Maybe it was an unfair card to play, but it was the first time Brynn had ever had this card to use. She was only human. A human who very, very much wanted Hallie to lean into how good this felt. Them, together.

“I’m scared.” Two words came from Hallie’s perfect lips, and they knocked all the wind out of Brynn’s sails. She was quick to want to rebut them, but then Hallie spoke again. “And it’s not your fault. You are honestly perfect, Brynn, exactly the way that you are and exactly because of who you are. But what about me says that I’m the type of woman who takes chances?”

Brynn bit her lip. “I’m not much of a risk-taker either, if you haven’t noticed.”

Hallie slid one of her hands down Brynn’s arm before intertwining their fingers. Usually, that would comfort Brynn, but it didn’t in this case. Because she knew Hallie was about to say something that she didn’t want to hear. “Six months ago, you thought that you’d be going into academia and married to Grant. Five months ago, you took off to Louisiana to volunteer. Then, when you came home, you decided to come to Stoneport. And now you’re here, have been here for a couple months, but… there’s no reason for me to think that this is your last stop.”

“No one can know anything with absolute certainty.” If they could, the world would be a much different place. She wasn’t going to sit here and pretend like she knew everything that would or could ever happen, especially when the newness of the feelings she’d just discovered were involved. All she knew was that no one had made her feel the way Hallie had, and it wasn’t something she wanted to lose.

Hallie nodded, but the shine in her eyes from moments ago had dimmed, like she was trying to make peace with a reality that Brynn herself was still not on board with in the slightest. “These may not seem like risks to you, but we move through the world differently. Stoneport is my home, and it’s where I want to be. I love the inn. Sydney lives here now. I finally got the kitchen sink to stop leaking,” Hallie finished, trying to lighten the moment.

“I love it here, too.” Stoneport had already come to be a place she loved deeply. Where she could imagine herself living for far longer than a few months.

“And I love that you do,” Hallie said, taking a deep breath that made Brynn jittery. “But maybe your life will pull you in a different direction. Maybe you’d want to take a teaching job in California. Or travel the world for a year. Or volunteer in the Peace Corps or something. And I wouldn’t want to be the reason you didn’t pursue any of those things.”

Hallie’s words hit a nerve because of how much truth was steeped in them. Brynn, at varying points over the last few months, had mentioned every single one of those things as hypotheticals that she could consider at some point in the future.

But any hypothetical paled in comparison to the reality she’d been existing in. Here, with Hallie.

Somehow, Hallie’s next words clawed into her even deeper so that elation and frustration mingled, making it a little hard for Brynn to breathe. “This wouldn’t be a fling for me. And it wouldn’t be a good memory that I’d have when you’re gone. I’m already falling for you, Brynn,” Hallie admitted. She squeezed Brynn’s hand, like she was imploring her to understand.

“Do you trust me?” Brynn asked, echoing Hallie’s words from earlier. At the end of the day, that was all that she really needed to know. Everything else could come with time.

She didn’t need a declaration from Hallie that this was going to be forever. Or that Hallie would wake up tomorrow to find all of her fears and concerns had disappeared.

All she needed to know was that Hallie wanted her in the same way she wanted Hallie.

If she had that, Brynn could be brave enough for the both of them while she waited for Hallie to see what was becoming clearer to her by the day: that this was real, and that these feelings weren’t going anywhere.

Hallie nodded, wide eyes unblinking like she was taking an oath. “I do. A scary amount.”

“Then, can that be enough for now? That we trust each other and enjoy what’s happening between us? And that you believe that I would never abuse your trust in me or take it for granted?” Brynn let out a light laugh and a crooked smile. “I know that the last six months of my life haven’t been the most stable, but I promise you, Hallie, this—us—is something that I want. And I’ll do anything to make it work. Let me show you that.”

Brynn had never considered herself impetuous or flighty or capricious or whimsical or any other word that conveyed someone who moved through life carelessly. In her own mind, she was the ultimate pragmatist. She thought things through with precision and focus and regimented scientific inquiry.

She asked hard questions because she needed to make sure she had all the information and got to the most accurate conclusion.

But now it was Hallie asking the hard questions, when all Brynn wanted to do was push forward and follow the path they’d stumbled down for as long as she could. Maybe forever, but Brynn wasn’t going to say that right now.

Hallie leaned into Brynn, taking a deep breath as she snuggled against her chest. “Just that simple?”

“Not many things in life are simple, but the way I feel about you is. I want you, Hallie. And just about the only thing that I’m sorry for is that I waited to spring that on you until you caught me masturbating.”

Hallie laughed and nuzzled in closer. She took a long inhale against Brynn’s chest before she leaned back, their stares meeting. Hallie, like this, took Brynn’s breath away. “It’s probably for the best. Who knows how long we would have circled around one another? I mean, would you have made the first move?”

Brynn tickled Hallie’s sides, which caused her to squeal and try to squirm away. It gave Brynn the upper hand as she deftly rolled Hallie on her back. She maneuvered herself on top, slotting their thighs together.

She was already addicted to hearing Hallie’s rushed exhale.

“I did make the first move,” Brynn argued. “I asked you to stay.”

“If we’re getting technical, I walked into the room. To comfort you, by the way. I thought that you were having a nightmare.”

Everything in Brynn’s body softened, as the moment went from sexy to sincere in the blink of an eye. It was probably for the best. They needed to take things slowly, even if all Brynn wanted to do was chase the feelings she’d experienced earlier.

Instead of pushing her thigh upward, into the apex of Hallie’s legs like she’d been fantasizing about only seconds ago—wanting to see the look on Hallie’s face, to hear the hitch in her breathing that it would elicit—she draped half of her body over Hallie’s, her ear nestled against her chest.

She listened to the steady thrum of Hallie’s heartbeat, letting it calm her. Or make her as calm as someone who’d just had their first orgasm could be.

As they lay together, Hallie’s hand finding its way to Brynn’s hair, brushing comfortingly against her temple, she wondered how anything could be better than this.

[image: ]


When Brynn woke up the next morning, Hallie wasn’t in bed next to her.

Brynn had slept like the dead. No nightmares. No waking up in a cold sweat. Just blissful comfort and peace. So much so, apparently, that she hadn’t even noticed Hallie slip out.

Blearily, she remembered Hallie mentioning that the parking lot would need to be plowed at least once more after the snow had finally stopped.

Which, as she looked out the window in her bedroom, had happened at some point. Close to two feet of snow blanketed the grass outside, painting the pine trees like a true wintry wonderland.

It was gorgeous and perfect, and Brynn knew, but didn’t care, that she was embodying every cliché about being a changed woman after a night of mind-blowing sex.

The very least she could do to thank Hallie for her part in that was to have a hot cup of coffee waiting for her when she came back inside. That was something a… friend would do. Or whatever they were.

She shrugged on a robe and padded through her bedroom, unable to stop the smile that had bloomed across her face.

Because Hallie was into her! And they’d talked about it and everything!

Sure, it had happened in a very unexpected way, but Brynn was never going to be sorry about that. She wasn’t sure where the level of confidence that she’d displayed had come from, though. Neither she nor Hallie were very overt people generally, but what they’d agreed on last night still rang true. Who knew how long both of them would have agonized over ruining their friendship to push for something more?

But when Hallie had stepped into the room, it was like time had slowed down. Brynn had been desperate for her to come closer, to help her quell the ache that had been building inside her the longer they’d spent together.

When they’d come home from the brewery, Brynn had already been aware of a fluttering need in her center that had been begging for relief.

And when Hallie had walked into the room, it had sort of felt like fate.

Who was Brynn to resist the gods?

Her life was in a strange place right now, but it didn’t change how she felt about Hallie. What she wanted with her. She was wholly on board with whatever version of more Hallie was ready to give her.

That thought propelled her forward as she brushed her teeth and washed her face. Both acts were harder than usual because she couldn’t stop smiling.

She was practically floating when she finally opened the door into the living room, where she noticed Hallie over at the kitchen counter. All the buzzy, exhilarating feelings in Brynn’s stomach whirred to life. She crossed the room quickly, unable to keep any distance between them.

“Morning,” she breathed out at Hallie’s side at the same time that Hallie registered her presence. She looked down and frowned at the two coffee cups filled with steaming liquid. “I was going to make you coffee. Felt like the least I could do.”

She wasn’t embarrassed about what they’d done, but this morning, she wasn’t going to pretend that she wasn’t a little nervous. It was like she had a teenage crush, and it was all-consuming and overwhelmingly potent. But they were adults who shared an apartment, with no one to interrupt them.

Hallie looked so attractive, her cheeks splotched with color from the cold, and she was still wearing the beanie she must have had on outside. Plus, she was dressed in these adorable snow pants that had suspenders to hold them up.

“Checking out my fit?” Hallie asked as she snapped the suspenders away from her chest. When they snapped back, Brynn’s eyes focused like lasers on her chest. She’d never experienced want like this before, and she had to keep her hands at her sides to stop herself from touching Hallie.

They’d talked last night, but there was probably more to hammer out. She was serious when she’d told Hallie they’d go at whatever pace made her comfortable.

With that in mind… “Am I allowed to touch you?” Brynn asked before realizing how it sounded. “Like… platonically? Or, not platonically, but not, like, touch you, touch you.” Her face flamed crimson as she was confronted with just how little game she actually had.

Now that she knew what was at stake, she suddenly felt completely inept.

But just like every other time leading up to now, Hallie didn’t make her feel silly. “I appreciate how respectful you’re trying to be. It’s cute,” she said before touching Brynn’s nose softly with her cold finger.

“Yikes! Were you even wearing gloves?” Brynn said, unthinkingly grabbing Hallie’s hand and beginning to rub it between her own.

She was massaging Hallie’s fingers, trying to warm them up. With Hallie’s hand cupped in her own, she brought it up to her lips and blew warm breaths through the small hole she’d left.

Hallie’s nostrils flared, and her pupils blew wide. “Brynn.”

But Brynn couldn’t tell if it was a warning or a plea. She stopped using her mouth, but she didn’t let go of Hallie’s hands, which were still close to her lips. “Not okay?”

Hallie groaned. “I don’t really have a guidebook for this or anything. I’ve never slept with a friend who is also my roommate.” She looked at Brynn, smiling a little nervously herself. “Whom I also have feelings for.”

Nodding, Brynn took in her words, even as the thrill of hearing—again—that Hallie had feelings for her washed over her.

Because what Hallie was saying was completely fair. She shouldn’t have to do all the heavy lifting here, even if Brynn was going to let Hallie’s level of comfort guide them. “So do we need some rules? Or a framework or something for how to approach this situation?”

The idea of not being able to touch Hallie, something she’d already grown very comfortable with doing, wasn’t her favorite idea. Especially not after how they’d touched each other last night. But it was a small price to pay for trust and respect to grow. Brynn could be good. She was a very rule-abiding person, after all.

“I don’t think we need to be too prescriptive, but some boundaries would probably be good.”

Not without effort, Brynn let go of Hallie’s hands and picked up one of the cups of coffee. She knew it was for her since it was in her preferred mug. It was one Hallie had made in grade school art class, with little rainbows and lightning bolts all over it. Hallie knew Brynn liked it a lot, and Brynn tried not to let herself be too charmed by her thoughtfulness. Or by the fact that, upon her moving in, Hallie had been gracious enough to give it up. Because who wouldn’t want to use it?

“Shall we take this serious conversation to the sofa?” Brynn asked, already heading that way. Halfway there, she stopped and turned around. “Or is sitting down not safe? It is a precursor to lying down, after all.”

Hallie laughed and walked over to the sofa. She sat down, her back against the arm, and took a sip of her coffee before she looked at Brynn through lidded lashes. “I’m not going to jump your bones, Brynn. I promise.”

“It’s not you that I’m worried about,” Brynn said, completely serious as she sat down next to Hallie, making sure even their feet weren’t touching.

She didn’t miss the shocked look she received in response. “Excuse me?”

Brynn took a long sip of her coffee before answering. Honesty was probably the best policy. At the very least, it’d gotten them this far. “I’m insanely attracted to you, Hallie. I told you that last night. And it doesn’t mean that I’m going to pressure you into anything. Quite the opposite. I am happy to go at whatever pace makes sense for you.”

Hallie blinked once. Then again. Then she took another drink of her coffee, draining about half the cup. “Okay. Good to know.”

“So, what are you comfortable with? Or not comfortable with?” Brynn amended, pulling her legs up underneath her. She wished that she had a pen right now to write everything down.

She wasn’t holding her breath, though. It was very unlikely that being allowed to touch Hallie, at least in the way Brynn wanted, was on the table in any short-term scenario.

Brynn watched as Hallie bit her lip as she mulled the idea over. That was really unfair, as far as Brynn was concerned, since she herself had already had fantasies this morning of doing just that.

Truly, how did people live like this?

Finally, Hallie let it go with a gentle pop that Brynn felt low in her stomach. “Probably no more sex.”

“I’m going to need that to be binary. ‘Probably’ is not helpful to me,” Brynn responded. “And how do you define sex?”

Hallie groaned and rubbed at her temples with the hand not holding her coffee mug. “Are you trying to kill me, Brynn?” she said, anguish in her voice.

Brynn was trying to do the opposite of that! She just needed clarity so that she didn’t make Hallie uncomfortable. “I am of the belief that open and honest communication is paramount to a successful relationship. Not that we’re in a relationship,” she added quickly.

“I guess…” Hallie’s hand was now gesturing vaguely into the air as she tried to come up with a definition that was satisfactory. “Middle school rules? Nothing under the clothing? At least not until we figure out what’s going on between us.”

Nodding, Brynn sat up a little straighter. “We were obviously doing very different things in middle school, but I can go with that.”

That made Hallie laugh, which proved to be very distracting to Brynn, who was trying to focus on the conversation at hand. Her gaze slipped down to Hallie’s chest again, thinking about how badly she wanted to see her without clothing on.

“Brynn!” Hallie sounded like she was in actual pain, given the way she made Brynn’s name sound as much like a wail as a word.

“Are we adding ‘no looking’ to the list?” Brynn asked, her face flushed again as she dragged her stare back up to meet Hallie’s.

Brynn had never struggled to follow the rules. Especially not when something as important as Hallie’s comfort was at stake. But her mind and her body seemed to be acting in opposition right now. Really, she was trying her best.

After a beat, Hallie’s lips broke out into a smile. “It’s crazy that I think it’s just as sexy when you’re nervous as when you’re telling me how you want me to fuck you.”

It was like Hallie had just lit a match in her veins. “That’s not fair, Hallie. I am actually trying to be good. What was that?”

Hallie smirked, clearly pleased with herself, before she took another sip of her coffee.

But still, the rush that Brynn felt was like nothing she’d ever experienced before. For the first time in her life, she felt desired. Truly desired.

Letting that guide her, she plucked the coffee cup from Hallie’s hands, placing both mugs down on the coffee table. Then, she looked at Hallie with a wolfish smile, sitting up on her knees. “What are the rules on pre-work makeouts?”


CHAPTER FIFTEEN


Hallie looked down at her watch. In just a few minutes, she and Brynn were going to be picked up by Sydney and Reese, their engagement duties in full swing.

Tonight, they were going to do… something. Maybe tour an engagement party venue? Sample desserts? Hallie wasn’t sure. She also hadn’t asked many clarifying questions.

Because it had been six whole days since the night that had changed everything. The best six days of her life, frankly.

She and Brynn had been spending every possible waking second together, not that they’d formally discussed what was and wasn’t the appropriate amount of time to be wrapped up in one another. They were usually together in the evenings, after she’d finished any maintenance requests on top of her desk shifts.

Hallie, shockingly, couldn’t find a single thing to complain about. She wanted to spend their sleeping hours together, too, but she didn’t trust herself.

Which she had a very good reason for. Last night, things had… escalated when Brynn had gotten back from visiting her parents.

Unfortunately, the rule that, for very good reason, had to be implemented on day two—no beds—hadn’t accounted for the fact that pretty much any surface could suit their needs. Like really, really well.

They’d been watching a movie, cuddled against one another with a blanket draped over them. Should have been simple, right? It would have been a very normal thing that two homebodies who were spending time together—which was the vague definition they’d agreed upon to categorize what they were doing—would do.

Honestly, it wasn’t all that different from what they’d done together before they’d addressed their feelings.

Sitting close, Hallie had been adapting to the constant exhilaration and butterflies and awareness of the electricity crackling between them she got whenever their thighs or arms had brushed.

But there had also been something else.

A gnawing, clawing need had just settled deep in her belly when Brynn looked over at her. She’d stared at Hallie with this awed, focused attention, and Hallie’s heart had jumped into her throat.

In an instant, that look had obliterated Hallie’s loosely tethered self-control. Brynn was watching her with the same fascination she’d likely give to something as important as discovering a new planet.

Brynn had this ability to both bask in an experience that she found incredible and to look at it like she was analyzing all the sides, building a full picture.

Usually, Hallie would have cowered under that type of scrutiny and examination, but when it came from Brynn, she reveled in it.

And that was so fucking dangerous, as she’d been watching Brynn watch her, trying to understand that look on her face.

Then, it had hit her.

Brynn was marveling at her. Marveling, like Hallie was the most fascinating thing she’d ever laid eyes on. Hallie had barely ever been noticed by anyone in her life, except if it was to ask what time breakfast was available until.

She’d never felt so seen. So wanted. So understood.

All rational thought had left her mind as she’d wrapped her arm around Brynn’s neck and pulled her close, their lips almost touching but not quite.

“You’re driving me crazy,” Hallie had managed to say, needing to live in the moment for as long as she could.

And, not that she’d ever admit it, to escalate it further.

Brynn had let out a fluttery exhale that tickled Hallie’s lips. So she’d licked them, which drew Brynn’s eyes downward.

Hallie had started it, sure, but it was Brynn who’d pounced on her, suddenly pushing Hallie back against the cushions and straddling her thighs.

They hadn’t done this before, with Brynn on top of her, pressing down against Hallie. Fueling a need that was eroding her willpower by the second.

Hallie could have managed to keep a lid on her want. Maybe. But then, Brynn had rolled her hips down, against the friction that was already building in Hallie’s center. Which caused Hallie to let out a shuddering moan that Brynn had captured with her lips.

She’d had intense makeouts before, but they all paled in comparison to what was happening now. Still, Hallie was a fully functional adult, who wasn’t led around on a leash by her arousal. At least, that’s what she’d been telling herself… until she’d felt Brynn’s fingertips against her joggers, pressing just deep enough to make her body hungry with the possibility of her touch. Heat flared from her center as her own hips canted upward to chase the friction.

Panting, she’d wrapped her hands around Brynn’s hips and held her close, creating an easy rhythm that turned her on an excruciating amount. Like, her clit had actually ached with how close Brynn was to touching her, anguished by the knowledge that there were too many layers between them.

“Fuck,” she’d moaned, her head tipping back against the sofa, her eyes closing as she’d given up fighting. But then, Brynn had groaned and lifted herself up on her knees. Hallie missed the solid weight against her thighs immediately. “What’s⁠—”

“I think this violates the spirit of the rules,” Brynn had whispered hoarsely. At least it wasn’t easy for her to pull back either.

Hallie let out a shuddering breath. “I’m finding it really hard to care about the rules right now.”

Deftly, Brynn picked up one of her legs and shifted her hips, getting off of Hallie’s lap. “I’m not taking the chance of messing things up. I’m serious about us, Hallie. And sometimes responsibility is hard.”

Her heart was hammering in her chest, in tandem with the second pulse radiating from her clit. She managed to open one of her eyes to give Brynn an especially frustrated look, even though this wasn’t her fault. “Painful may be a better word,” she said as she pressed her thighs together.

Still, Brynn’s words had soaked into her brain, and Hallie was all the more enamored with her because of them.

Even if she still felt a twinge in her center today whenever she thought about last night.

It didn’t seem to matter much whether they were physically together or not. Her mind was always on Brynn. In the shower. While Hallie was working at the desk, like she was doing now. When she’d been playing groundskeeper at the inn, as Greg recovered from his thankfully minor injury, which the doctors said should heal with no long-term effects.

That last one bought her some alone time, especially today, which was probably for the best. There was always a reason for her to head outside into the freezing cold and set her mind straight. She had half a thought to sign up for the polar plunge this year, where fools would throw themselves into the freezing Atlantic, just to feel the exhilaration or prove to themselves that they could do it or whatever other idiotic reason made people want to suffer like that.

But Hallie silently judging those freaks of nature didn’t change the fact that whenever she was close to Brynn, all the reasons to take things slowly seemed to evaporate, along with her willpower to maintain even an inch of space between them.

Still, she took comfort in the knowledge that, after setting a difficult boundary, the world hadn’t imploded. Even if Hallie felt like she was going to.

But she was really trying.

And she was going to be putting all that effort to good use because, seconds later, Brynn rounded the corner from the hallway that led to their shared apartment.

Hallie smiled reflexively.

Her resistance was waning by the day. Because, like all days, Brynn looked beautiful. Like, make-Hallie-forget-how-to-breathe beautiful. She was in another one of her incredibly soft sweaters, with black jeans and a pair of boots that would look so perfect propped up in front of the fireplace while they cuddled in close and sipped hot chocolate.

Hallie shook the fantasy away and tamped down on the rapid beating of her heart.

Brynn, to her credit, also seemed to be trying her best. “Ready?” she asked, placing her purse down on the check-in desk.

Hallie cleared her throat and averted her stare from Brynn’s lips, which were looking especially full and plump. Very kissable. “New lip gloss?” she asked. That couldn’t possibly get her into any trouble.

Brynn rummaged around in her purse and pulled out a small, bright tube, which she held up proudly. “Ravishing Red. Do you want to try it?”

Of course she wanted to touch something that had recently touched Brynn’s lips! “I appreciate it, but I have a tickle in my throat. Wouldn’t want to chance it.” Then, like the mature adult that she was, she fake-coughed for good measure.

“Oh,” Brynn said softly, leaning closer so that she enveloped Hallie in her familiar scent. Concern quickly etched across her face. “You didn’t tell me that. Are you feeling okay?”

And Hallie, with the strength of a god, breathed through her mouth instead of indulging in what she now knew, intimately, was Brynn’s perfume. On the exhale, avoiding looking at the concern in Brynn’s deep brown eyes, she managed, “Probably just a seasonal allergy thing.”

They were about to head to a group outing with Sydney and Reese, and Hallie really couldn’t take any chances right now.

Brynn tilted her head to the side. “In February? Is that common?” she asked.

See, this was why Hallie was such a bad liar. Now, Brynn was genuinely interested in whatever Hallie was about to say. And as an added rub, Brynn seemed to be doing a whole hell of a lot better with boundaries—at least right now—than Hallie.

Which was really annoying because Hallie was the one who had set them!

Then again, Brynn didn’t have the same things at stake. Her life had been movement and change and growth for the last six months, and this was a new, exciting adventure for her.

Alternatively, Hallie was so stuck in her routine that it may as well have been shaped from cement.

To be fair, though, Hallie had just been thinking about last night. The wisps of neediness were still floating through her body, making it a little hard to think rationally.

“I’m not sure,” Hallie finally responded, trying to think of a plausible explanation. “Maybe because I’ve been outside so much. And I’m sure that Greg’s shed isn’t exactly up to OSHA compliance standards.”

Brynn nodded, seemingly accepting the answer. Her stare dropped down to Hallie’s lips before she pulled her gaze back up. “He’s back tomorrow, right? So you’ll have more time…”

The words hung between them. Whether there was any innuendo there, Hallie felt their weight.

Part of Hallie was ecstatic that Greg would be back, given that the great outdoors wasn’t her favorite place to be. Managing to salt the walkways and ensure there were no rogue branches were tasks that she could handle with relative ease, though. It would have been an actual nightmare if Greg had gotten injured during the summer, with pruning and mowing and pool maintenance and wasp nests to contend with.

But the other part of her knew that they were on another precipice. In a shared apartment, at a shared workplace, there weren’t a lot of places to hide from their feelings. Sooner rather than later, they’d need to decide how they wanted to move forward.

Agreeing not to have sex wasn’t exactly a long-term solution.

Regardless of when they slept together again, Hallie was already growing attached to Brynn. And all those reasons that had made her feel like this was a bad idea were still very real and very present. In their situation, it was going to be, more than anything, about Brynn deciding what she wanted her own future to look like.

Hopefully, the stars would align, and Hallie’s already fragile heart wouldn’t get pulverized if Brynn left.

“You know, I think I’m going to change really quickly before we meet Sydney and Reese. I wouldn’t want to show up for our maid-of-honor duties in my work uniform,” Hallie said, gesturing down her body.

Brynn followed her hand with her own stare, which hovered intently for a few seconds on Hallie’s chest.

Hallie had thought about the fact that Brynn had seemed really into her boobs. One, because she hadn’t expected it the first night that they’d hooked up, and two, because she loved having her chest touched, and it had about melted her into a puddle as Brynn had explored and fondled and toyed with her, even through layers of clothing.

She pushed her legs together, willing the spark in her center to fizzle out quickly. Again.

Hallie looked at Brynn, no doubt with a dumb look scraped across her features. What were they talking about? Oh, right. “Okay. Well, I’m going to get changed.”

Brynn moved about a foot down the side of the desk, closer to where Hallie was going to step out. A necessary path for Hallie to reach the hallway that led to their apartment.

Excitement rushed through her, all because of the simple possibility of being within touching distance of Brynn.

How was she going to make it through tonight with any semblance of normalcy?

God, Sydney was never going to let her hear the end of this. Hallie couldn’t be sure, but she suspected that Sydney had some level of awareness of what was going on. Which had led her to the sneaking suspicion that she and Brynn wore whatever was happening between them right on their sleeves for other people to see. Especially if those other people were Sydney.

Hallie put her hands up, and Brynn stopped coming closer.

“Is something wrong? I know you don’t actually have allergies,” Brynn chided, and heat washed across Hallie’s cheeks.

Hallie should not have been surprised by Brynn’s comment, like, at all. She bit her lip, knowing that she’d been caught. “I’m sorry about the fib. I am just trying not to get too amped up before we go out with Reese and Sydney.”

Brynn lifted an eyebrow and took a small step closer. “Amped up?”

“Come on. You know what I’m saying.” Hallie gestured vaguely, hoping that Brynn would put her out of her misery and fill in the gaps.

“But what if I want to hear you say it?” Brynn said, leaning forward. She chanced a look around the room, making sure they were alone. When she confirmed that was the case, she closed the distance between them and placed a soft, chaste kiss on Hallie’s lips. She pulled back ever so slightly and exhaled. “I’ve wanted to do that all day. I hope that’s okay.”

Is this what it felt like to be wooed? Because Hallie was feeling pretty damn wooed right now. Somehow, Brynn was constantly surprising her in the best possible ways.

Hallie let out a shaky exhale, flushed from the simple touch. “It’s perfect.” Then, she quieted, chewing her lip. “We just haven’t exactly gotten into how we want to deal with Reese and Sydney. I don’t want us to be a secret, but I’m also⁠—”

“Afraid of prying eyes? Sensitive to the fact that we’re both their maids of honor?” Brynn supplied.

She was grateful that Brynn had given the words to her and that she didn’t seem even mildly offended by the statement. Because Brynn having feelings for her was akin to winning the lottery, but it would also be crazy to think that there wouldn’t be… consequences when people found out that they were dating.

Especially when tonight should be about Sydney and Reese.

And what happened if things between her and Brynn imploded before their wedding? She didn’t want either of the brides to be put in a difficult position, worrying that Hallie wouldn’t be able to work with Brynn to make the day a success.

“You’re not upset?” she asked, hoping that Brynn was really being honest with her. “I just want us to figure this out before we bring any more cooks into the kitchen. Does that make sense?”

Brynn nodded. “We’re friends, too. I don’t see there being any issue with me behaving strictly as your friend tonight.”

Relief coursed through Hallie. This was good. They could do this. Balance their platonic and romantic feelings while they figured out what exactly was going on between them. She nodded, committed to seeing her part through. “I can do the same.”

Brynn extended her hand. “Shake on it?”

Hallie rolled her eyes but pushed her hand forward, ready to shake. But when their fingertips connected, Brynn grabbed her hand and lifted it to her mouth, kissing Hallie’s knuckles. “Starting now,” she said when she let go of Hallie’s hand.

As Hallie made her exit down the hallway, she chanced a look back. From the desk, Brynn gave her a playful smile that made Hallie wonder whether or not they’d actually be able to pull this one off.
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They were absolutely not going to be able to pull this one off.

That became abundantly clear as Hallie sat in the back of the SUV, reminding herself every few seconds that she should, under no circumstances, reach across the center seat and grab Brynn’s hand. Which was enticingly displayed, palm up, just begging for Hallie to shift her own arm a few inches over to take it within her own.

And Sydney, who was driving, kept giving Hallie these weird looks through the mirror. Like she was just waiting for Hallie to do something that proved whatever theory she’d drummed up in that pretty head of hers.

Suddenly, she was wishing that Sydney wasn’t taking her newfound involvement in Hallie’s life so seriously.

Hallie needed to stop that look. Pronto. She leaned forward and shoved her head between the driver and passenger seats. “So, why aren’t your parents planning the engagement party? Isn’t that usually how it goes?”

Sydney looked over at Reese, a look passing between the two of them.

“Your call, babe,” Sydney deferred.

Reese clicked her tongue against her teeth. “Well, we’ve been working very hard to manage people’s expectations.”

The exasperation in Reese’s tone heavily implied that it was not going well, which piqued Hallie’s interest. Honestly, it could be good to throw herself into someone else’s drama for a change. Get out of her own head a little bit. “Tell me more…”

“Apparently, there are a lot of rules about how a wedding should be done,” Sydney interjected. “And between my parents and Reese’s mom⁠—”

“And my father,” Reese said, clearly annoyed before adding, “I’d take meddling but lovable parents over him any day.”

This was news to Hallie. “I thought that he was persona non grata in the Devereux-King household. Wow, that’s really a mouthful,” she said with a laugh.

Neither Sydney nor Reese seemed to appreciate the humor. Which left Hallie to ease awkwardly back against her seat, shooting Brynn a questioning look. She only responded with an adorable, confused shrug. Clearly, she was just as confused.

“Tripp Devereux has, unfortunately, found out about the engagement,” Sydney said, clearly frustrated on her fiancée’s behalf.

What a complicated web of relationships Sydney was sitting smack dab in the middle of. One that she, Hallie Thatcher, was now intimately entangled in.

Really, they needed a diagram or something.

From the back seat, Hallie could see Reese rubbing at her brow. “I’m not sure what about me corporate-raiding his entire portfolio of properties screams that I’d love for us to catch up at some point, but he’s been relentless. For whatever reason, he thinks that I still have interest in having a relationship with him.”

Hallie was in awe of the women she found herself surrounded by. They were modern-day marvels who were not to be trifled with. Brynn, who’d dumped Grant’s ass in a spectacular fashion. Reese, who, being a better person than Hallie, hadn’t done anything to punish her father but had sure been willing to swoop in and buy out his company when the opportunity had presented itself. And Sydney, who’d been misused and led astray by Grant, but who, after accepting that her tennis career was over, had found a whole new future for herself. A much better future than she’d ever have had shackled to Grant Devereux IV.

And even though normally Hallie would have felt small in comparison, she didn’t let herself shrink. Because while one half of her situation with Brynn was that Brynn needed to decide what she wanted, Hallie also had work to do. She wasn’t naive enough to think that her resistance to an incredible woman who wanted to give her the world was healthy. One of these days, she’d have to stare down her feelings of inadequacy and punch them in the face. Metaphorically, of course.

“What’s he been doing?” Hallie asked, knowing that there was no floor to Tripp’s descent into the primordial ooze.

Sydney grabbed Reese’s hand, and they interlaced their fingers before Sydney gave it a comforting squeeze. She looked in the mirror again, meeting Hallie’s stare. “Do you know that people are encouraged to set passwords with all of their vendors just so someone can’t call and change the plans or get information?”

In some ways, Sydney really was a sweet summer child. Hallie had heard horror stories from guests over the years who’d been in town for weddings. It was honestly the biggest reason that she’d staved off hosting them at The Stone’s Throw.

A wedding could make a perfectly rational, sane person do some incredibly crazy things. Now, consider what it could make an already irrational, insane person like Tripp Devereux do. Hallie shuddered at the thought.

“Sara is also heavily pushing a request from People Magazine to do a feature spread on the wedding. Just so no one thinks that Reese is the only one bringing trouble to the party,” Sydney admitted.

Sara was Sydney’s former agent, whom Hallie was pretty sure maintained hope that Sydney would come back to the world of tennis announcing, a job vertical which she’d had a brief stint in a few months ago.

Hallie slapped Sydney’s shoulder. “You didn’t tell me that!”

Sydney balked. “Because we’re not doing it. How was I supposed to know that being a recluse would be so hard?”

“It’s a lifelong endeavor,” Hallie admitted. She let out a deep, punctuated sigh before adding, “Think of it as an acquired skill that not many are up to the task of handling.”

She could see Sydney rolling her eyes at her. A snarky comment would have been on its way, except that Sydney put her blinker on and turned the SUV off the road they’d been traveling down for the last few minutes. They’d reached the parking lot of a nondescript building, miles outside of town.

“Where are we?” Hallie peered out the window. It definitely wasn’t a restaurant or a party venue. The building was way too run-down for that.

“The Stoneport Animal Rescue,” Reese said, which still explained exactly zero about whatever the hell it was they were doing.

Still, Hallie loved animals. Growing up, she’d never been allowed to have one, and as an adult, she didn’t have the time to make sure that any pet she had would get enough care and attention.

Maybe, now that they had more help at the inn, it was something she could consider.

“Brynn gave us the idea, actually.” Reese turned around in her seat and gave Brynn a grateful smile.

Hallie looked toward Brynn. “What idea?”

“Well, when we were at the inn during the snowstorm, I mentioned the People Magazine offer to Brynn. That it was just so crazy that they were willing to pay that much money for an exclusive. And even though we aren’t considering it, Brynn made an excellent point that while our wedding is going to be about us coming together as a couple, we’re probably going to be given a lot of gifts and money that we absolutely don’t need.”

It was the least surprising thing Hallie had heard tonight, that Brynn was thinking about helping other people.

Brynn, who’d been extremely quiet for the entire ride, finally spoke as they pulled into the almost empty parking lot. “It’s something that I’d wanted to do for my own wedding. But Grant had adamantly refused.”

A look of disdain flashed across Reese’s face. “One day, I’ll learn something about Brother Dearest that actually surprises me about him.”

Hallie didn’t love being reminded of just how close Brynn had come to marrying Grant. Sure, she’d thought about it in the abstract, but hearing it from Brynn’s lips, the reality that Brynn had been planning a wedding and life with him… Blech. The closer that she and Brynn got, the more it dug at something in her. Really, she wished that she could find Grant and give him a swift kick where the sun didn’t shine.

She could have spent all day fantasizing about that, but instead, she turned her focus from Reese back to Brynn, who was leaning across the middle seat. “You didn’t tell me that.”

Brynn shrugged. “I think I just sort of pushed it down until I talked about it with Reese last week.” Her voice dropped lower. “And I’ve been pretty busy since then.”

Sydney had parked, and she and Reese were both exiting the SUV when Sydney called, “We’re going to head in. We’re already running a few minutes behind, and the coordinator stayed late so that we could talk to them.”

Away from prying eyes, Hallie couldn’t help herself. She ran her fingers along Brynn’s temple, her hand settling against the jaw that she loved kissing. “You really are so incredible.”

Even in the darkness of the vehicle, she could see that Brynn was blushing. Hallie loved being the one to cause that look on Brynn’s face. “I know that I’m fortunate. I see it as my responsibility to redistribute the inequity whenever possible.”

Brynn bit her lip, and it took all the strength that Hallie possessed not to lean forward and kiss her. She knew this moment was going to escalate at any second, if the last few days were any indication. With a quiet groan, she dropped her hand to unbuckle her seat belt. “We better get in there. Maid of honor responsibilities and all.”

Brynn let out a soft exhale, and as was becoming more common, Hallie felt exhilaration mingled with comfort settle into her bones.

For a second, she sat with that feeling. How encompassing it was. For a brief moment, it unraveled all of her doubts and reservations. All because of the way that Brynn was looking at her, like she saw Hallie for exactly who she was and wanted her all the more because of it.

It was addictive to feel like she was the sole focus of someone’s attention. The fact that it was Brynn’s attention just made it all the more overwhelming.

As she shut her door, she’d made up her mind. One way or another, she needed to work through her issues. Because now that she knew what it was like to actually be with Brynn, it was becoming the thing that she wanted most in this world.

And for once in her life, she wasn’t going to stop herself from getting what she wanted.
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It was entirely possible that the only thing on this earth that could distract Hallie from the woman walking next to her was a room full of adorable animals.

And, truly, they were all perfect. Every single one of them. The three-legged Dalmatian. The one-eared calico cat. The ridiculously overweight chihuahua.

When they’d entered the facility, Sydney and Reese had already been chatting with a woman, Eliza, who had explained that she was the executive director for The Stoneport Humane Society. Which, in her words, meant that she did a little bit of everything.

Because of her day-to-day at The Stone’s Throw, Hallie had resonated deeply with that sentiment.

Eliza had been clearly overjoyed that Sydney and Reese were considering partnering with them to raise funds for the shelter, so she was, in Hallie’s opinion, really rolling out the red carpet.

The building itself was separated into two distinct areas. The smaller section, where they’d entered, housed offices and operations. It was clean and bright, if not a little run-down. They’d received a quick tour of that area before being led through a set of double doors into the much larger portion of the building.

Which was where Hallie now stood, surrounded by rows and rows of cages housing all of the aforementioned perfect animals.

Eliza walked slightly in front of the group, spouting off facts about the important work the rescue did. “Just like my job here, the humane society does a little bit of everything. Facilitating pet adoptions and surrenders is what we’re known for within the community, but there are also a wide variety of other services that we offer.”

Eliza continued to list off the vast array of responsibilities that they handled every single day: public services like microchipping, low-cost spay and neuter options, and vaccine clinics. Then there were the programs that they ran to help their animals get placed in foster homes if they hadn’t been adopted yet, running their volunteer program, hosting events in the community to raise awareness—and those were just the ones that Hallie could remember. Eliza must have rattled off at least half a dozen other key areas that the rescue handled.

It was impressive, to say the least.

And even though she was trying her best to listen and take everything in, as she walked by each kennel, where dogs were resting for the night, she had to resist the urge to ask—or beg, more accurately—to pet every single one of them.

Brynn seemed equally enraptured, making little sounds of happiness every few feet.

“Did you have pets growing up?” Hallie asked quietly, so as to not interrupt Eliza’s pitch. Even though Hallie could tell from the looks on both Sydney and Reese’s faces that everything happening now was a mere formality. Of course they were going to donate.

For all that Hallie felt like she knew about Brynn, there was still so much that she had left to learn. And she wanted the chance to learn it all.

Brynn shook her head. “We didn’t. But I remember, whenever my sister was in the hospital, they’d have therapy dogs come through. I loved the days that they were there.”

Sydney and Reese were walking near Eliza, a few feet ahead. Even if they weren’t, Hallie still would have grabbed Brynn’s hand. It meant something to her that Brynn had opened up about her sister. Hallie knew that Brynn didn’t talk about her often. Brynn herself had said as much. So Hallie never pushed, but she took these little moments and tucked them away, grateful for whenever she was able to peek behind the curtain and see how Brynn had become such an incredible woman.

“Now that I have more free time at the inn, I’m actually thinking that a dog may be in my future.” The more the idea had rolled around in Hallie’s brain over the last few minutes, the better it sounded.

Brynn gave her an appraising stare. “I had you pegged as more of a cat person.”

The statement earned a raised brow from Hallie. This oughta be good. “And how, pray tell, did you come to that conclusion?”

“They don’t need to go outside,” Brynn said, flashing Hallie a cheeky smile.

And while that was a completely fair point… “For the right dog, I’d go outside. We may even go on walks. The sky’s really the limit with this new version of me,” Hallie defended herself. She could be a dog person.

“Seems like under the right circumstances, and with the right motivation, you can find all kinds of get-up-and-go.” The implication was clear, as Brynn’s stare shifted down to Hallie’s lips.

Another moment passed between them. Hallie realized that they were still holding hands and had walked almost completely down the long row of kennels like that.

Which also meant that… Hallie looked up to find Sydney and Reese staring at them, different looks on their faces. Sydney had that goddamn grin again, and Reese, to her credit, just looked really confused.

Knowing Reese, she’d be too polite to say anything.

Hallie was really banking on that because she could not get into her and Brynn’s complicated relationship dynamic right now. She might say something crazy, like she’d been deluding herself when she’d told Brynn that she was falling for her.

The reality was that she’d already fallen. Hard.

It had only become clearer to her over the last few days because the slower she tried to go, the more her body was rioting against her. Even as she held herself back from Brynn. Even as she tried not to put a label like “dating” on their situation.

It was the ultimate pining paradox. In trying to grapple with her feelings and keep them manageable, all she’d actually done was open herself up to falling harder. Doing so had allowed the little moments to sneak in when she hadn’t been paying close enough attention.

Hallie gave Brynn’s hand a comforting squeeze before she let it go, even as her body screamed no at separating from Brynn. It wasn’t up to her to unilaterally decide to debut their… whatever it was that was going on. After all, that wasn’t what they’d agreed to earlier tonight.

“Oh, wonderful,” Eliza said, noticing something in the next row over, which Hallie couldn’t see. It was probably for the best that their tour guide was oblivious to the moment playing out among her four guests. Eliza gestured, probably to a person, since Hallie doubted they let even the cutest of the dogs—which, again, was all of them—run wild in the facility. “One of our evening volunteers is here. Although the rescue is only open during the day, it’s a fairly twenty-four-seven operation, given that we’re dealing with animals who all have unique needs.”

As soon as he came into view, Hallie’s lip curled. Jake. She’d recognize that mug from any old dating app. The idiot who’d gone on a date with Brynn and then unmatched her while Brynn had been walking home. What a⁠—

“Brynn?” Jake said, seemingly oblivious to Hallie’s very serious interest in biting his head off.

Hallie had never considered herself a violent person, but she was now two-for-two tonight on vivid fantasies involving maiming the men who had wronged Brynn.

Brynn shot Hallie a worried glance before she looked back at Jake, who’d covered the few feet of space and was now standing in front of her.

“Would you be able to catch up for a second?” he asked, looking appropriately embarrassed in front of the group. Served him right.

Only… Hallie didn’t know what he wanted from Brynn. Or wanted to say to her. Either way, she didn’t like it. Brynn deserved an apology at the very least.

It was clear from the look on Brynn’s face that she was uncertain what to say. “Sure?” It came out as more of a question than anything else as another furtive glance was thrown in Hallie’s direction.

His face broke out into a broad smile. “Cool. Great.”

There was no amount of willpower in the universe that could stop Hallie from rolling her eyes. And for all of her internally violent thoughts, she wasn’t going to go all caveman on Brynn and try to stop whatever was about to happen.

“I’m going to see if Eliza will let me pet one of the dogs,” she said, already walking over toward Reese and Sydney, where Eliza was looking between everyone, seemingly trying to figure out what exactly was going on.

Well, she could join the club.

Mercifully Eliza seemed to have decided it wasn’t something she was interested in doing. Hallie had barely joined the brides-to-be when Eliza declared, “I have a few things to wrap up before I head out for the evening. Take your time looking around. Why don’t you meet me back in the lobby when you’re ready?”

“Sounds good,” Sydney said as Eliza walked away. She immediately turned to Hallie and whispered, with a nod in Brynn’s direction, “Who’s that?”

“Jake. He’s one of Brynn’s suitors, and I’m not his biggest fan.” She hadn’t even liked thinking of his name, but saying it out loud was even worse. It was physically painful for her to do so.

“I can’t imagine you would be,” Sydney mused, her eyes way too bright and playful for the tumult that had started coursing through Hallie.

What if he asked her out again? His boneheaded self had probably realized his mistake almost immediately. He would have been the luckiest guy in the world to be organ-harvested by someone as incredible as Brynn.

Hallie scowled, a look that didn’t dissipate when she glanced over to see Jake talking animatedly to Brynn, a huge smile on his face.

And Brynn, well, Hallie couldn’t quite clock the look she wore. Which didn’t help the anxiety churning in her gut.

The truth was… she wanted Brynn to be hers. Wanted it so badly that she could feel her molecules vibrating together at the realization. She didn’t want some idiot like Jake, who didn’t even know who he’d let get away, to think he had a chance.

More importantly—and the weight of the thought knocked her back a step—Hallie didn’t want to be one of those idiots who let Brynn get away either.

And this rush of awareness wasn’t happening because she was seeing Brynn with someone else, watching in real time as a new door opened that Brynn could walk through, away from what she and Hallie were building together.

No. It was happening because, slowly, at some point over the last couple of months, the possibility of losing Brynn had finally eclipsed her fear of rejection. Now, she couldn’t think of anything that would be worse than Brynn getting tired of waiting for her to get her shit together.

Brynn was so much better than some vague definition of their relationship status. She deserved to be wooed and adored and made to feel like the most special woman in the world.

Because, to Hallie, she was.

Hallie’s heart was thumping so loudly in her chest that she had to assume that was why Sydney was giving her a weird look. “Are you okay, Hal? You’re muttering to yourself like a crazy person.”

Blinking, Hallie brought herself back to the moment, where Sydney and Reese were both looking at her with concern. Reese managed to look more sympathetic while Sydney seemed half a second away from asking if she needed to pull the fire alarm for a quick exit.

Hallie was just considering taking Sydney up on that offer, imagined or not, when Brynn finally walked back over to their group, an embarrassed blush on her face.

Reese looked from Hallie to Brynn like she was realizing for the first time that there was something way bigger than she’d initially believed at play here.

She let out a loud, guffawing laugh that took everyone by surprise. “Does the extra bedroom in the owner’s quarters have a love spell on it or something?”

Hallie tried to level Reese with her best no-nonsense look. “I never realized you were such a jokester.”

Sydney clapped her hands together like this was the best thing that had ever happened to her. “We should put a plaque outside of it or something. I can see it now.” She fanned her hands out and said, “‘Love grows here.’ It has a nice ring to it.”

“It’s not a garden,” Hallie argued, even though she smiled. She wanted people to know that she and Brynn were more than friends. Wanted it a lot, in fact. Even though she knew it would come with a whole hell of a lot of explaining—and teasing—at her expense.

“Then is there a newsletter we can subscribe to for updates about whatever’s going on with you two?” Reese asked, looking at Brynn more than at anyone else.

And then Brynn looked at Hallie, raising her eyebrows in question. Hallie nodded, like the two of them had their own secret code. She loved the feeling of being so in sync as Brynn answered, “We’re taking things slowly. That’s the update we have to provide for you two.”

It was followed by Brynn giving her the most heart-clenchingly soft smile, so soft that it made Hallie go a little weak in the knees.

“And what about Jake?” Sydney asked protectively, crossing her arms.

Which pulled Brynn’s attention back to the group. Sydney specifically. She expected Brynn to waiver under her best friend’s scrutiny, but she only stood up straighter and then shrugged. “I told him that he missed his chance.”

Then, she shot Hallie another devastatingly perfect smile.

There was nothing else for Hallie to do except smile back and tentatively take Brynn’s hand again, guiding it back into its rightful place, nestled in her own. Because, yeah, there was no way that she was going to let herself mess this up.


CHAPTER SIXTEEN


Brynn shut the door to the apartment and let out a deep breath. “That could have gone worse, don’t you think?”

She was trying to gauge how Hallie felt about their relationship becoming public knowledge, especially to the two people they were closest to. But, they couldn’t be too upset. She and Hallie were the ones who hadn’t been able to keep their hands off of one another.

She was never going to be convinced to turn down the chance to touch Hallie. To be close to her.

This past week had already been torture, trying to take things slowly.

As far as Brynn was concerned, tonight had shown significant progress. If people knew about them, she could grab Hallie’s hand unthinkingly, like she’d become prone to doing. She wouldn’t have to worry about the little glances she was always stealing, wondering if someone was going to notice.

“Hallie?” she nudged, still leaning against the front door. Brynn needed to take off her coat and her boots, but it was hard to find the willpower, knowing that she’d be going to her bedroom alone.

Suddenly, Hallie spun around from where she’d been standing a few feet away, a look of fire in her eyes. Brynn was overwhelmed by the stare’s intensity; she felt it all the way to her core, in fact.

Hallie crossed the distance between them, and Brynn wondered if she was about to kiss her. God, she hoped that Hallie was about to kiss her. She’d spent all day today thinking about last night, wishing desperately that they hadn’t pressed pause on their makeout session.

Brynn was really regretting trying to lead a life of integrity right now.

She licked her lips in anticipation, which drew Hallie’s attention. She watched Hallie as Hallie looked at her lips. But when her eyes lifted to meet Brynn’s, she didn’t surge forward and close the small gap of space between their mouths.

“Will you go on a date with me?” she asked instead.

Brynn’s heart skipped a beat as the butterflies she’d been trying to tamp down for the last week exploded in her stomach. “Hallie Thatcher, I would absolutely love to go on a date with you,” she said, finally closing the space between them and placing a soft kiss on Hallie’s lips.

God, she’d been wanting to do that for hours. She wanted every kind of kiss with Hallie that two people could share.

And sure, a lot of Brynn’s thoughts were not very PG. Case in point, she’d even considered mounting Hallie in the back seat once they were alone in the car earlier, just to get a little bit of desire out of her system.

But right now, she’d take slow. She’d take soft. She’d take the way Hallie was lengthening her body against Brynn’s and make it last as long as she needed before the next time.

Thankfully, for Brynn, there always seemed to be a next time right on the horizon.

Hallie, who’d sighed into the kiss but hadn’t pushed things further, suddenly pulled back. “What did Jake want, by the way? Do I have competition?”

The sound that Brynn let out was a mix between a groan and a laugh. As if anyone else could capture her attention the way Hallie had. It was scientifically impossible. The closest that Jake would get was a comparison of all the ways that he was not Hallie and therefore fell short of the mark. “He wanted to apologize for unmatching me. Apparently, he’d recently come out of a relationship, and after our date, he got cold feet about moving forward.”

It was then that Brynn realized— “Were you jealous?” As she asked the question, a pleased warmth soaked through her body. She knew that Hallie cared about her, and she knew that Hallie wanted her. But there was something intoxicating about the idea that seeing Brynn with someone else had put Hallie on high alert. Had pushed her out of her comfort zone, into the moment they were sharing now.

“I wasn’t jealous,” Hallie emphasized as her hands slipped into Brynn’s coat. Slowly, she ran her fingers up Brynn’s sides. It wasn’t nearly enough pressure through her sweater, but she would take whatever she could get.

Hallie’s hands trailed upward, painfully slowly, before they reached her shoulders. When she lifted those perfect hands, she took Brynn’s coat with them, letting it flutter to the floor.

And then Hallie was on her again, their bodies pressed together, Hallie’s thigh positioned between Brynn’s legs, which had already fallen open to nestle Hallie between them.

“I think it would be good for you to admit you’re jealous. He did ask me out, by the way,” Brynn teased as she wrapped her own arms around Hallie’s torso.

A look flashed across Hallie’s face, one that Brynn had never seen before. She could only catch it for a moment because then Hallie’s lips were on her. Everywhere. Bruising, incredible kisses. Against her neck. Her jaw. Her lips.

It was like Hallie wanted to consume her, and Brynn was loving every second of it. With Hallie, she wanted it all. “Admit it,” she panted out.

She wanted them both entrenched in the frenzied, needy wanting that seemed to overtake her whenever Hallie was close.

Hallie’s answer came in the form of her thigh pressing hard against Brynn’s center. They both moaned, and as Brynn’s lips parted, Hallie moved deftly from where she’d been peppering attention on Brynn’s neck to her mouth, sliding her tongue inside.

Sensation exploded in Brynn’s clit as Hallie continued kissing her like the world was about to end, all the while grinding her thigh against Brynn, who was growing more desperate by the second for her touch.

A real touch. One where Hallie’s fingers pushed inside and filled her. Hallie’s tongue may be even better. The idea sent heat rolling through Brynn’s body. “Hallie,” she panted, so turned on, with nowhere to put her energy. She’d forgotten about wanting to goad Hallie. All she could think about was chasing the feeling that was building low in her stomach.

And then suddenly, all she felt was… nothing. She blinked open her eyes. Hallie had taken a small step back so that they were no longer touching. A mischievous smile bloomed wild on Hallie’s face before she brought the moment full circle and planted her own soft kiss on Brynn’s lips.

Brynn obviously tried to chase it, to no avail.

“Uh-uh,” Hallie said breathily. “I think that our first date is in order before we go any further. Don’t you agree?”

Brynn let out a whine to express her unhappiness with Hallie pulling away. “You’re toying with me,” she said as realization dawned.

Not that Hallie would ever admit it. “I’m going to hop in the shower. Let me know when you want to go on that date,” she reminded her, that sultry smile still doing all kinds of things to Brynn’s sanity. As an added bonus, it made it abundantly clear that Hallie was loving the exchange that was playing out right now.

And if that was how Hallie wanted it, Brynn decided, then two could play that game. Because she was, without a doubt, committed to giving Hallie everything that she could. Whether it killed them both or not.
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“Seems like we have some things to catch up on,” Reese said as she breezed into the coffee shop. She dropped her coat on the back of the chair and gave Brynn a knowing stare. “I’ll be back in five minutes. And then I want details.”

Reese’s text had come early this morning, asking if Brynn was free to grab a coffee. It wasn’t unexpected, given what she’d seen last night.

And, truly, Brynn loved that Reese wanted to know all about what was happening. She’d never had a girlfriend to gossip with and share stories. She’d thought briefly that Hallie was going to be one of those people for her.

She chuckled quietly. God, she’d been naive.

Coincidentally, she was sitting at the same table that she’d shared with Jake on their one and only date. It felt like a lifetime ago, even though it’d only been a little over a month since that day.

Even after seeing Jake last night, thinking about a time when she’d been wrapped up in anyone but Hallie felt weird. It was like all the energy in her body had oriented around Hallie in a way that was making it a little hard to think about anything or anyone who wasn’t her.

Maybe, if she really thought about it, she’d been wrapped up in Hallie a lot longer than a month. Because it wasn’t normal friend behavior to want to spend all of her time with someone. Or to want to know what they thought about every single thing in the world. Or to get little zaps of awareness when they were close, wishing desperately as she did that she could bottle that feeling and save it for later.

Brynn had never truly experienced any of those things before. Then, Hallie had quietly come along and obliterated every preconceived notion Brynn had about life and love and connection.

And definitely about sex.

She couldn’t let herself think about last night again, or she’d probably start saying some very inappropriate things to Reese that she was pretty sure Reese didn’t want to know about her fiancée’s best friend.

Like the fact that, when Hallie touched her, Brynn could barely think. And when Hallie looked at her, it was a little hard for Brynn to remember to breathe. And when she’d made Brynn come, it had felt like Brynn’s entire body had been turning inside out, like some part of her was now fundamentally changed at the molecular level.

Which, obviously, she knew wasn’t a real possibility, but she also understood now why people said that love could make you do—and think—stupid things.

“You have a hickey,” Reese said as she sat down in her chair, pulling Brynn back to the present.

Brynn’s hand flew up to her neck, to exactly the spot she knew Reese had to be talking about. Even if she blushed, she was still going to own it. “Well, no sense in pretending we don’t know where I got it.”

Reese picked up her coffee cup and took a sip, studying Brynn. “Enamored looks good on you,” she said with a genuine smile.

Historically, Brynn would have cared about other people’s opinions. A lot. She’d have wanted their approval, or she’d have put their own happiness and desires above her own. But one thing that she’d really been working on since coming to Stoneport was listening to the voice inside her own head instead of what she thought other people wanted to hear from her.

“Enamored is a good word for it.” It didn’t seem to wholly encapsulate the depth of Brynn’s feelings these days, but she was keeping that thought private for her own benefit. She’d promised Hallie that she was willing to take things slowly, and to actually honor it, she also needed to make that promise to herself.

It really depended on the day whether she made good on said promise.

Reese gave her another appraising stare. “Any reason why I’m just hearing about this now? It seems like the situation has been developing for a while.”

“It only escalated recently,” was how Brynn decided to phrase things. “But you’re right. In retrospect, it’s been building for longer.” It was a certainty that Brynn had only just recently accepted, once she’d realized that her feelings were way beyond friendly.

“The last time we talked, you were planning to casually date and sow your wild oats,” Reese stated. It was a fair point. They hadn’t checked in nearly as much as Brynn had expected when she’d come to Stoneport, but that was on her.

Still, she shrugged off the idea for some reason. Probably because it seemed so ridiculous that she would have ever gone on dates with other people, considering Hallie was right there, waiting for her. God, Brynn had been so laughably oblivious to her own feelings. “I don’t think anyone would define anything about me as wild.”

Reese looked at the hickey again. “I beg to differ.” Brynn laughed but then quieted when Reese added, “I just wanted to make sure that not telling me didn’t have anything to do with me being Grant’s sister. The last thing I would want is for you to think that you couldn’t talk to me. Especially because you are, by orders of magnitude, the person that I picked to stick with post-breakup.”

And as Brynn accepted Reese’s words, she felt the truth in them. Reese had always been honest with her, even when it had caused significant drama in the Devereux family. Brynn didn’t take that lightly, and it made her feel like she owed Reese an explanation. Not because it would make Reese happy, but because it felt important to Brynn herself. “I didn’t mention it because I wasn’t sure exactly what was going on. With myself. With Hallie. Honestly, I didn’t even know that I was into women until recently.”

Truly, there had been so much newness in Brynn’s life over the last two months—since coming to Stoneport—that it felt like she’d boarded a rocket ship into the future. She was here now, and everything, including her, was so very different.

“I really do value your friendship so much,” she said. “And I think there was a part of me that worried about the complexity of everything. Hallie and I are both of your maids of honor. We both work for you. And Hallie and Sydney are best friends. It’s complicated.”

Reese laughed lightly. “Don’t worry. I know all about complicated. Earlier this summer, I felt like I was living in a soap opera.”

But, if they were putting it all on the table— “I really like her, Reese. Like, a lot.”

“I’m sensing some hesitation, though,” Reese observed astutely. “Is it about Grant?”

Brynn let out a harsh laugh. “God, no. I don’t think about him except when I wonder how I ever almost married him.”

“What was that about, anyway?” Reese shifted in her chair. “If you don’t mind me asking. I’ve always really liked you, and I’ve never really liked Grant. The two of you just seemed like such a strange couple. No offense.”

She’d been getting that a lot. “The thing with Grant was…” Then, she realized that Reese would probably understand better than a lot of people. “You’ve met my parents.”

“I have. Lovely people who want the world for their only child.”

Starting to talk about Bridget more with Hallie was making it easier to push through the opening that Reese had unknowingly given her. “Actually, I had an older sister. She passed away when I was six.”

Reese held her hand up to her chest, clearly upset by this information. “I’m so sorry, Brynn. I didn’t know.”

“My parents don’t talk about her. She died, and it was like the idea of dealing with that grief was too painful for them. So…” Brynn had been thinking about this a lot lately. Why she couldn’t stand the idea of disappointing her parents, even though she knew they would always support her no matter what.

Reese waited patiently, giving Brynn the much-needed time and space to collect her thoughts. All the pieces were scattered across her brain like a scavenger hunt, but she’d never really wanted to connect them. That would mean that she actually needed to do something with that information. And she didn’t relish the conversation she would need to have to make that happen.

But starting with Reese was a good place to practice. “I love my parents.”

Reese nodded. “I know you do, Brynn. It’s clear to everyone how much you all love one another.”

She rolled her lips inward, chewing on them. Finally, she exhaled. She could do this. Talk about the hard stuff. “I was only six. And once Bridget died, it was like the light had gone out of my parents’ eyes. I can remember that much. Everything took on this muted, sad quality that sort of felt like I was looking at life underwater. And when she was gone, it was like all the energy they’d been putting into her treatments and care had nowhere to go. I don’t really think they could deal with that. But they’re great people, and they were very aware that they still had a daughter left.”

She got an affirming, encouraging nod from Reese to continue.

“What they really want, more than anything in this world, is for me to be happy. Maybe so happy, even, that it could somehow balance out the scales of losing a daughter who would never get that chance. To grow up and fall in love and live her own life.” Brynn felt tears prickle behind her eyes, realizing everything Bridget had never gotten the chance to experience. “And for a long time, I looked at being happy as never being sad. Or never struggling. Or never making mistakes and then charting a new path as a result. It’s sort of defined my entire existence, if I’m being honest. These last handful of months have been the first time that I’ve let myself be confused or wayward or searching.”

The sympathetic smile on Reese’s face cut straight into Brynn’s chest. She knew that Reese understood a whole hell of a lot about wanting to please her parents. Even if it was for different reasons.

But Brynn wanted to get this out. She wanted to give it a voice for the first time in her life. Otherwise, she was likely to fall back into old, destructive patterns, and with a relationship with Hallie on the line, she needed to make sure that didn’t happen.

“And it’s so crazy because I know my parents didn’t even like Grant. But by the time he asked me to marry him, I was graduating from my PhD program and staring down the barrel of what came next. And the idea that my parents would be worried about me and how I was living my life created this… opening for me to think that settling down and getting married was the most practical decision. Even if it was with a complete bonehead.”

Reese laughed wryly. “Understatement of the year where Grant is concerned.”

Brynn ran her hands along her lukewarm coffee cup, frowning. “I’m worried that Hallie doesn’t think that this version of myself is the real me, but I feel more like myself than I ever have before.”

Reese held Brynn’s stare for a beat, Brynn’s words hanging in the air between them. “I can see how someone like Hallie, who thrives on consistency, would think that. Have you two talked about it?”

“That’s why we’re taking things slowly,” Brynn explained. “I feel like she just expects to wake up one morning and see me with my bags packed, telling her that I’m moving across the country like her parents. And that, for good measure, I’ve somehow convinced you to sell the inn right out from under her again.”

Reese winced. “I didn’t realize what I’d stepped in there until it was already too late.”

Brynn knew, the same as she’d come to understand her own emotional baggage, where Hallie’s resistance—or fear, more accurately—was coming from. But Brynn knew that unless Hallie wanted to work through her own demons, there was no world in which Brynn could love her enough to compensate for it.

But all of Brynn’s attempts at rational thinking didn’t change the fact that— “She’s the best person that I’ve ever met. And I wish she could see that about herself.”

Hallie needed to want it for herself. That was the scariest part of all of this for Brynn. Because even though she was willing to go slowly and meet Hallie where she was, she couldn’t force Hallie to see herself as the amazing woman she saw whenever she looked at her. A woman who was so arresting and charming and funny and beautiful that it took Brynn’s breath away. The woman who had opened up Brynn’s world and exploded it into Technicolor.

But Hallie being told something versus Hallie believing it in her own heart were two very different things.

The silence had hung heavy before Reese asked a question that had been circling around in Brynn’s mind for over a week. “So, where does that leave you two?”

“In the most terrifying place I’ve ever been,” she admitted. “Where I can’t control the outcome but I also want this—want her—more than I’ve ever wanted anything in my entire life.”

Reese clocked her with a knowing stare. “Welcome to love, my friend. It’s not for the faint of heart, but the payoff can be pretty incredible.”

Brynn had thought that she’d loved Gregory and Grant because they’d decided to be exclusive. Because she’d made commitments to them. Because they’d started to plan their lives with the other one in mind.

But whatever she’d felt with them and for them had never scratched the surface of her feelings for Hallie.

When they’d first slept together, Hallie had told her that she was falling for Brynn. Falling where? In love, just like Brynn?

She couldn’t stand the thought of being alone in this crazy, out-of-control feeling that had overtaken her entire existence.

“What if she’s too scared to really let me in?” Brynn asked on a shaky exhale, voicing her biggest fear. “How did you know with Sydney? You’ve only been together for six months, but you both seem so sure.”

Reese got this faraway look as she blushed, and Brynn could tell that she was thinking about her fiancée. After a beat, she laughed and shook her head, clearing her daydream away. “Every step of the way, I’ve felt like Sydney and I were on the same team. I thought that I’d had that with other people in my life, but once Sydney and I clicked, it was so different. Sure, there were fears and doubts and baggage, on both sides, but no matter what we went through, I always felt like I had a true partner.”

“I’m sure running into your brother’s ex in California was a wild start to a meet-cute,” Brynn said, nodding.

Reese laughed then, her blush deepening. It made Brynn lean forward, confused.

“What?”

“Boy, do I have a story for you.”


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


Hallie had a date tomorrow night. A date.

Coincidentally, it was with the most incredible woman she’d ever met.

Sitting at the front desk, watching the clock hands move so slowly that she wondered if something in space and time had actually broken, she found herself shaking her head at the sheer improbability of it all.

True connection was rare enough in this world, but for it to happen to Hallie? Absolutely bonkers.

For a long time, content was the word that she’d used to describe her life. It wasn’t glamorous, but it was comfortable. And Hallie did love to be comfortable.

Now, though, comfort was mingling with excitement and attraction and a whole hell of a lot of yearning.

All of these new feelings had burst Hallie’s world into vivid bloom, and there was no going back.

Even if it was scary, what was the alternative?

Somehow, literal perfection in the form of Brynn Fitzpatrick had simply waltzed into her life and then, against the odds, had made a home in it.

A woman who looked at Hallie like she’d hung the moon, when all she’d actually done was hang a piece of art on Brynn’s bedroom wall.

A woman she’d discovered—from Greg, on his first day back—had made it a point to send him a gift basket filled with items to help make his recovery as easy as possible. And of course she’d signed it from the inn instead of herself.

A woman who liked that Hallie would rather hang out at home in sweats and talk for hours than go to some event that was more about getting the best Instagram photo than actually having fun.

And, for the record, Hallie did have social media. She was the owner of The Stone’s Throw account, and she took that job very seriously.

Just today, she’d posted a picture of the fireplace in the sitting room, with the new wooden board games that had been delivered, organized in a very aesthetically pleasing layout, if she did say so herself.

She’d smiled like an idiot while setting up that mini photo shoot, thinking about how the games had made their way to the inn. The truth was, things like this didn’t happen to her, but she was trying her best not to psych herself out.

Because Brynn had done nothing but meet Hallie where she was at, holding space while she figured out how to navigate her way through her fear. In the process, she was developing the muscle of bravery that may have felt intrinsic to most people but that made her feel a little bit like she was careening toward the edge of a cliff each time she flexed it.

And the craziest part was that… bravery was paying off. Instead of nerves, which were what she would normally be feeling in a new situation, she felt a skittering excitement that rolled through her body whenever she thought about tomorrow night.

Did she mention that she had a date?

It was all that Hallie could think about as she manned the front desk for her shift. Greg was back to work, blessedly, so she was back to managing one full-time job at the inn.

But the intensity of her schedule was practically irrelevant. She could have been the manager, the chef, the housekeeper, the butcher, the baker, and the candlestick maker, and it wouldn’t have mattered.

Because so very soon—even if it felt like forever—she’d be taking Brynn to dinner. Sure, the date wasn’t going to break the mold on originality, but she wanted to do everything with Brynn, big or small. And as much as she loved the bubble they’d ensconced themselves in, she was positively buzzing with excitement to take her out.

Hell, if Brynn had wanted to go to one of the local resorts for a night of winter sports in the freezing cold, Hallie would have strapped those skis on her feet and hurled her ass down the biggest hill they could find. Knowing that Brynn was going to be with her made everything feel like an adventure instead of an obstacle to overcome.

Even though Hallie had officially asked Brynn out last week, she’d had to wait until a reservation was available. She was going back to the tapas restaurant, which, in retrospect, she could accept had always been an outing planned with Brynn in mind.

And she wasn’t going to let a shitty date with someone else stop her from sharing the experience with Brynn.

Her new ethos was that she wasn’t going to let a shitty anything stop her from sharing experiences with Brynn.

She remained committed to that idea when her phone started ringing. Hallie frowned when she realized it was her mom. She hadn’t heard from her since she’d left Colorado abruptly. There had been no check-in to make sure she’d gotten home safely. No casual communication about how things were going in Stoneport or what Hallie had been up to lately.

Just… silence. The kind that, for the longest time, had made Hallie feel like she was invisible in her own home.

For a brief second, she thought about ignoring the call, but she couldn’t pretend that she wasn’t curious about what her mother had to say. And maybe she still felt the lingering wisp of the idea that things between herself and her parents could be different.

It would be great to get to share her elation about meeting Brynn. Share the updates about Sydney and Reese’s wedding planning. Let them know what was going on at The Stone’s Throw.

Her life, for the first time, was filled with incredible moments that she wanted to talk about with anyone who would listen. Was it so wrong to want to share that with her mom, too?

Taking a quick breath, she connected the call before it went to voicemail. “Hey. Is everything okay?” That was the appropriate response from a millennial when their parents called unprompted. Especially when it wasn’t a normal occurrence.

Her mom’s voice filtered through the speaker. “I was hoping that I’d catch you.” For a moment, Hallie was elated that her mom had reached out just because. But very quickly, her smile faltered, as her mom followed with, “I need you to run to the storage unit and get a few things to mail for me. Just some of Mason’s things from when he was little that I want for the twins.”

For Hallie’s entire life, her parents had kept a large storage unit at a nearby facility. It was basically a shrine to Mason and all of his accomplishments since space at the inn was always at a premium.

Maybe some of Hallie’s stuff was there, too, but she doubted it.

Her stomach twisted into a painful knot. Of course her mother wasn’t calling to see how Hallie was doing. Embarrassment followed quickly, that she thought this time would be any different.

It would be just like the thousands of hours that Hallie had worked tirelessly for her parents when they’d barely ever noticed anyway. Or how, growing up, there was never any room on the fridge for her drawings or report cards or school photos. Why would they put them up when Mason’s were always better?

The truth was, Hallie was probably never going to understand why. Why her parents had decided to have a second child when they were so clearly enamored and fulfilled with their first one. Or maybe it was because Hallie, by virtue of her personality, had missed some mark that they were shooting for, and they had decided to dump all of their energy into Mason.

She’d spent her entire adolescence and adult life trying to reach some invisible goal post when what she actually needed to accept was that there was no way to win at their game. At least, no way that would ever let her feel good about herself.

Spending time with her family, even just talking to them on the phone, always left her feeling worse.

And she didn’t want to make space for that feeling anymore. To make herself pretend that she was okay with the scraps of affection thrown in her direction when they needed something.

It sucked.

She sat up straighter on the stool. She didn’t deserve this.

If there was anything she’d taken away from the last few months, it was the truth in that thought. It had become clearer to her ever since Reese had purchased The Stone’s Throw and put her trust in Hallie, now that Sydney was back and she felt the unconditional love of a best friend who supported her no matter how long it took her to figure things out, and… now that Brynn had come into her life. Brynn had shown her just how many incredible feelings on the feelings wheel she’d been missing out on.

“Hallie, did I lose you?” She knew that her mom had likely put her phone down and was staring at the screen to make sure that the call hadn’t dropped.

Briefly, Hallie considered hanging up and letting her believe that was exactly what had happened. Now that she knew why her mom was calling, she couldn’t wait for their phone call to be over. And she was really unclear if she wanted to have another one again at any point soon.

“I’m working right now,” she responded matter-of-factly, trying hard to keep her voice neutral. She felt the wobble in her throat that she hated, the one that happened whenever she knew a difficult conversation was on the horizon.

Briefly, she thought she might get to avoid it. She heard footsteps coming down the hallway that led to the first-floor rooms. She waited, but no one appeared. Probably one of the kitchen staff, she thought, realizing her disappointment that she had to listen to whatever her mom was about to say.

“Well, can’t you just take a break? I need to have the items shipped today if they’re going to get here before this weekend. I want the jerseys from when your brother played peewee football. We were going to watch the game this weekend, and they would look so cute on the twins.”

Hallie tilted her head to the side, trying to figure out what her mom was even talking about. What game? What jerseys? Just… what? Honestly, the confusion was a blessing because it stopped her from feeling so nervous. “I don’t even know what you’re talking about, and I find it really hard to believe that you need these items so urgently that I need to leave work.”

“I don’t think I appreciate the attitude, Hallie. You don’t need to be so⁠—”

“So what?” Hallie broke in, feeling her heart rate start to rise.

“Difficult,” her mom said, confirming the word that Hallie knew had already been on the tip of her tongue. She could hear the frustration in her mom’s voice, like Hallie was so clearly in the wrong. “Am I really asking that much? I can’t believe that you’re too busy to take care of this.”

It was a tone that Hallie had grown all too familiar with throughout her life. And, in this moment, all it served to do was make her dig in deeper, unwilling to cede an inch. She was so sick of being made to feel like her feelings were too inconvenient to even be considered.

The idea that “family helps family” seemed to be a one-way street. She pinched the bridge of her nose and took a deep, steadying breath, refusing to let the happiness she’d felt only minutes ago be washed away. “I’ll have time to go in a few days,” she said, trying to find a tentative middle ground where she held her boundary but didn’t close the door on her parents completely. Progress was measured in inches, not miles.

Her mom’s scoff was like a muffled gunshot. Like disbelief had been fired point-blank at Hallie, and she jerked slightly in surprise. “That’s not going to work.”

Hallie picked up a pen on the check-in desk and began to twirl it around between her shaky fingers, willing herself to stay calm. “Well, unfortunately, it’s not like my family owns the place. I’m an employee here, and I have rules that I need to follow.”

Obviously, Reese wouldn’t care in the slightest if Hallie ran out for something, but that wasn’t the point. It was the principle of the matter! Her mom thought that Hallie’s time wasn’t as valuable as whatever last-minute request she needed to make happen.

“Is that what this is about? That we sold the inn?” her mom snapped. Hallie heard muffled sounds through the phone, like she was covering the speaker while talking to someone else. Probably her dad.

Maybe Mason, in his infinite wisdom, could teach them about the mute button one day.

“Since you brought it up, I’m not mad that you sold the inn,” Hallie said. “I’m hurt that you didn’t even tell me it was happening until it was already done.”

Her mom was quiet for long seconds before she said, “Well, it wouldn’t have changed anything.”

And there it was. Another nail in the coffin Hallie seemed intent to fill with so much rotten proof that it overflowed.

What was it going to take for her to accept the reality of her relationship with her parents? Did they need to tell her in no uncertain terms that they loved her less? That they didn’t respect her? That her feelings were an afterthought, at best, in their own lives?

They’d been showing her for decades with their actions.

“It would have changed something for me. To feel included in our family, which is something that historically hasn’t been the case.” She rolled her shoulders, realizing how much tension had seeped into her frame. Just from this one brief phone call.

It was jarring to realize just how much this conversation was taking out of her.

Sensitive, dramatic Hallie. She knew the words that her parents used to describe her. Because, shocker, of course a six-year-old didn’t understand why her sibling got to do things like join sports and go to summer camps and have sleepovers with friends and she couldn’t. Why there never seemed to be enough energy and attention to go around.

Finally, her mom spoke. “I don’t know what you want me to say. We knew that you’d figure it out. You always do.”

“Because I had to figure things out, didn’t I? It’s not like you or Dad had any interest in helping me,” Hallie blurted out, surprised at the anger in her voice.

And yeah, she knew that she was angry at her parents. She didn’t need a feelings wheel for that, at least. But she’d tried to tell herself that she wasn’t the little kid anymore, the girl who needed her parents’ love and support to make it through life.

That kind of childhood—to need support and approval and safety and get it only in half measures—left indelible scars. Ones that Hallie had pretended had healed when, at best, they’d just scabbed over. She picked them open again every time she thought this next time would be different.

Before her mom could say anything, Hallie spoke again. She needed to get this out before she lost her nerve. “You know what, I’m not doing this.”

“What, going to the storage facility? I really need those jerseys, Hallie,” her mom argued, not realizing the cliff she was standing on with her only daughter.

Hallie shook her head, even if no one else could see it. “I’m not doing that either. I’ll be mailing you the key, and you can do whatever you want with it. But what I’m really not doing is continuing to put myself through whatever fucked-up version of a relationship we seem to have.”

She didn’t think that she’d ever heard someone audibly gasp the way her mom did into the phone. Because she never swore at her parents. Hell, she barely ever raised her voice.

But Hallie wasn’t done. She was on a roll, and it felt good to be so brutally honest, even if she’d regret it later. At least, she didn’t think she could regret it more than doing nothing. “You don’t see me unless it’s because you need me to do something for you. And all that I’ve ever wanted to do is make you proud. Hell, I would have just settled for being included.”

She waited, wishing that the knot in her stomach would dissolve. Because even if saying these things was the right thing to do, it was still hard.

Really hard.

“When have we ever excluded you? You were the one who left the holidays early. Abruptly and awkwardly, I may add. It was a very rude thing to do to Mason and Claire when they opened their home to you.”

She rolled her eyes. Truly, it was like after they’d had Mason, any empathy that they could possibly have for Hallie had been emptied out of their tanks. “You don’t even know what allergies I have. You literally birthed me. What does that say about you?”

“What does it say about you, Hallie, that you think the world should revolve around you all the time? We were running a very chaotic business. And yes, Mason was a very gifted child who required additional attention from us, so you were required to be a little more independent than most children. Is that such a bad thing? You act like we starved you or something.”

This was good. Well, maybe not good, but it was important, at least, for Hallie to hear just how far apart her and her mom’s interpretations of her childhood were.

And she knew, finally, that it wasn’t all on her. Because she did have people who loved her and didn’t treat her existence as an inconvenience. People who, even when she wasn’t at her best, still showed up for her.

“It’s clear that we aren’t going to see eye to eye on things, so I don’t have an interest in being part of a family that continually makes me feel like an afterthought,” she said. “If you decide, somewhere down the line, that you feel like you understand where I’m coming from, feel free to call me. Until then, I won’t be reaching out, and I’d ask that you do the same. Goodbye.”

“Hal—” But the words were cut off as Hallie hung up the phone.

She let out a deep breath, steadying herself against the desk for support.

What in the hell had she just done?
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A few hours later, as Hallie was finishing up her shift, the exhaustion from earlier still weighed her down. She thought that having that incredibly difficult and long-overdue conversation would have made her feel lighter.

And briefly, it had.

Now, though, the reality of what she’d done was finally crashing down around her.

She’d gone no-contact with her parents, and by extension, her brother, too. Her whole family, in fact. And there was no lovable, eccentric aunt waiting in the wings either. Her parents were both only children. All her grandparents were gone.

She was alone.

She was trying to make peace with this as she pushed open the door to her apartment, hoping that Brynn would be around so that at least she could feel the comfort of another human being. That would help stave off the sense that she’d done something horribly irreparable.

“Brynn?” she called into the dimly lit living room. She didn’t have the internal fortitude to accidentally walk into an ill-advised situation with her right now. Starting to cry would probably be the ultimate mood killer.

Except that Brynn popped out of Hallie’s bedroom, of all places, and Hallie’s eyebrows lifted reflexively in surprise. And even though she was not in the best state of mind right then, it still caused a quick flare of heat to burst through her, imaging whatever Brynn was getting up to in there. It was followed quickly by her whole body softening just at the sight of Brynn.

“You’re home,” Brynn said, and Hallie couldn’t pretend that she didn’t love the sound of that coming from her lips.

Hallie smiled, taking Brynn in. She was dressed in a pair of leggings and an oversized sweatshirt, and her hair was pulled back in this adorable stub of a blonde ponytail that Hallie loved to play with whenever they were watching TV on the sofa together.

Was comfort porn a thing?

Because right now, all Hallie wanted to do was lean into Brynn and let herself be held up.

She got her wish almost immediately as Brynn’s arms encircled her, pulling her close. They stayed like that—for how long, Hallie wasn’t sure—as Brynn rubbed soothing circles on her back.

“What were you doing in my bedroom?” Hallie finally remembered to ask, through the haze of her exhaustion.

The hand on her back stilled. “I need to admit something to you.” Before Hallie even had the chance to worry, Brynn followed with, “I heard your conversation earlier. With your mom, I’m assuming.”

Leaning back to look her in the eye, Hallie tried to clock how Brynn had felt about what she’d heard. Hallie definitely wasn’t upset about the intrusion. She’d have wanted to tell Brynn, anyway, and this just cut out the middle man of her having to find some casual way to explain that she’d just cut off her entire family.

So, really, Brynn had done her a favor.

“Were you spying on me?” Hallie asked lightly, one of her hands coming up to draw a line along Brynn’s jaw.

She loved the slightly bashful look that crossed Brynn’s face. “In my defense, I’d missed your face and wanted to come say hi. But as I was walking down the hallway, I realized that you were on the phone. So maybe I did wait around the corner, listening.”

Hallie smiled and fanned her fingers along the blush on Brynn’s cheeks. “Maybe? We both know that you don’t have the best poker face.”

That was a verified fact. They’d played poker the other night, and it was so easy to tell what Brynn was thinking, especially if she had a good hand. Which was why it had felt a little wrong when Hallie had suggested they make it a game of strip poker instead.

Her pitter-pattering heart didn’t slow down when Brynn murmured, “I just wanted to be there for you, in case you needed anything. You are so, so…”

And even though the start of Brynn’s words echoed what her mom had said earlier today—difficult, a word she found odious, Hallie knew with every fiber of her being that Brynn would always hold Hallie’s feelings like they were something precious. The tone of Brynn’s voice, soft and reverent, told her as much. Still, she was desperately curious to hear the end of that sentence. “So what?”

“You’re so incredible,” Brynn whispered, looking at Hallie intently. “And I hate that you had to go through that today. I just wanted to give you a little time to process everything before springing a conversation on you.”

Even if Hallie wanted to bask in this moment, she wanted to hear Brynn’s thoughts. “Any commentary?” she asked, doubt creeping in again. Because even though Brynn had issues with her own family, they were very different from Hallie’s struggles. In spite of the peace that she was making with what had happened with her parents a few hours ago, it wasn’t a great feeling to have someone know that her own family didn’t think she was worth loving. Especially not someone she was falling in love with.

That thought hit her squarely in the chest. She was falling in love with Brynn. Which, on some level, she already knew. Had known for weeks, in fact. She just hadn’t let herself explore the thought yet or what it could mean.

Not with all of the fear and doubt and insecurity that she let creep into herself during her vulnerable moments.

And Hallie was trying to be real with herself—they hadn’t even gone on their first actual date yet. But taking things slowly hadn’t dampened the feeling that had been ballooning in her chest.

It didn’t matter that they weren’t having sex. If anything, it had forced her to focus on all of the other things. Like how gentle Brynn was with her. Or the way she’d catch Brynn looking at her sometimes, when she didn’t think Hallie could see. How, no matter what, Brynn always showed up for her. It was so freeing but also kept her emotionally tethered in a way that she’d always been searching for but had never been able to find.

So, really, maybe the better question would have been, how could she not fall in love with Brynn?

“Your parents are idiots,” Brynn said simply, tightening her arms around Hallie’s waist, holding her close. “And I can’t change what they think or do, but I’m going to be here for you, okay?”

Hallie let the words wash over her, trying to make herself believe them. Soaking in their truth, as Brynn continued to look at her like there actually wasn’t anywhere else in the world she’d rather be than in this small apartment in Stoneport, holding Hallie.

Brynn continued. “You can completely say no, but I assumed that you’d have some big feelings, and I didn’t want you to be alone. I drew you a bath to take some time and relax. I used the fancy bubble bath and everything.” And then she smiled at her, so sweetly that Hallie wondered if her own heart was going to thump right out of her chest.

She’d never felt so taken care of before. So… loved, even if they weren’t using that word. Even if it wasn’t where Brynn was yet, Hallie felt loved.

But Brynn wasn’t done. “And Reese and Sydney are going to come over later so that we can all watch a movie. I was thinking Thai for dinner, if that sounds good to you. And seriously, if you don’t want to hang out with anyone, we can cancel the whole thing. I just wanted to make sure that you know that there are people in your corner who will show up for you. Who care about you, just the way that you are.” As fast as Brynn had been talking, she stopped, taking in a gulp of air.

It was like she thought Hallie would somehow fight her on this, when she was trying not to melt into a puddle of goo right there on their living room floor. “You drew me a bath?”

“With the good bubbles,” Brynn repeated, before she questioned, “But you’re not mad? About the meddling and everything? I just want you to know that I’m always on your team. And even if I don’t handle something perfectly, you can talk to me about it. I just did what I thought was best in this situation, to support you. Which is something that I’m also working on, for the record.”

“What could you ever have to work on?” Hallie asked, genuinely baffled.

“I know that we said we’d take things slowly, and I’m okay with that. Really, I am. But I also wanted to show up for you. So maybe it was the wrong way to do it, but I followed my heart on this one. I trusted the voice inside of my head.”

Hallie tried to respond, but the sound died in her throat as the truth rushed through her.

She wasn’t falling; she was in love with Brynn.

Brynn was looking at Hallie in a way that she didn’t know that she’d ever get used to, her bright eyes scanning Hallie’s face like she couldn’t stand to miss a single thing.

And maybe she wasn’t going to tell Brynn just yet, but she could listen to that voice inside of herself, too. It was so quiet but so confident that this wasn’t something that came along every day.

For so long, Hallie had let herself be defined by what was missing from her life. She didn’t want to be that person anymore. Especially not if it meant that there was a world in which she couldn’t show up for Brynn in exactly the way that she deserved.

Which was to be loved and celebrated and supported, without reservation.

Surging forward, she captured Brynn’s lips in a kiss. She hoped that, for now, it could convey all the feelings that were swirling through her body.

Brynn sighed into the contact, and sparks shot through Hallie at how right it felt whenever they came together. The way their lips slid against one another. How nothing else even came close to the feeling of being wrapped up in Brynn’s arms. And definitely the way that, for the first time in hours, all of her fears and concerns floated away.

Hallie couldn’t say how long they stayed like that, but eventually, Brynn took a breath and pressed their foreheads together, her chest rising and falling erratically. And even though Hallie wanted to chase the kiss, she resisted. Even more, she needed to hear whatever Brynn had to say.

“Your water’s getting cold,” Brynn groaned, exasperation clear in her tone. “Even though I’d love to continue this later.”
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An hour later, Hallie was so relaxed that she wondered whether her body had a physical shape anymore.

She was lying facedown on her bed in a pair of underwear with Brynn straddling her, giving her a massage that Hallie could only describe as also straddling the bounds of decency. Lots and lots of straddling was happening, which was not their smartest idea. Especially not when Sydney and Reese would be arriving at any minute.

Hallie sighed in pleasure as Brynn’s fingers kneaded into her tight muscles. “Why did you invite them over again?” she forced herself to ask. She could barely remember why she’d been so upset earlier.

Brynn laughed. Then, she tried to pick up one of her legs that was astride Hallie’s right hip. This was immediately vetoed, as Hallie reached behind her and grabbed onto Brynn’s knee, pulling her down.

“I’m trying to be good here,” Brynn breathed out when her body pushed against Hallie’s ass, though Hallie noticed with a certain satisfaction that she pressed her weight down.

Hallie reveled in the contact. “You are being good. You’re being very good to me,” she said, her tone hitting a breathy pitch she hadn’t intended.

But for the last thirty minutes, she’d been touched almost every place on her body except where she needed to feel Brynn most.

It was a need that was growing more pressing as time wore on. So much so, that she pushed her hips down into the mattress, trying to get some relief.

The massage had started innocently enough. Brynn had waited patiently for Hallie to finish her bath, which she’d languished in until the water had gone cold. There’d been a set of fluffy towels waiting for her on the sink, which she’d wrapped herself in. When she’d come out of the bathroom, Brynn had been sitting on Hallie’s bed, reading a book.

Sure, Hallie had caught Brynn sneaking a glance or two as she’d dried off and put on a pair of underwear, but she’d loved every second of it. The hunger in Brynn’s eyes only made how responsible Brynn was trying to be that much more endearing.

Then, Brynn had directed her to lie down on the bed. This had sent a thrill through her, even as Brynn had clarified, “For your massage. Which is because you’ve had a hard day and for no other reason.”

“Not at all because you want an excuse to touch me?” Hallie had teased, crawling across the bed and lying down on her stomach.

For the first part of the massage, it had been easier to control herself. Brynn had stood above her, focusing on her legs and then her arms and then her head. It was only when they got to the back, where, to be fair, Hallie did hold most of her stress, that things had started to go off the rails.

“It would probably be easier if you got on the bed, too,” Hallie had encouraged.

She would have laughed at how quickly Brynn had complied, but then she’d been on top of her, and every nerve ending in Hallie’s body had lit up, begging for attention and pressure and relief.

Which was how, for the last ten minutes, Hallie had been existing in a state of both frustration and bliss.

She would definitely be thinking about this later, when she was in bed alone. For right now, she turned all thought off; she didn’t want to miss this moment.

Turning quickly, which she knew was successful, given the sound Brynn let out, she managed to get on her back. “You haven’t done my chest yet.”

“Your chest,” Brynn echoed, her pupils blown wide as she stared down at Hallie. And god, Hallie really did love it—the clear want on Brynn’s face, like Hallie was a Christmas gift she couldn’t wait to unwrap.

Hallie reached for Brynn’s arms, dragging them down to rest on her stomach before she lifted an eyebrow in challenge. “I’m sure that we can control ourselves.”

“We can control ourselves,” Brynn parroted again, her hands unmoving. But Hallie could see how the tips of her fingers were fidgeting, like she was holding herself back.

“Then touch me.”

And Brynn, to her credit, was really, really good at following directions. So good, in fact, that Hallie couldn’t help the indulgent sigh that slipped out as she did so. Because Brynn’s hands—her perfect, perfect hands—were massaging Hallie’s chest.

“Like this?” Brynn questioned, her voice little more than a whisper.

Hallie repositioned herself so that Brynn’s body pushed harder into her own, reveling in the pang of desire that shot through her. “Exactly like that.”

In spite of the need coursing through her, she was charmed at how much Brynn did try to keep things appropriate. Her hands, even though they were kneading into each of Hallie’s breasts, never focused on her nipples.

Which, Hallie had a sneaking suspicion, wasn’t what either of them wanted.

Hallie had learned, the more time they spent together, that Brynn was especially fixated on her chest. There was the night that they’d slept together, and then multiple times throughout the last few weeks, when Hallie had caught her staring. Not only at Hallie’s lips or eyes or body, in general, but also, very specifically, at her boobs.

And, unfortunately for Brynn, Hallie had become fixated on Brynn’s fixation. So much so that she couldn’t help but push things.

“Just like that,” she sighed when one of Brynn’s fingers ghosted across her nipple, which was already hard with arousal.

They’d done a good job of not putting themselves in any compromising positions lately. Well, except for the whole strip poker thing, but there hadn’t been any touching. In Hallie’s book, that made her a saint. Brynn had gotten down to her own underwear that night, and Hallie’s mouth had gone dry staring at perfect, hard nipples that she herself had wanted to take into her mouth and worship.

So maybe their fixation was a two-way street. It boded very well for the both of them, once they fully gave into the electricity that was ratcheting up every day.

Somehow, the conversation that she’d had with her mom earlier today had settled something in her. Which was crazy because she’d agonized over being honest with her parents for so long. But she’d ripped the Band-Aid off.

And Brynn had been there to quell any fears or doubts or reservations that probably would have made her spiral.

What a gift she’d been given. It was one that she didn’t want to waste anymore.

“Are you missing a spot?” Hallie asked as she moved her shoulders. Brynn’s knuckles brushed against a puckering tightness, more intense than Hallie had ever felt before. Her hardened buds were almost sore at this point, practically begging for relief.

Brynn pursed her lips for so long that Hallie wondered if she was even breathing. “What happened to being good?” she finally whispered. “Taking things slowly?”

“We’re getting to know one another better,” Hallie argued before quickly amending, “Unless you aren’t ready.” She would never put Brynn in an uncomfortable position, no matter how badly she wanted to be touched.

“I want it. God, do I want it,” Brynn said, her tone mirroring her words. She paused, tracing along Hallie’s nipple. “I just want it to be good for you. I’ve never been with a woman before, as you know, but I’ve been watching a lot of porn lately. To make sure that I’m ready.”

Hallie would have bit the comforter if she could have reached it, but she had to settle for an agonized groan. “Research is so important,” she tried to tease, but it came out as more earnest than anything. Her clit had its own heartbeat now, but she was trying her best to ignore it. “I’m sure that whatever feels good for you will feel good for me. I have no doubt that it will be good, so don’t ever worry about that, okay? Being with you is what I want.”

“Yeah?” Brynn asked, plucking at one of Hallie’s nipples, making her squirm.

So much for a tender moment between the two of them.

“Brynn,” she begged, squeezing her legs together. Brynn clocked this, shifting her focus to look down at Hallie’s underwear. She wondered if Brynn could see the wetness, whether it had already soaked through the garment that was both too flimsy and way too solid for what she needed.

Before Hallie could register what was happening, Brynn dipped her head down and pulled the nipple she’d just been toying with into her mouth, swirling her tongue around it.

Heat whipped through Hallie’s body, threatening to engulf her. God, she wanted this. Wanted Brynn.

For all of the clearly physical reasons, yes, but for the emotional ones, too. She trusted Brynn. More than she trusted anyone else with her body and her heart. And she just knew, on some instinctive level, that her trust was never going to be misplaced.

She didn’t want to wait anymore, but it was also quite possible that she couldn’t wait anymore. For the first time, she wanted to smash through the doors that she’d closed off to protect herself. “I trust you. Whenever you’re ready, I am, too.”

Dimly, Hallie registered a sound from the living room, but there was nothing as important as what was happening right now.

To Brynn’s credit, she was looking at Hallie like she’d do anything to keep this moment going. Her hand had already shifted down to Hallie’s underwear, where she was scratching lightly above the band.

“Hallie? Brynn? I have drunken noodles galore,” Sydney’s voice called from somewhere outside the door.

Hallie groaned. She should have never let Sydney keep an extra key to the apartment. All she could do was put her hands on her face and drag them down, willing her sanity to come back to her body.

“It would be rude to send them away,” Brynn acknowledged breathlessly, even as she didn’t move to stand up. She was still running her fingers teasingly back and forth across Hallie’s stomach.

Which made it all the harder for Hallie to push out, “It would.”

“And we don’t want to be those people,” Brynn affirmed, though Hallie wasn’t sure if it was more for Brynn’s own benefit than for hers.

Another nod. “We sure don’t. We pride ourselves on being good friends.”

She sighed when Brynn flexed her hand, the one that was toying with Hallie’s nipple. “Great friends, even,” Brynn said with a devilish smile.

Hallie managed to lift up on her elbows. “I hope that you don’t do this with all of your friends.”

Brynn scratched her nails lightly up Hallie’s stomach, who buckled at the touch. “I wouldn’t do this with anyone unless I wanted them to be my girlfriend. Unless I was serious about where things were going.”

“Your girlfriend?” Hallie panted out as her abs clenched, trying the word on for size. “You really have no idea what you’d be getting into. Me either, if I’m being honest.”

But hell, she was already in love. Why wouldn’t she want to make it official?

“Guys, seriously?” Sydney yelled from the living room. “Put some clothing on and get out here.”

“One second,” they yelled in unison. Sydney let out a disgruntled sound in response.

Slowly, Brynn leaned down, her lips only inches away from Hallie’s. Her gaze flicked between Hallie’s lips and eyes, back and forth, just taking her in. “I mean… I don’t want to be dating anyone else. And I’m serious about you. About us. If you think about it, the brewery was a lot like a first date,” Brynn mused.

Hallie couldn’t stop the grin that bloomed across her face. “A little revisionist history, huh? I don’t hate it.”

“Well, I wanted it to be a date,” Brynn admitted, looking down at her. “Clearly, if what happened after was any indication.”

Hallie blushed, desire snaking through her again. She loved that they could do this now. All the cards on the table. “I wanted it to be a date, too.”

“Then it was a date.” The way Brynn said it made it sound so simple. “The order of operations isn’t the important thing. I want you, Hallie. I want to know that you’re mine. And you can be mine with us moving as quickly or as slowly as makes sense, but…”

The words sent a shiver down Hallie’s spine. You can be mine. Brynn’s. Hallie wanted that, too.

“I want us to be together. I want us to figure out things together. Is that what you want, too?”

Hallie knew that Brynn wasn’t a casual person. Neither was she, if she was being honest. It was just how her romantic life had materialized thus far. Because feeling this way—that is, letting someone in—should have been the scariest thing that she’d ever done.

Which made it so crazy that, when she looked in Brynn’s eyes again, she didn’t feel afraid.

A different, far more pleasurably intense feeling welled up in Hallie’s chest, and she smiled as it threatened to burst out of her. “Brynn Fitzpatrick, I’d love to be your girlfriend.”

There was a brief, perfect moment in which they were the only people left on the planet. And then— “I swear to god if you two aren’t out here in five seconds, I’m eating your food.”

Brynn planted a quick kiss on Hallie’s lips and then dismounted before she could properly protest.

But she’d forgive Sydney. Hallie was feeling very magnanimous at the moment. Because, all at the doing of her incredible girlfriend, Hallie was in a very, very good mood.


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


“It’s so great to have you home, honey.” Brynn had heard these same words from her dad at least a dozen times over the last hour. When she’d walked in the door. As they’d made lunch. While he’d updated her on the day-to-day of their life in Boston. Even when she’d been on her way to the bathroom, and he’d looked up from where he was reading a newspaper.

Now, in the early afternoon, they were sitting in the den at her parents’ house, watching a movie. Even though they were nearing the end, Brynn couldn’t tell you half of what had happened so far. She’d been texting with Hallie almost nonstop, ahead of their date later that night.

Because Brynn had a girlfriend. A girlfriend she was missing very much right now. Especially with everything that Hallie had gone through yesterday. And even though she hadn’t wanted to leave her, Hallie’s conversation with her own mom had stirred something in Brynn.

Since going to Stoneport, she’d managed to get back to visit her parents almost weekly. She knew that, for them, it was Stoneport that she was visiting, and they looked at Boston as her coming home. Sure, in some ways, Boston would always be her home, but over the last two months, Stoneport had become the place that she wanted to be.

The place where she wanted to build a life.

She knew it with every fiber of her being. There was no part of the world that would be as exciting to explore as her budding romance with Hallie. No monument or natural wonder that could elicit feelings stronger than what it felt like to be wrapped up in Hallie’s arms, doing something as mundane as cuddling on the sofa.

What she’d always wanted, more than anything else in this world, was to feel connected to it. And now, because of Hallie and Reese and Sydney, she did.

She hadn’t been expecting to ask Hallie to be her girlfriend last night. But she’d been looking down at beautiful lips and eyes and cheeks and that perfect dimple, and the words had just burst out of her. Even though she’d already told Hallie that she was serious about them, talk was cheap. She’d learned that from her ex-fiancé, of all people. And making it official was the first step in proving to Hallie that she was in this for the long haul. Selfishly, it was also something that she desperately wanted for herself.

For as much as Brynn loved definitions and frameworks, nothing came close to the overwhelming need that she’d felt last night to claim Hallie as hers. To make sure that Hallie knew that Brynn wanted her and her alone.

And in return, she wanted the same promise from Hallie. Desperately.

They were already building something together, regardless of how they’d been defining it. That much had become clear to Brynn as she’d run her hands down the length of Hallie’s body, massaging the stress out of her tense muscles. Putting her back together inch by inch with her hands and her words and her care. And once the spark between them had ignited, like it always did, she’d wanted—no, she’d needed—to make sure that they were on the same page.

Because Brynn was all in.

Then, they’d all sprawled out on the sofa together, Reese and Sydney curled up on one side and her and Hallie on the other. It had only taken about half an hour for Sydney to stop teasing Hallie about their long overdue exit from her bedroom.

Brynn had loved every second of it. And tonight, when they went on their date, she wanted to be able to prove to Hallie just how serious she was about them.

She didn’t care if that made her seem crazy. She’d already spent too long alone with these feelings—the pining and wanting and wishing—wondering if she was alone in them. Worried that Hallie didn’t feel the same way. On top of it, she’d spent even longer than that not even being aware of the breadth of emotions she could possibly feel.

But she understood now, thanks to Hallie. As far as Brynn was concerned, there was nothing more important than love worth taking a risk on.

The film credits started to roll, and she stretched out on the recliner where she’d been snuggled up. Her choice of seat had been much to her parents’ chagrin; she usually sat between them on the sofa.

But there was no way she was letting her parents accidentally see any of the more… sensitive texts that she and Hallie had been sending back and forth. Honestly, who knew that sexting could be so fun?

Earlier, she’d even snuck off to the bathroom to send Hallie a photo. The button-down that she was wearing had made it easy to undo about half of the buttons, leaving the lacy black bra she was wearing underneath on display. And yeah, maybe she’d also pushed her cleavage together while she’d been taking the picture.

Which had prompted an immediate phone call.

“Are you trying to kill me, woman?” Hallie had asked, dispensing with any pleasantries.

“That would be very antithetical to the plans that I have for you later,” she’d parried back quietly, trying to keep her parents from overhearing. All the while, exhilaration had been coursing through her veins.

“And what plans would those be?” She had been able to picture Hallie so clearly, sitting at the front desk, her hand propped up under her chin. Brynn imagined the dimple she loved so much popping with that smile.

“I would love to tell you, but we’re about to watch a movie,” she’d teased back, grinning like a half-shirtless idiot in the bathroom.

But she wanted to excite Hallie. Entice her. All that Brynn seemed to be able to think about these days was how to rile Hallie up. To make her dizzy with the same want that had overtaken every one of Brynn’s rational thoughts.

To Hallie’s credit, she’d done a much better job today than they’d both done last night at pulling away from one another to focus on the world around them. “Tell the Fitzpatricks that I said hello. But I’m only letting you go because I want you home as soon as possible.”

Brynn wanted that, too. To be home, with Hallie. Which was why she pulled her thoughts from their call earlier and looked across to the sofa, to where her parents were both sitting.

It was now or never; she had to be on the road soon, anyway. There was no way that she was missing her date tonight. Rubbing her hands down her pants legs, she tried to pluck up her resolve. This wasn’t a bad thing, and she needed to keep that in the front of her mind.

“I wanted to talk to you both about something,” she said, a little more shakily than she would have liked. But it was hard to decondition herself from decades of wanting nothing more than to please her parents.

“What is it?” her mom asked, concern edging into her voice. Brynn knew that tone well.

“Nothing bad,” she clarified quickly. “I’ve been in Stoneport for a couple of months now, and I’m really liking it.”

She appreciated the genuine smiles on both of her parents’ faces. It was her dad who said, “That’s great, Brynn. Sometimes getting away and recalibrating after a difficult situation is just what’s needed.”

“I like it so much, in fact, that I think I’m going to stay.” She almost added “at least for a while,” but she didn’t want to diminish the seriousness of what she was saying.

It was unnerving how her parents, who always had something to say, stayed quiet for so long after her pronouncement. Finally, her mom spoke. “You’ve had a really difficult year. Are you sure this is what you want?”

In her entire life, her parents had never overtly told her no. Instead, they asked questions and gave her looks that conveyed varying degrees of concern, depending on whatever she was telling them. The one exception had come when she’d been ten and had built wings, planning to jump off the roof to test them. In retrospect, she would begrudgingly agree with that one.

Even though Brynn wouldn’t pretend that Hallie wasn’t a big part of her wanting to move to Stoneport, leaving the nest had been good for her. It was good to make decisions for herself and learn to stand on her own two feet. For her first thought not to be “What would my parents think about this?” whenever she was making a decision.

Still, nervousness fluttered through her at the idea of disappointing them, and she sat up straighter in her chair, but she refused to lose her resolve. It’s not like they could stop her anyway, but she didn’t want there to be any negative feelings between them if she could help it. “I want this. I’ve built a real community there, with people who I care about. I’ve never had that before.”

Now, both of her parents looked confused. “You have a whole life in Boston,” her mom said, uncomfortably quickly.

“I have you two, but I don’t have friends unless you count Gregory. And I clearly don’t have a good dating track record here. The city is just not the place for me. I love Stoneport. It’s slow and familiar and cozy. I’m not exactly built for the hustle and bustle,” she said, managing a self-deprecating grin. “And I’d love to be where you two are, but it’s not a good enough reason for me to stay.”

There. She’d said it. She could see, in real time, as the disappointment washed over both of her parents’ faces. It took her back to all those years ago, when their grief was like its own member of their family, overshadowing everything.

Still, she knew that they’d try to be brave about it. That was exactly what happened when her dad said, “Well, we love you, honey. And we’ll support you.”

Brynn felt the tell-tale twinge of guilt cut through her, and she tried to breathe through it. She wasn’t doing anything wrong. There was nothing wrong with living her life for herself when so many people didn’t even get the chance. The realization hit her swiftly. “Why don’t we ever talk about Bridget?”

She could have heard a pin drop as the entire mood of the room shifted.

Her dad cleared his throat. “We talk about her.”

Brynn shook her head. “You can say her name, Dad. And no, we don’t talk about her. I wish we did, though. I wish that it felt like it was okay for me to tell you both how much I miss her and how much I know that you do, too.”

Her mom started wringing her hands, an action that was only allayed when her dad grabbed onto one and scooted closer to his wife on the sofa. “It’s a hard thing,” he admitted, his voice cracking as he did so.

“Is that how you feel?” her mom asked, tears already in her eyes. “You never told us.”

In her family, the rule was that you could talk about anything as long as you never talked about the one thing. It created the illusion that they were happy, well-adjusted. But a piece had been carved out, excised through grief, and, for Brynn, at least, it had upended everything.

And now, she could feel the prickle of tears behind her own eyes. She hadn’t intended to share her feelings about Bridget out loud, but now they were out, and just like last night, she didn’t want to take them back. Good things happened when she was brave; she needed to remember that. “I can still remember how upset you both were after she was gone. For so long. And you didn’t talk about her.” Her voice faltered, but she pushed on. “But she’s still here. She’s always here. Whether you voice your grief or not.”

“Honey, come here.” Her dad gestured to her from the sofa, where he was making space again between him and her mom.

Brynn sat down, tears streaming down her face, too. “I was just always so afraid that you’d get sad again, so I’ve always tried to do everything I can to make sure that I’m never the cause of it. But I want to be able to talk about Bridget. And I want to be able to tell you anything and everything about my life without feeling guilty that it will disappoint you.” Brynn took a steadying breath, unable to get the words out fast enough to keep up with her racing brain. “And I know that one’s on me as much as either of you.”

Brynn looked at her mom and then her dad, everyone’s eyes now wet with tears. She hiccuped, but that wasn’t going to slow her down. She was committed to seeing this through. “ I promise you, I’m not this breakable thing. Even when I mess up or make mistakes, I’m going to be okay. I met someone,” she said, smiling in spite of all the intense emotions swirling through her, “and she’s so wonderful. I think that you’d both really like her. She’s Sydney’s best friend and works with Reese. Well, she works with me, too, technically, and she’s just so incredible. I think you’ll really love her when you meet her.”

She didn’t stop talking until she ran out of air. She had sucked in another gulp to keep going when⁠—

“You’re dating again?” her dad asked. He seemed, shockingly, elated by the idea.

Tilting her head to the side, she said, “Yes. I’ve been dating for the past couple months.”

“Oh, thank god.”

This caused Brynn to spin her head around, leveling her mom with a confused look. “What?”

“Well, honey… you blew up your rehearsal dinner in a very public way. Then you ran off to Louisiana and breezed back into town, only to run off again. We were worried about you. And contrary to popular belief, apparently, we know that you’re not breakable. But we won’t pretend that we weren’t concerned for you. It was a lot to go through. A lot to find out.”

“So you’re fine with me moving to Stoneport?” This conversation had more twists and turns than even Brynn’s brain could handle. She was trying to keep up, but it was hard. The sensation that was woven throughout, though, was that this was all good. And she’d have never been brave enough to do it if she hadn’t gone to Stoneport. If she hadn’t met Hallie.

Her dad spoke then. “All we want is for you to be happy, even if parts of your happiness mean that we’re sad because we miss you. And we know that’s what you want for us, too. But we couldn’t heal your heart for you, no matter how much we wanted to. You’re right, though…” She felt his hand encircle her own. “We should talk about Bridget. It’s not fair to you to expect you to handle your feelings in the same way that we managed ours.”

Part of Brynn wanted to feel embarrassed that she’d assumed that, for so long, her parents would be anything but gracious and supportive when she decided to be honest with them, but the bigger part of her was just so grateful to even have parents like them in the first place.

She never wanted to lose sight of how lucky she was in that respect.

She wiped away a rogue tear and hiccuped again. “I love you both. And I’m not going to be very far away. I think this is a good next step for all of us.”

“We can easily get up to Stoneport at least once or twice a—” Brynn leveled her dad with a stare, at which point he amended to: “We’ll figure it out, honey.”

“But we do want to meet whoever you’re dating,” her mom piped in. “If that’s something that you’re open to having happen.”

The truth was, Brynn couldn’t wait to bring Hallie into her overbearing, emotionally intense family. There was a very good chance that it would be great for both of them.
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Hallie bounded up to the host station, hand in hand with Brynn. “My girlfriend and I have a reservation under Thatcher for seven o’clock.”

They’d made it to the restaurant with five minutes to spare, though it could have been more if they hadn’t gotten a little… distracted before they’d left. But if toe-curling makeouts against the door were why people were late in this world, Brynn was finally starting to find the ability to give them a little bit of grace.

The host smiled, then grabbed two menus from a shelf nearby. “Follow me.”

Brynn had gotten home a little over an hour ago, and she’d gone straight to her bedroom to shower and get ready. If she hadn’t, there was no way they’d have made it out of the apartment.

A decision that she’d been wholly affirmed in when, a few minutes before they’d needed to leave, Hallie had walked out of her own bedroom, looking so beautiful that Brynn could have just sat on the sofa, staring at her all night. She was dressed in a pair of black, high-waisted slacks and a black top that left a small sliver of her stomach exposed. Brynn’s mouth had watered at the sight. It hadn’t helped that Hallie’s shirt was cut low, an enticing amount of cleavage on display for Brynn to stare at during dinner. Because apparently she was the type of person who did that now. At least, with the only person who’d ever captured her attention enough to drive her wild.

And to complete the look… “This blazer looks perfect on you,” Brynn had said, as she’d indulgently run her fingers down the silken lapels. She’d already been thinking about easing it off of Hallie’s shoulders later and peppering kisses against all the expanses of skin that would become available to her.

If Hallie’s goal tonight was to give Brynn a test of endurance, she was succeeding handily.

Especially when she’d given Brynn a slightly embarrassed smile and run her fingers over Brynn’s cashmere sweater. “You look beautiful. So, so beautiful.”

The words had been so soaked in earnestness that Brynn’s stomach had fluttered chaotically. All she’d meant to do was give Hallie a kiss to show her appreciation for the thoughtful compliment. Also, maybe a little bit because she hadn’t kissed those lips since the morning, which had felt way too long in the grand scheme of things.

Had it been Brynn’s fault that she’d backed Hallie up against the front door, not breaking the kiss? Or had it been Hallie’s fault that she’d inched her fingers under Brynn’s sweater so that she had Brynn by her hips, pulling them closer together?

Maybe it was one of life’s great mysteries that would never get an answer. For once, Brynn was okay with that.

Either way, she couldn’t find even an ounce of regret. Especially as she’d finally pulled back—only because she knew that, deep down, Hallie would be devastated if they missed their reservation—and stared at Hallie’s wet lips and lidded eyes.

Hallie was the most beautiful person, inside and out, that she’d ever met. She was going to be the most beautiful woman in that restaurant tonight. And the craziest part was that this gorgeous creature had agreed to be Brynn’s girlfriend!

The thing was, Hallie could have been dressed in a pair of sweats and a hoodie, and Brynn would have felt the same way. She just wanted Hallie. No matter what she wore. No matter what they were doing. No matter what else was happening around them.

Still, she was glad they’d made it out of the apartment. The restaurant was gorgeous and surprisingly big, on prime real estate, right on the wharf. At the back of the restaurant, running along the wall, were dozens of tables. Directly to the left of where they had walked in, a few steps led up to a lounge area, which housed a bar that ran across the length of the restaurant.

They were taken to the bar area, with two high-top chairs situated at the end. “I hope this is okay,” Hallie said as the host was placing their menus down. “I wanted us to be able to sit next to each other, but I didn’t actually know if you were a ‘sitting on the same side of the booth’ kinda girl.”

“I’m a ‘want to be wherever you are’ kinda girl,” Brynn answered honestly, her body buzzy with excitement. Hallie’s whole face broke out into a beautiful smile.

Brynn would never get tired of that smile. Or Hallie’s genuine excitement about everything they were experiencing together. Because Brynn was feeling exactly the same way.

Going on a date like this was so much better because of the relationship they already had with one another. There was no anxiousness about what they’d talk about. Or finding out halfway through that her date was actually conservative.

Brynn couldn’t wait to update Hallie on her day, and vice versa.

“Very chivalrous,” she teased as Hallie waited for her to get seated before sliding into her own chair.

Hallie bit her lip and maneuvered her chair even closer. “It’s so I could do this,” she said, their knees able to slot between one another.

Brynn tapped her fingers against the menu that she hadn’t bothered looking at yet, her focus entirely trained on her date. “I feel like you’ve given this a lot of thought…”

This earned Brynn a lopsided smile and another blush, which she loved. “Maybe.”

“I missed you today.” She watched the way Hallie’s face changed with the admission, like it was the best news she’d ever gotten. It encouraged her to continue. “I mean, it would be pretty weird not to miss my girlfriend, wouldn’t it?”

On top of the bar, their hands had found their way to one another, their fingers interlaced. Hallie looked at their clasped hands before shifting her attention back to Brynn. “I missed you, too. A lot.” She groaned with laughter when she said, “Greg and Candace are in another spat, so I had to use the feelings wheel without you. And trust me, you make it look a lot easier than it actually is to corral those two when something’s wrong.”

Brynn burst out laughing, imagining Hallie sitting the two of them down and trying to reason with them. “You didn’t tell me that.”

Hallie blushed. “Well… we were talking about other, more important things. I didn’t want to distract you.”

She couldn’t help it; her eyes dipped down to Hallie’s lips before meeting her stare again. Because she definitely remembered what they’d been texting about earlier. Namely, how much she liked Hallie’s lips. She liked everything about her, really, but there was something so enticing about the perfect pout she had whenever she was thinking about something. Or the way that they could take over her entire face in a vibrant smile. And yeah, she was also desperately curious to know what those lips felt like on every single part of her body.

And soon, she would.

A thrill shot through her at the realization. Inconveniently, as it were, because at the very same time the bartender made his presence known. It took all of the willpower Brynn could muster to pull her eyes away from Hallie.

“Brynn? Do you want a drink?” Hallie asked, which made her realize that she hadn’t actually done a great job of adjusting her focus.

She blinked and turned her attention to the bartender before shifting her attention back to Hallie. “What are you having?”

Hallie glanced down at the menu, Brynn watching as she considered the options. “One of their non-alcoholic cocktails. The Phony Negroni,” she said, lifting her eyes back to the bartender.

Brynn nodded. “Me too.”

After the waiter filled their water glasses, he disappeared to the other end of the bar, presumably to make their drinks.

Refusing to let go of Hallie, Brynn picked up a drink menu with her free hand and flipped it over. “I’m happy to drive us home if you want to have anything to drink.”

Hallie leaned forward, her lips only a few inches away. Brynn loved how Hallie was in her space. Their space, really. She liked the sound of that even better.

She watched Hallie’s lashes flutter as her focus moved from Brynn’s lips to her eyes. When their stares met, Brynn’s heart started beating faster. “I want to keep my wits about me. Make sure that I’m soaking in every single moment.”

Brynn loved the look on Hallie’s face, looking at her, enraptured, like she was the most interesting thing in the restaurant. Anywhere they were, really. It was the same look Hallie had been giving her on the drive to dinner.

How could anything be better than this? That it was happening with Hallie just made it remarkably better. Because, Hallie’s own self-proclaimed fears aside, she was one of the bravest people Brynn had ever met.

Hallie had become the incredible woman that she was all without the unconditional support someone should get from their parents, and yet, she was still so gentle and loving. Most importantly, she’d been willing to take a chance on Brynn. To not run away from her feelings, even though, if Hallie’s were anything like Brynn’s, they were so overwhelming that, sometimes, it was hard to breathe.

It was sort of incredible that, in all the billions of decisions they’d made throughout their lives, their choices had led them here, to this moment.

Together.

A moment where Brynn admitted, unable to hold it in for a second longer, “I want to stay in Stoneport. I can’t imagine going back to Boston. Going anywhere else for that matter. And I want to be wherever you are, which just so happens to be in a place that I’ve grown to love.”

For the first time in her life, she hadn’t thought through the logistics or considered every single possibility. She’d just done what felt right. And the thing in her life that felt the most right was never leaving Hallie’s side for as long as she could help it. The rest, she could figure out.

Brynn bit her lip, waiting for Hallie to respond. She wondered belatedly if it was too much, when Hallie had professed that she wanted to take things slowly.

But Brynn hadn’t known what she’d been missing before she’d wandered into Hallie’s life. She couldn’t imagine going back there. And she definitely didn’t want to try to discover if it was possible to feel this way with someone else.

She wanted Hallie. The kind of want that made her heart knock around so hard in her chest that it was bone-bruising. Opening the door to them romantically had only solidified that surety all the more.

“You want to stay in Stoneport?” Hallie finally responded, like saying the words out loud was helping her to process them. “Will you be happy here?”

Now, it was Brynn’s turn to be exasperated. It was crazy that Hallie would think for even a second that anywhere else could be better for her. That anywhere else could make her happier to wake up every single morning, excited about what the day would bring. “I’m already happy here,” she said simply.

Hallie stared at her intently, like she wanted to fall into believing Brynn, but she wasn’t quite there yet. But Brynn wasn’t going to let that deter her. She was a woman on a mission, and she’d be here, with Hallie, for as long as it took her to accept how serious Brynn was about moving to Stoneport.

The waiter dropped off their drinks, and Hallie broke the moment happening between them. Lifting her glass, she looked around the restaurant. Then, she took a generous sip of her Phony Negroni. “What about teaching? Or volunteering?” she asked quietly, her eyes landing back on Brynn.

Brynn gently twisted a tendril of Hallie’s hair between her fingers. “What about how you make me feel? What about me loving Stoneport? What about the fact that meeting you is the most interesting, exhilarating thing that’s ever happened to me? Why would I give any of that up?”

Hallie inhaled but didn’t speak. That was fine because Brynn could do this all night. Laying out all the reasons that this was exactly what she wanted for her life. And not because it was expected of her or because she thought it would make other people happy, but because it felt so right, in a way that she hadn’t known was possible until meeting Hallie. “You, Hallie Thatcher, are the first person in my life who’s never made me feel like I need to change. That who I am is exactly the person I should be.”

“Because you don’t need to change. You’re perfect,” Hallie said reverently, then let out a punctuated exhale.

Brynn smiled, soaking up her words. Even if she felt their truth, it still made her heart thump a little faster whenever Hallie said them. “And that’s exactly what I’m talking about. You think that I’m perfect, and I think that you’re perfect. Why wouldn’t I want us to be perfect together? Why wouldn’t I want to lean into this, into us, when I have the ability to do so?”

Hallie was contemplative for a beat, her eyes scanning Brynn’s face. “What I’m trying to say is that it was unfair of me to expect you to have the rest of your life mapped out because of my own fear. I want you to know that even if things change for you, whether it’s a new career or a desire to be somewhere else, I won’t hold it against you. I never want to be the thing that holds you back from being whoever you want to be, regardless of whether it changes things between us.”

“I don’t feel that way…” Brynn tilted her head to the side, her fingers stilling in Hallie’s hair.

“But what I’m saying is that if you do, I want us to figure it out. Together,” Hallie said, and Brynn felt a little dizzy with the weight of Hallie’s words. That was what she wanted, too. For them to be a team.

“I will never, ever look at meeting you with any type of regret,” Hallie insisted. “You’ve changed everything for me. Being afraid of what could possibly happen in the future is no reason for me to try and box you into committing to something now. To force you to make promises that aren’t fair to either one of us. You are so brilliant and loving and incredible, Brynn. I want you to be here, and I am always going to try my best to not be afraid of losing you.”

Brynn shifted the hand playing with Hallie’s hair so that it cupped her jaw. “You aren’t going to lose me. I can promise you that.” It was something she was absolutely certain of regardless of Hallie’s own apprehension. Time was the only variable missing from what they were building. Time to trust and grow together and help Hallie settle into the truth that Brynn saw so clearly.

Hallie smiled shyly. Brynn loved that look, like she was afraid but was going to do something brave anyway. “You’ve opened up my whole world. And you did it so effortlessly that I didn’t even realize it was happening at first. From the moment you stepped foot inside the inn, I was so drawn to you. I wanted to know every single thing about you even though I was intimidated by you. I love listening to you ramble about ideas. I love the way you scrunch your face up when you’re thinking about something. I love…” Hallie’s eyes went big, and Brynn’s heart threatened to burst out of her chest when she said with conviction, “I love you. And no matter what happens, I won’t be afraid of that anymore.”

Everything stopped. Brynn couldn’t hear the sounds of the restaurant, the clattering of silverware or the guests in conversation or the bartenders shaking cocktails.

All she could see, could hear, could feel… was Hallie. With a flush that wrapped around her neck and ghosted across her cheeks. Eyes that were bright and intent, refusing to look away from Brynn, even after putting her heart so clearly on display.

“And it’s okay if you aren’t there just yet. I know that things are moving quickly, regardless of our best intentions to take things slowly,” Hallie said wryly. “But I want to be honest with you. To hopefully explain why it is so important to me that we do things responsibly. Because I’m in love with you, Brynn.”

“I’m in love with you, too.” For someone who struggled with finding the right words a lot, they were the easiest ones she’d ever uttered. And when she said them out loud, warmth flooded through her.

She was so, so insanely in love with Hallie, and she had absolutely no qualms about building a life around it. Honestly, she couldn’t think of anything more fulfilling.

Her hand was still on Hallie’s jaw, and she pulled her forward. When their lips met, the din of the restaurant roared back to life. Like time had been slowed down and had finally started moving at a normal speed again, even though they were still lost in their own world.

“So, you love me?” Hallie asked when they pulled apart. She sounded a little awestruck, like she was coming to terms with the idea that her feelings were reciprocated.

Brynn would be with her every step of the way, always happy to reaffirm the intensity of her love. “I do, yes. I love you.”

Hallie smiled at her words, rubbing her cheek against Brynn’s before connecting their foreheads. “From girlfriends to I-love-you’s in a day. That’s got to be some kind of record.”

Brynn breathed in the same air as Hallie, keeping their faces close. “Can you imagine where we’ll be a few months from now?”

Wherever it was, as long as Hallie was with her, Brynn truly couldn’t wait.


CHAPTER NINETEEN


Hallie had been right. About how much Brynn would love the tapas restaurant, at least. What she couldn’t have anticipated was that she was going to tell Brynn that she loved her.

And Brynn had said it back!

Even if Brynn hadn’t right at that moment, she couldn’t let herself regret uttering the words. Especially as Brynn’s entire face had lit up, like it was the most important, life-changing information she’d ever been told.

Hallie would always choose Brynn, would always love Brynn, and she desperately wanted her to know that.

Still, she wasn’t quite sure where her bravery had come from. They’d been sitting at the restaurant, and all of a sudden, an overwhelming feeling had washed over her. It had struck her a little dumb, even though she’d been accepting the weight of her feelings for weeks now. But they were somehow already stronger, especially in the face of how Brynn had been looking at her.

This new awareness had settled deep in her bones in a way that made it feel so real and present. She’d had that sensation before, but not like this. Not like everything in her life had been leading to this moment.

What she’d been planning, at the very least, had been to tell Brynn that, no matter what, they’d figure things out.

Because she truly believed that they could. It was insane to even think about, let alone accept.

Still, it hadn’t encompassed the depth of what she’d needed to convey. Her heart had felt so full, thinking about what Brynn had done for her the night prior. The care with which she’d held her. How Brynn had known exactly what Hallie had needed and had supported her through what could have been one of the worst days of Hallie’s life.

Instead, she’d ended the night with her girlfriend, her best friend, and her soon-to-be best-friend-in-law. The thoughts of earlier in the day had been reduced to a shitty situation instead of a moment that could have sent Hallie spiraling for weeks, if not longer. Or worse, running back to her parents and apologizing, like she’d been the one in the wrong.

All because of Brynn and the love that she’d shown to Hallie.

So Hallie had wanted to be brave. And when she’d felt the words bubble up, she’d said them out loud. Because Brynn deserved honesty and to know what an impact she made on Hallie’s life.

It was all crazy. The way that she felt about Brynn was crazy!

The whole situation was exhilarating, and for the last hour, she’d been trying to lean into the excitement instead of any niggling fears and doubts, should they want to crop up.

They’d finally picked up their menus and ordered food when she’d realized that the restaurant would probably kick them out soon if they didn’t.

It had been no small feat for Hallie to take her eyes off of Brynn long enough to pick different things for them to try together. Deciding on what they’d get had taken close to twenty minutes as Brynn had excitedly rattled off different facts that she knew about the various items and ingredients.

And just like Hallie had known, she’d been enraptured. She’d never tire of watching Brynn engage with the world. It was probably the first thing in her life that had ever made her want to actually get out of her safe, sterile bubble.

How would Brynn take in beautiful architecture? Or a baseball game? Or a tropical landscape?

Hallie wanted to know the answer to all of those questions.

Their food had arrived in short order, which had forced Hallie to peel herself away from Brynn’s touch. Nine small plates, in fact, were somehow oriented around their part of the bar. Hallie watched, mesmerized, as Brynn started to work her way through them.

This was what Hallie wanted. To watch the excitement flicker across Brynn’s face, intrigued by the gambas al ajillo and the calamares fritos and the mejillones al vapor. They could go to Spain and see whether this restaurant actually did the cuisine justice.

That thought struck Hallie like a lightning bolt at the same time Brynn turned in her direction, leveling her with a concerned stare. “You okay, Hallie? There’s no dairy, if that’s what you’re worried about.”

Hallie shook her head, a smile on her face that was threatening to overtake it. Just like the rest of the night, the words she uttered couldn’t be contained even if she tried. “I want to experience everything with you. I hope you’re ready for that.”
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Hallie wanted to live inside of this feeling forever, the nervous, fluttery anticipation stirring in her belly as she and Brynn walked hand in hand back into The Stone’s Throw.

She thought again, not for the first time since meeting Brynn, that things like this didn’t happen to her. She was Hallie Thatcher, a woman who, mere months ago, had been lamenting the state of her life and her place in this world. Who’d been so lonely, even if she tried to never let the feeling sink in too deeply.

It wasn’t a stretch to say that Brynn had opened up her entire world even if they’d never left Stoneport to do it.

In the little world that they’d created, made out of comfy sofas and longing glances and so much softness, all she’d thought about for weeks was what it would be like to touch Brynn. To taste her. To be as close as two people could possibly be. And all of the feelings rushing through her veins just made it all the more heady.

Brynn was currently leading them through the lobby, past the check-in desk. Hallie slowed, taking in the room she’d walked through thousands of times before. Tonight, it was like she was seeing everything with new eyes.

The lobby was where she’d chipped her tooth when she was six, after tripping over her own feet. Thank god it had only been a baby tooth, which had fallen out a few weeks later. It was also where she’d made Brynn laugh so hard she’d cried as she told a story about dating in her early twenties.

And the sitting room next door, with the fireplace that Hallie loved to watch flicker, was where she’d accidentally singed off a few inches of her hair as a kid, when she’d removed the safety grate to get closer to the fire. Coincidentally, it was also where she and Brynn had snuggled up the other day, sneaking out in the early morning to cozy up under a blanket and drink their morning coffee. It had still been dark outside, and Brynn had cuddled in close like she always did, resting her head on Hallie’s shoulder.

Hallie stopped when they reached the end of the check-in desk, looking at the corner where she’d sat for most of her adolescence, watching the world go by. But it was also the place where, just days ago, Brynn had placed a deep, searching kiss on her lips when they’d been the only ones in the room.

Even when The Stone’s Throw had been a place that was hard for her to exist in, whether it was because of her family or Sydney leaving or her just feeling like time was marching on while she was staying the same, she’d always loved it.

It would always be home.

But now, it was imbued with so much more… light. And she was warmed from the inside out by the intensity of it.

Brynn had slowed and then stilled, shooting Hallie a smile over her shoulder. “Did you forget something?”

Hallie shook her head. “No.”

Turning fully, Brynn grabbed Hallie’s other hand, swinging their arms playfully. “Just taking a walk down memory lane?”

“More like thinking about how much my life has changed for the better since you wandered into it.” Hallie was committed to owning her feelings. No more running. No more fear. It was the absolute least that she could do for Brynn, a woman who deserved to always know how wanted and adored she was.

“I hear love can be crazy like that,” Brynn said.

Hallie’s heart skipped a beat and she moved closer, their coats brushing together as she wrapped Brynn up in her arms. “Do you know that from experience?”

Brynn smiled and leaned forward, brushing their noses together. When she leaned back, she had the most beautiful, lopsided smile on her lips. “Nothing I’ve done is crazy. I’m in love, yes, but everything happening between us makes more sense to me than anything else in my life ever has.” Hallie’s chest ballooned until butterflies exploded in her stomach when Brynn said, eyes trained intently on Hallie, “Now, will you take me home? I have plans for you.”
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Brynn hadn’t been joking, Hallie thought dimly as she was pressed against the closed door to their apartment. She’d barely tugged off her boots before Brynn’s lips were on hers, hot and hungry and consuming all the air in the room. All the control in Hallie’s body. All of Hallie’s well-meaning intent to take things slowly and make this as good for Brynn as possible.

Who, Hallie should have realized, didn’t need to be guided. Something in Brynn had been unlocked all those weeks ago, and if anything, it was Hallie who was trying to keep up.

Brynn shrugged out of her own coat and threw her hat on the floor before she pushed the bulky material off of Hallie’s shoulders, trying to do the same for her. All the while, she never broke their kiss. And she wasn’t going to get any resistance from Hallie, who pulled away from the doorframe at the same time that Brynn’s hands, needy and insistent, tugged her jacket down, where it fell with a soft thump to the floor.

It hadn’t been that long ago that they’d been in this exact position, only Hallie had been the instigator. The least surprising information for her to accept, wholeheartedly, was that Brynn had an exponential learning curve.

Still, she needed to be sure. Healthy communication and all that.

“Brynn,” she breathed out when Brynn’s lips shifted and she started placing light, nipping kisses across Hallie’s jaw. When she made it to Hallie’s ear and lightly sucked on her lobe, her whole body shuddered from how fucking good it felt.

How good Brynn felt, no matter what she was doing to Hallie.

Bright, playful eyes met Hallie’s when Brynn finally leaned back, her lips wet. “Are you okay?”

Quickly, Hallie nodded. Of course she was okay! The most incredible woman she’d ever met was currently ravaging her in their apartment. But her sensibilities, no matter how out of her mind with want she was, wouldn’t let her do anything that could ever make Brynn uncomfortable. “I just wanted to make sure that you’re doing this because you want this and not because you know how much I want it.”

It was the understatement of the year, considering that Hallie had been soaking wet since dinner, when Brynn had run her fingers up Hallie’s thigh and for at least the next hour.

A sly smile played across Brynn’s lips. “You want this?” she asked, tilting her head to the side at the same time her fingers skated across the expanse of skin below Hallie’s shirt.

Hallie groaned as her fingernails shifted over to scratch lightly against her hips. “Brynn, please,” she begged. “I’m trying to be responsible here.”

“You’re doing a great job, too,” Brynn murmured, her hands wrapping around Hallie and holding her close. She leaned forward again, placing a kiss on her neck. It was already hard enough to withstand, but it became impossible when Brynn whispered into her ear, “I have thought about making you feel good every single day since you made me come. I cannot wait to touch you, Hallie.”

Hallie’s resolve snapped then. The fact that their attraction to one another was driving Brynn crazy with desire, too? It was too much for her to take. She pulled Brynn close, their bodies pressed together as she started to rock outward, looking for friction. Anything to alleviate the pulsing in her clit, which was making it hard for her to think, hard to do anything but meet Brynn’s insistent kisses with her own messy, insatiable lips. She licked into Brynn’s mouth, heat engulfing her senses, and then her own knees went weak as Brynn, meeting the challenge, kissed her with such intensity that Hallie thought her heart may hammer out of her chest.

“I’ve never wanted like this before, Hallie. I want all of you. So badly,” Brynn said as she toyed with the button on Hallie’s pants. “I want you so much that I can barely think. I’m consumed with this need that’s never satisfied. Do you know what that feels like?”

Brynn looked at her again, the same need she was talking about written across her face. Across those still-wet lips that Hallie had just been biting till bee-stung. Brynn’s chest, rising and falling with uneven exhales. The way her fingers hadn’t stopped toying with the button, rubbing her thumb over the smooth metal. “Every time that you walk out this door, I think about dropping down to my knees and begging you to stay. To get even another minute of your touch and your warmth and your smile.”

It was too much, the way Hallie’s heart was so out of her control upon hearing Brynn’s words. She felt the same way. Nothing was enough. She wanted to wrap herself up in Brynn all the time, in every way that two people could be close.

“That doesn’t exactly bode well for neither of us getting fired,” Hallie tried to joke, but it came out reedy and halting, like she wasn’t in control of her voice. Which she wasn’t, especially not when Brynn popped open the button, and all Hallie could do was let out a strangled moan.

She hadn’t even been touched yet, and already she felt like she was on the verge of coming. Orgasming had never been difficult for her, and with the knowledge that it was going to be at Brynn’s hands, she was sure that all it would take was a few well-purposed strokes to get her where she was growing more desperate by the minute to go.

But she wanted to make it last, to wring out every last ounce of pleasure from Brynn touching her for the first time. She was trying to think about what she could do to stave off the orgasm that was already building at the base of her spine when⁠—

Brynn dropped to her knees in the living room, and it was all Hallie could do to brace herself against the door and stay upright. The top of her blonde hair looked like a halo in the lighting from the small lamp on the end table, and Hallie thought that she must be an angel and this must be heaven and Hallie wasn’t quite sure about anything right then except that she hadn’t ever experienced something that made her whole body clench in anticipation.

“Before you, I didn’t know that I could be obsessed with someone’s stomach.” Brynn was on her knees, and she leaned forward to place too-soft kisses against Hallie’s bare skin. They were the kind that made Hallie desperate for a harder touch—not that she was sure she’d survive it.

“Brynn,” she begged, her fingers wrapping through Brynn’s hair. Not directing her, but looking for something to keep her tethered to the earth.

“And your hips,” Brynn continued as Hallie’s fingers threaded in deeper. Because Brynn was looking up at her, batting her eyelashes. It was already making Hallie unsteady enough, but then she placed a few nips against Hallie’s hot skin, and an uncontrollable burst of heat rolled through her.

“You’ve really thought about this,” Hallie managed to push out, both to buy herself time but also because she was, as always, transfixed by whatever Brynn had to say.

“Those are just the places that I’ve been able to touch so far. You can’t imagine how much I’ve thought about the others.” She unzipped Hallie’s slacks, allowing them to pool around Hallie’s ankles on the floor.

The slight chill in the room did nothing to temper the heat radiating off her in waves. Even if it had, that would have been nothing but a quick memory because moments later, Brynn leaned forward and placed another excruciatingly light kiss against Hallie’s underwear.

She was going to die tonight. She was well and truly going to die from being so turned on, and there was nothing she could do about it. That was the thought racing most persistently through her brain as Brynn’s deft fingers came to rest at the edges of her underwear. She looked up at Hallie again for permission.

It came with Hallie’s embarrassingly fast nod. And then, all Hallie could do was lean her head back against the door and pray that her body didn’t give out on her.

“I’ve thought about you in so many ways,” Brynn said as she dragged her fingernails down Hallie’s thighs, goose bumps trailing in their wake.

Hallie couldn’t stop herself when she said, “Tell me,” even though she knew the answer was going to be her ruin.

Brynn’s fingers continued their trails along Hallie’s legs, which bowed out instinctively, needing to feel her touch.

She was so fucking ready.

“Well, I’ve definitely thought about using my fingers, just like you did on me,” Brynn answered breathlessly. When her hands reached the tops of Hallie’s thighs, she shifted them inward. Then, agonizingly slowly, she ran her fingertip up Hallie’s center.

Hallie buckled with even the slight touch, a want so desperate building up inside of her that it was making it almost painful to hold herself back from rutting into Brynn’s hand. “Brynn. Please.” It was all she could manage, given the way her heart felt like it was going to beat out of her chest.

But Brynn seemed intent to explore, and Hallie wasn’t going to tell her no. Which was why when Brynn pushed a finger in deeper, Hallie taking her easily, all she could do was pant out an unsteady breath and dig her fingertips into Brynn’s scalp.

Brynn held still for a beat before she pushed in deeper. They both sighed audibly. Brynn inside of her, with Hallie backed up against the door, was something from a fantasy.

It all hit a fever pitch when Brynn looked up at her through lidded lashes. So perfect, staring at Hallie with a mix of wonder and want. Hallie’s legs were growing weaker by the second under Brynn’s exploratory touches. The newness of it all—for both of them, with the feelings blooming wildly in her chest—made it that much better.

All that Hallie could do was breathe and hang on for the ride.

Brynn pulled her finger out slowly, and Hallie felt its absence immediately. “Brynn—” she moved to argue, unable to stave off her building need.

The heat threatened to engulf her when Brynn lifted the finger to her mouth and gently sucked on it. Pulling it between wet, pink lips, Brynn licked at her finger gently with her tongue, reveling in Hallie’s taste. Which sent another appreciative roll of heat through Hallie, who wondered what she’d be reduced to when this was finally over.

Right now, it was a toss-up between exploding into molecules from all the pressure or being reduced to nothing but ash from the fire licking through her.

It was the deep, appreciative moan that Brynn let out that really did Hallie in as she panted, “Are you trying to kill me? Because this is how you kill me.” Honestly, she was surprised she could find the words.

“I cannot believe how good this feels. How good you taste.” From her vantage point, Hallie could see that Brynn was squeezing her own thighs together as she rubbed Hallie’s wetness over her lips.

“There’s more where that came from,” Hallie managed to respond, her hips canting instinctively, looking for anywhere to find friction.

Brynn moved forward without preamble. Her hands came up to rest against the outsides of Hallie’s thighs, pulling her apart. God, she was already embarrassingly open. So ready for whatever Brynn wanted to do to her.

And then, she felt Brynn’s warm exhale against her clit. Her whole body tensed. She existed in that liminal space, her abs clenched until finally, her breath came out in a rushed exhale when Brynn wrapped her lips around Hallie’s clit, and everything stopped. She could feel her own heartbeat, thumping in her center and in her chest. Good luck to her limbs, which she was pretty sure weren’t attached to her body anymore.

When Brynn sucked and then dragged her tongue around the already sensitive bud, Hallie moaned. Loudly. “Yes. That.”

She could have survived for a solid thirty seconds, and given what Brynn was doing to her, she would have been proud of herself. But then Brynn eased two fingers back inside as she continued to lick and suck on Hallie’s clit at varying intervals, quickly developing a rhythm that Hallie’s entire existence oriented itself around.

Her stomach had already bottomed out so hard that it was practically on the floor as the pressure continued to build and build. It was out of her control, like she was a marionette and Brynn was her master.

All that Hallie could think was that Brynn should string her up and spread her out because she was ready. Thigh-shakingly, clit-achingly ready for whatever Brynn wanted to do to her.

Which was, apparently, to make sounds. The most heady, stomach-clenching sounds, as Brynn continued to lick her with purpose.

Hallie used one of the hands that she’d had nestled in Brynn’s hair to push back against the door, as her hips started to rock with the motion of Brynn’s mouth. Fuck, it was incredible how Brynn’s lips were devouring her. Not to mention the breathy, wanton sounds Brynn was making as she fucked Hallie with her mouth.

She could barely think as Brynn continued to push into her with her fingers, filling her before drawing almost completely out, then thrust back in again, stretching Hallie’s walls deliciously wide.

She knew that her wetness must be coating Brynn’s fingers and lips, but it didn’t slow her down. If anything, Brynn was just starting to hit her stride when she hummed an, “Mm-hmm,” against Hallie’s clit that made sparks shoot outward, threading through her body.

There was no way that she could stave off her orgasm much longer. She couldn’t⁠—

“Brynn,” she cried out as Brynn continued to unrelentingly circle her tongue around Hallie’s clit, hitting just the right spot with her fingers.

“I just want to be good for you.” Brynn paused so that she could say the words, looking up at Hallie. Her hair was mussed and her lips were wet and it was the most beautiful sight that Hallie had ever seen.

She had never been so worshipped. Had never felt so desired. But the loss of Brynn’s lips against her skin didn’t do anything to temper the out-of-control feeling that had overtaken her body.

The hand that was still around Brynn’s head pulled her closer, her hips begging for Brynn to come back to her. To finally⁠—

“Fuck,” she screamed into the dim room as Brynn wrapped her lips around Hallie again, sucking and licking as she thrust her fingers into her as deeply as her body would allow, curving upward and hitting the spot that made her knees buckle.

“I’ve thought about you coming in my mouth,” she murmured around her clit.

And with those words, Hallie exploded. Waves of pleasure started to crash through her body, every molecule vibrating against one another. She was only heat, building and building. She coated Brynn’s hand in even more wetness as her orgasm crashed through her.

Brynn was there for her, like she always was, working Hallie through her orgasm. It was fucking perfect.

Their first time with Brynn touching her could have been a fumbling, awkward mess, and Hallie wouldn’t have cared. At the root of it all was how Hallie felt about her; no matter what she was doing, it was always better when Brynn was with her.

As the shocks of her orgasm finally started to fade, the feeling that had wrapped itself around her heart and started to squeeze came to the forefront. It was so strong that with the little energy she had left, she was able to pull at Brynn’s wrist. Brynn removed herself from Hallie, who exhaled at the sensation of emptiness. And then, with no other thought except the need to be encompassed by Brynn, she dropped to the floor, her limbs folding in on one another.

“You are so perfect,” she said, pulling Brynn toward her, their lips meeting in a messy, tangled kiss. Hallie could taste herself on Brynn, and she reveled in the connection.

She needed to touch Brynn everywhere. Her lips. Her cheeks. Her neck. She ran her fingers through Brynn’s hair, which was now wild and untamed. Finally, she wrapped her arms around Brynn, pulling her in close so that she could feel Brynn’s own erratic heartbeat. She loved feeling it, the impact she had on Brynn, too.

“You are truly something else,” Hallie said before placing an open-mouthed kiss against her shoulder. Brynn’s arms encircled Hallie, who was grateful to be held up. She was starting to become aware of her limbs again, but they weren’t of much use.

When Hallie pulled back, she was met with an intense stare. Brynn was studying her like she was a gorgeous work of art, her brow furrowed and her plump bottom lip between her teeth.

Brynn cleared her throat, as even more color washed across her already pink cheeks. “That was good for you?” she asked, surprisingly uncertain, especially when you considered the sounds that Hallie had been making a minute ago.

And even if Hallie’s first instinct was to laugh because… hadn’t they both just witnessed her mind-blowing orgasm? But no. She smiled instead, running her fingers along Brynn’s temple. “Baby, that was so fucking incredible. You are so incredible. I wouldn’t have spent so long at dinner if I’d have known that the minute we got home, you were going to fuck me against the door.”

Brynn smiled, clearly pleased. Being the cause of that joy made Hallie’s heart swell, too. “It wasn’t my first plan,” Brynn said quietly, “but I just couldn’t wait.”

Another wave of heat rolled through Hallie, which was really unfair considering she still couldn’t stand. Regardless of her own desire, she wasn’t going to fuck Brynn on the floor right now, no matter how badly she wanted to. She wanted to see Brynn, stripped in her bed, spread open for Hallie to have her way with her.

“What was your first plan?” Hallie remembered to ask once she’d leashed the most persistent clawing in her stomach. Now, Brynn was definitely blushing, which only encouraged Hallie further, as desire started to flare through her again. “I want you, Brynn. I want to make you feel good, always,” she said, scratching up Brynn’s sides.

Because that’s what they did for one another. They made each other feel good. Sexually, emotionally, romantically, it didn’t matter. Whenever they were close, Hallie felt this lightness that eclipsed everything else. This feeling, for the first time in her life, like everything would be okay.

Hallie was about to tell her this, but then Brynn schooled her with a thoughtful, determined look that shook Hallie to her bones. “I couldn’t decide, so I made a whole list.”

Hallie wasn’t sure where it came from, but she found the willpower to stand up, her hand outstretched to pull Brynn up, too, who was in far too much clothing. The same could still be said for Hallie, who had a sort of Winnie-the-Pooh look going on right now.

She only let go of Brynn’s hand so that she could take off her shirt, her bra following quickly after.

And then she stood, completely naked, in front of the only person she felt like had ever seen all of her, clothed or not. She was thrilled that Brynn wasted little time in coming closer so that their bodies were immediately flush. They stood like that, with Hallie encircled in Brynn’s arms, the slight chill from the room—or maybe the arousal that had whirred to life again—pimpling her skin.

She was going to let out a petulant huff when Brynn pulled slightly back, but the sound died in her throat. Because Brynn lifted her hands, cupping Hallie’s breasts. They both groaned as Brynn’s fingers began to toy with her already hard nipples.

Arousal shot straight to Hallie’s center again, any need for a refractory period clearly done. “Was this on the list?” she questioned, focusing on taking deep, even breaths.

Brynn nodded, not taking her eyes off of Hallie. “Yes. And getting to watch your gorgeous face while you come, which I didn’t get to do just now.”

Hallie gulped in the last breath of air she’d probably get for a while. “We need to get to a bed. Now.”
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If part of tonight was Brynn making up for lost time, then Hallie was more than happy to be her partner on this journey. After they’d had sex in the living room, she’d led Brynn to her bedroom, sure that they’d christen Brynn’s room at some point, too.

Slowly—at least, as slowly as she could go with her restless hands and the deep ache that had settled back between her legs—she’d undressed Brynn. She’d marveled as each new expanse of skin had become visible to her.

First, she’d taken off Brynn’s sweater. She’d gotten tastes of the gorgeous curves of Brynn’s shoulders and tops of her breasts before, but it had never been enough. Her bra had quickly followed, and when Hallie had been greeted with dusky, perfect nipples, she hadn’t been able to stop herself from leaning forward and swirling her tongue around one, then the other.

Better than the touch itself was how Brynn’s thighs had started to shake, her hands bracing against Hallie’s shoulders. Hard. And Hallie had loved that, too. The solid feeling of Brynn as she’d given herself over to Hallie for support.

Because, truly, more than anything else, that was what Hallie wanted. For Brynn to turn to her always. To lean on her in whatever way a person could depend on another. And right now, it meant giving Brynn an orgasm that left her unable to think coherently. That had been the thought that had driven Hallie to hastily remove the rest of Brynn’s clothing before she’d pushed her back on the bed.

And it had been as good as Hallie’d imagined, Brynn’s legs splayed wide, beckoning for Hallie to nestle herself between them.

That had been at least an hour ago, and Hallie couldn’t for the life of her remember how many orgasms she’d already had. Only that she’d given Brynn two and was doing everything in her power to make it a hat trick before she passed out from sheer exhaustion.

Brynn was straddling her, riding Hallie’s fingers like she was born to be fucked this way. Her hips canted down, allowing Hallie to go deep in a way that made Brynn let out a sound between a cry and a moan every time it happened, when Hallie was lucky enough to hit that spot inside that lit Brynn up from the inside out.

Hallie loved that sound more than anything.

And she had made sure that being fucked this intensely was what Brynn wanted, the first time that it’d happened, when Hallie had only been thinking of how much she wanted Brynn and how she couldn’t keep her hands off of her. Which had allowed her to learn something exhilarating about her girlfriend. Brynn liked to be fucked hard, and Hallie had no qualms about giving the woman she loved exactly what she wanted.

So even as her wrist cramped and wetness dripped down her hand, she didn’t stop. She couldn’t stop. All that she could think about was hearing the cries that Brynn let out whenever she came at Hallie’s hand or tongue. Because they’d done that tonight, too. Hallie had pulled Brynn above her at one point, Brynn holding on to the headboard as Hallie had licked into her with abandon.

“Baby, fuck,” Hallie panted when Brynn arched her back, the angle allowing her to thrust even deeper. “You feel so good.” She didn’t know if she’d ever felt anything better than Brynn’s pussy clenching around her fingers.

“Don’t stop,” Brynn commanded, her hips starting to jerk erratically. “Don’t stop, Hallie. Please.”

And now that they’d done this a few times already, Hallie was learning what Brynn wanted. What she really wanted. Which was for Hallie to use not just her body, but her words, to make Brynn feel good.

“I won’t stop until you come all over my fingers,” Hallie promised, a thrill shooting to her own center as she worked into Brynn over and over again. Her fingers were trying to keep the off-tempo pace that Brynn was setting, her moans growing progressively louder.

“I’ve got you.” Hallie dug her free hand into Brynn’s hips, keeping them as connected as possible. She wanted to feel all of Brynn, as deeply as she could.

She felt it happen when she reached forward and sucked hard at Brynn’s nipple. The clenching of her walls around Hallie’s fingers. How Brynn’s entire body froze for a split second before her hips jerked so hard that Hallie had to flatten her palm against Brynn’s clit to accommodate the change in angle. That only made Brynn come harder. She let out the moan that Hallie had been waiting for, which reverberated off the walls in the bedroom. It was a siren’s song as far as Hallie was concerned, guiding her to the truest thing she’d ever experienced with another person.

Rubbing her palm against Brynn’s clit, Hallie shifted the hand that had been holding her hip around to Brynn’s back so that she could scratch lightly down her spine.

After she’d pumped into her, getting progressively slower with each thrust, she slid her soaked fingers out of Brynn. The scent of sex permeated the room as Hallie lifted her fingers up and licked them one by one. She was addicted to everything about fucking Brynn, and that had only become clearer as the night had worn on.

“Come here,” she coaxed, leaning back against the bed and pulling lazily at Brynn to come with her. Brynn complied with zero fight, falling into the crook of Hallie’s body, her head nestled against her shoulder.

Finally, after long, comfortable seconds of quiet, Brynn spoke into the room. “I cannot believe that’s what I’ve been missing,” she said with a laugh. “Or that I ever felt like I was broken.”

Hallie tried to temper the pride that welled up in her. Brynn was the most incredible woman that she’d ever met, and the idea that she thought the same about Hallie? Inconceivable.

Tilting her body slightly so that she could look at Brynn, she pushed her sweaty hair away from her face and ran her fingers along Brynn’s temples, like she loved to do. “You are perfect, Brynn. So perfect.”

“To you,” Brynn said contemplatively as she pouted her lips. Hallie found it incredibly endearing.

She shifted her hand down to wrap it around Brynn’s hip and pull them even closer to one another. “Well, I want you all to myself, so that works perfectly for me.”

They looked at one another then, sweaty and sleepy and more sated than Hallie had ever felt before. The overwhelming sensation of comfort and safety and love covered her like a blanket.

Which reminded Hallie, in some semi-functional part of her brain: “Let’s get under the covers before we fall asleep. You will not love me if I wake up freezing cold.”

“I’ll always keep you warm,” Brynn said seriously, even as she twisted her body to inch the covers lower.

They scooted and bumped into one another until the covers could be pulled over both of them, Brynn already burrowing into Hallie’s side like there was no place in the world she’d rather be.

As exhaustion finally overtook her, Hallie understood that feeling wholeheartedly, her body molding itself around Brynn’s just as intensely.


CHAPTER TWENTY


“It’s going to be fine, right?” Hallie asked for the third time in the last few minutes. Brynn couldn’t see her, but she could hear Hallie pacing back and forth in her bedroom. It was where, coincidentally, Brynn had spent every single night for the last two weeks.

Brynn had been putting on her makeup in the adjoining bathroom, but she now put her mascara down. She poked her head through the doorway, and seeing the drawn look on Hallie’s face, she immediately walked over to the bed where Hallie had thrown her body down.

They were meeting Brynn’s parents, along with Reese and Sydney, for brunch. Brynn had tried her best, but she’d only been able to stave off her parents for so long. Which had amounted, in total, to a couple of weeks once she’d told them about Hallie.

Personally, Brynn was thrilled that Hallie was going to be meeting her parents. Hallie was her favorite person, and she wanted her parents to meet the woman who made her so happy. Plus, Reese and Sydney would be there to run interference in case her parents’ loving attention got a little too overbearing.

Unfortunately, Hallie wasn’t seeing it through quite the same lens, so Brynn had no other choice but to play a little dirty. Which, not so secretly, she absolutely loved. She crawled on top of Hallie and straddled her torso, pinning her to the bed. It felt incredible to be touching her like this, even though they’d woken up wrapped in one another’s arms just a few hours ago.

“My parents are going to love you,” Brynn said before she placed a lingering kiss on Hallie’s cheek, nuzzling her nose against her soft skin for good measure. Maybe she took a quick inhale, too, but that was only because Hallie always smelled so good.

Brynn still hadn’t quite come down to Earth since everything with Hallie had hit a tipping point. She was excited to be taking this next step, but for someone with a family like Hallie’s, she understood that meeting someone’s parents was probably really nerve-racking.

“And Reese and Sydney will be there, so it’s not like all of the attention will be on me,” Hallie assured herself. Again, it was not the first time that these words had been said aloud today.

But Brynn would listen to Hallie talk and pontificate and worry and hype herself up for as long as it took until Hallie felt comfortable. She would confirm her words and say as many of her own as Hallie needed to hear. Even if it meant they were doing it right up until they walked into the casual brunch spot about twenty minutes away from the inn, where they were meeting everyone soon.

Smiling, because god, did Hallie look cute, Brynn said, “Fortunately for you, my parents are way too obsessed with me to ever let all the attention be on you.” She placed another kiss on Hallie’s face, this time on her other cheek.

This kiss seemed to calm Hallie a little more, and Brynn felt the body underneath her relax. Which was great for Hallie but not so great for her since she was now very consciously aware of their positions and how easy it would be to pin Hallie’s arms down at her sides and start placing kisses across any exposed skin she could get her lips on.

Brynn sat up again, hoping to temper the ache that was already starting to build.

There was always a present want in Brynn’s life now, which she wasn’t even close to adjusting to yet. Everything about Hallie turned her on. She hadn’t even known that it was possible to be aroused by some of the things that got her going.

Hallie’s lip gloss? Kryptonite.

Hallie’s socks, the thick ones that were always pulled up higher on one ankle than the other? Might as well be lingerie in Brynn’s mind.

Hallie’s high ponytail, when it would skew a little bit to the side after a long day? It was probably safer for Brynn to be locked in a separate room when Hallie walked in the door looking like that.

It was all just… Hallie. And Brynn loved everything about Hallie, which meant that she was constantly finding new little quirks that got her excited beyond belief.

And when she wasn’t turned on or out of her mind with want, she was just… so incredibly soft.

She sighed as Hallie’s arms came to wrap around her hips, holding her lightly. And when she looked down into Hallie’s hazel eyes, still filled with a glint of apprehension, she wished more than anything that she could make her see what she saw when she looked at her. Feel the way that she felt whenever they were close.

“If you don’t want to do this, we can wait,” Brynn assured her. Because their relationship, even if it didn’t feel like it, was still new. And she would never push Hallie into something that she wasn’t comfortable with.

Hallie sighed. “I know that I’m being a baby. I just really want them to like me. Is that crazy?”

Brynn ran her fingertips along Hallie’s jaw, marveling at how perfect she felt. “They will like you, babe. I promise you that. They will see how you treat me and how you look at me. That’s really all that matters to them. That you’re good to me and that I’m happy.”

Hallie exhaled again. “I try to be good to you.”

“I don’t think it’s possible for anyone to treat me better,” Brynn said seriously. “You make me feel loved and seen and cared for like no one else I’ve ever met.”

“You deserve the world,” Hallie agreed, her fingers roaming around to Brynn’s back and starting to inch beneath her shirt.

Brynn tried not to get lost in how good the touch felt. They really needed to leave in the next few minutes or they’d be late. And even if she didn’t actually care, she knew that Hallie would. “Are you trying to use sex to distract me?” she pushed out when Hallie’s nails scraped down her spine.

There it was, the mischievous smile that Brynn loved to see. Hallie’s eyes glinted playfully. “Is it working?”

Brynn bit her lip before adjusting her hips and shifting a few inches down Hallie’s body. She exhaled at the same time that she slid over, one of her legs now in between Hallie’s thighs. She pushed upward, grinding into Hallie’s center.

God, she loved everything about it. The friction and the moan Hallie let out and the blush that immediately snaked up her neck, her chest starting to rise and fall faster and faster.

“It always works,” Brynn finally responded, dropping down onto her forearms.

Their faces were inches apart when Hallie seemed to come to her senses. “I don’t want to be late.”

“I thought you didn’t want to go?” Brynn teased. And god, she could stop herself if she needed to, but the idea of not getting to touch Hallie right now was hard to accept. Even if they’d had sex last night. And then this morning, before Hallie’d handled the checkouts.

It was never enough. Brynn was the definition of a wanton woman these days, which she’d only understood in the theoretical before Hallie.

Hallie groaned, but her hands didn’t still on Brynn’s back. “I want to meet the people who made you.”

Brynn couldn’t be sure what did it. The tone in Hallie’s voice or the press of her fingers against Brynn’s spine or the way Hallie was looking at her with wonderment and love.

She needed. To feel Hallie. To make her come undone. To, even for just a few seconds, make Hallie forget about everything except the two of them.

Her hands were on Hallie’s pants button before she realized what she was doing. She was greeted with Hallie’s arched eyebrow as she breathlessly said, “Brynn? We don’t have⁠—”

They would find the time. Hell, she would figure out a way to time-travel so that they could make sure they weren’t late. That was the thought propelling her as she found Hallie’s lips in an unyielding kiss, her hand snaking into Hallie’s pants.

Heat flared through her as she dipped into Hallie’s core, engulfed in a warmth that made everything in her body scream yes. “God, Hallie. You’re already so wet.”

“I’m never too stressed to be turned on by you,” Hallie gritted out, Brynn’s fingertips quickly finding her clit.

At this rate, with the sounds Hallie was making as Brynn picked up the intensity, rubbing her clit as she used her thigh for leverage, there was a good chance they wouldn’t even be late.

They’d done slow and loving. Quick and dirty. Pressed up against doors. Bent over the kitchen counter. On the sofa far too many times to count already, when a night of watching TV would take on a life of its own. Once, a week ago, they’d even had sex in the office right off the check-in desk, where Brynn had had just enough room to drop down on her knees in front of Hallie, who’d been sitting behind the desk when Brynn had walked in.

Why had Brynn walked into the room that day? She honestly couldn’t tell you. All she could remember was that Hallie had looked up and given her this lopsided smile that had made Brynn’s heart pitter-patter. The wanting had followed quickly after.

She loved their sex life. Was obsessed with it, even. But she was just as obsessed with the soft, tender moments in their relationship. Being around Hallie was like living in a feelings wheel that only had all the best emotions, and she rapid-cycled through them whenever they were together.

And since they spent most of their time together, Brynn hadn’t yet come off this ride.

But all their time together also meant that she knew things, like how responsive Hallie was to having her clit touched. Or the way that she made the absolute best sounds when she was close. And that, more than anything, when they had sex, she loved to feel the press of Brynn’s body, anchoring her in place.

Speaking of which…

She felt Hallie stiffen, Brynn finding her mouth to capture her moan in another kiss. She slid her tongue into Hallie’s mouth, following the same rhythm that her fingers were making.

When Hallie came seconds later, her whole body snapped, her back arching off the bed to press them closer together.

Brynn reveled in the moment as Hallie panted into her mouth, her whole body jerking against her as she carried her through her orgasm. It was, frankly, the most gratifying thing she’d ever experienced, being the cause of such simple, encompassing pleasure in another person.

Hallie took a few seconds to come down while Brynn kept her fingers pressed against her center, rubbing slow circles there. She loved the slightly dazed, blissed-out look on Hallie’s face, the calmest she’d been since they’d gotten out of bed this morning.

“Orgasms are good for stress relief,” Brynn said needlessly, since the evidence was clearly splayed out underneath her.

It took long seconds before Hallie answered. “Is that so?”

She smiled down at Hallie. “Want to go again just to be sure?”
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They weren’t late, technically.

Well, they were five minutes late, but Brynn’s parents were even later. Which was really unlike them.

But she hadn’t been able to dwell on it because, as they’d walked up to the table, Reese and Sydney had already been smirking. Brynn had found it confusing until Sydney had gestured to Hallie to fix one of the buttons on her shirt. Brynn had turned toward Hallie and quickly redone the buttons; it had been her fault in the first place that they’d been askew.

Since they were having brunch on a weekday, the restaurant was sparsely filled. Reese had told Hallie in no uncertain terms that the inn could survive for a few hours without them. Whether Hallie was committed to a better work-life balance or not, Reese wasn’t going to let it go.

And Brynn sort of loved that. The weird balance of work and friendship that they were all finding amongst one another. They even had a group chat thread, which was something Brynn had never had before with a group of friends.

Granted, they were actually two couples, but they all had friendships outside of their relationships with each other. Sydney had even texted Brynn one-on-one the other day! It was clear that she was making an effort to make Brynn feel included, and even if it was mostly because she was Hallie’s girlfriend now, it meant a lot.

When Brynn’s parents arrived seconds later, she and Hallie were both still standing. Her dad—luckily, since meeting her parents individually was probably better—was over at the host stand, no doubt to make it clear that he’d be picking up the check for the table.

“Hi, Mom. Everything okay?” Brynn asked when she leaned forward to hug her.

Her mom hugged her close, holding on to her for a few extra seconds than their already abnormally long hugs lasted. “We went to Boston Children’s Hospital this morning to volunteer.”

Brynn’s throat was instantly full. This was a big moment for her parents. Sure, they donated money to pediatric cancer causes, but she didn’t think that they’d been back to the hospital since her sister had died. Brynn, over the years, had volunteered there fairly regularly, even though it was something she didn’t talk to her parents about.

“How was it?” she asked softly, still in her mom’s arms.

Her mom squeezed her once more before letting her go. “Hard but good. I’m glad that we did it. And I’m glad that you gave us the push that we needed.”

Brynn blushed. Praise from her parents wasn’t uncommon, but this felt different. She felt like she had actually done something that warranted the pride evident in her mom’s tone. “You know me. Always here to bring down the hammer,” she joked at the same time that she wrapped her arm around Hallie’s waist and pulled her close. As much as she wanted to talk more about her parents’ day, right now, she was ready to introduce them to a very important person. “Mom, this is Hallie Thatcher. My girlfriend.”

Just saying the words made her heart swell with happiness. God, she was so lucky.

Brynn barely had the chance to whisper, “She’s a hugger,” before Hallie was pulled into the arms of Margie Fitzpatrick. Besides, calling the full-bodied embrace her mom leveled on Hallie “a hug” wouldn’t have done it justice.

Brynn held her breath, waiting for Hallie to shoot her a pleading look to be saved except… that didn’t happen. In response to her mom’s intense affection, Hallie leaned into the hug with her whole body, allowing herself to be wrapped up and squeezed so tightly that even Brynn could feel it in her own ribs.

“I’m so glad to meet you, Hallie. Brynn’s told us so much about you.”

Finally, Hallie looked over to her, a blush on her cheeks. “All good things I hope,” she said when Brynn’s mom finally saw fit to let her go. Probably because her dad was on his way over now, too.

She didn’t miss the look on her mom’s face, knowing that whatever was coming was going to be loving teasing at her own expense. “I don’t think I’ve heard her gush about anything so much except for when she discovered existentialism as a ten-year-old.”

And god, did Brynn’s whole body go melty when Hallie laughed and said, “I may have gotten that TedTalk from her a couple of times already. So have no fear, it’s still one of her favorites.”

How was this her life? It was unfathomable that the people she cared about most in the world were so casually talking about all the things that had made the younger version of her embarrassed and ashamed, given the delight she took in things most kids hadn’t cared about, much less heard of, in the slightest.

A smile was still plastered on her face when her dad pulled Hallie into an embrace, too. There was no world in which Stan Fitzpatrick was going to miss the chance for a hug. His version of them could, at times, be crushing, but she watched as he wrapped Hallie softly in his giant frame.

“So nice to meet you, Hallie. You must be a very special woman to have captured our daughter’s attention so fully,” he said, stepping back to give Hallie a little breathing room. She was honestly shocked at the level of restraint—for them—that her parents were displaying.

“She captured mine first, so I’m just lucky that the feeling was mutual.”

Brynn knew that Hallie was good with people. She’d seen it play out day after day at the inn, but given her nervousness leading up to this brunch, Brynn hadn’t expected for her to be so… smooth.

Brynn hadn’t been nervous leading up to brunch. She already had relationships with everyone at the table, which always helped make her feel at ease. And she loved to do anything, as long as it was with Hallie. But when they all finally settled in their seats, after her parents and Sydney and Reese had said their hellos, she felt the strangest sensation wash over her.

It wasn’t that she needed today to go well. Even if it didn’t, she was sure about Hallie. More sure than she’d been about anything in her life until now. But still, there was a feeling itching at her that she couldn’t shake as the waiter took their drink orders.

She looked over to meet Hallie’s stare, their hands finding their way to one another under the table. The realization hit her as the warmth from Hallie’s palm spread through her own. It was Hallie who she hoped liked her parents instead of the other way around. They could be overbearing and intense and involved, but she loved them deeply. She hoped Hallie did, too.

The overwhelming need to check in on her girlfriend took root in Brynn’s stomach, but before she had the chance to whisper to her, her dad spoke. “Hallie, how are you liking The Stone’s Throw under Reese’s ownership?”

“What happened to no business talk at social gatherings?” Brynn cut in, looking at her dad. It was a long-standing rule that their family had, and it had been invoked a great deal when she’d been with Grant.

Which, Brynn realized in this moment, probably had far more to do with Grant, specifically, than with her dad preferring not to discuss work at the table.

But Hallie squeezed Brynn’s hand and smiled. “I love it. Honestly, Reese is my favorite owner I’ve worked with at the inn.” Brynn noticed that she didn’t clarify it was her parents who’d previously owned The Stone’s Throw; everyone at the table already knew.

Reese was clearly delighted by the praise, which she leveled right back in Hallie’s direction. “Hallie makes it easy. I would have never survived taking over the inn if I didn’t have her support. It’s not an understatement to say that she runs the place.”

“With an iron fist,” Sydney cut in, bringing her own fist down gently on the table.

Everyone laughed before Reese added, “Spoken like a true lifelong best friend, babe. But really, we’d all be lost without her. I’m going to do everything that I can to keep her at The Stone’s Throw for as long as she wants to be there.”

“The free housing goes a long way,” Hallie teased, which made everyone laugh again.

God, would there ever be a time when she wasn’t completely charmed by everything about Hallie? Brynn hoped not.

The waiter returned with their drinks, and they all placed their orders. Because they had known that being late was a possibility after their late morning activities, Hallie had read the menu out loud to Brynn on the drive to the restaurant. Which was another thing that Brynn loved—knowing what she was getting into in social situations. Hallie was the same, so she’d already had the menu pulled up before Brynn had even asked.

As the meal wore on, she could feel Hallie’s hand soften in her own. The conversation shifted from The Stone’s Throw to the business that Reese and Brynn’s dad did together, to what Sydney had going on in her daily life. Brynn even chimed in with a few stories about the inn, especially when it had to do with Hallie being an absolute boss at her job. Not that Hallie needed a hype woman. Brynn just genuinely loved having the chance to talk about her whenever the opportunity presented itself.

She wasn’t sure that there’d ever been a time when she felt more comfortable in a social situation. After they’d eaten, Brynn felt like she finally had a chance to look at Hallie properly while everyone else was absorbed in a conversation about Reese and Sydney’s wedding planning.

Their eyes met, and Hallie mouthed, “I love you,” before her lips bloomed into a wild smile that lit up Brynn’s entire body. It only reinforced Brynn’s opinion that Hallie feeling any type of dismay about today had been totally unwarranted. Hallie was the most likeable person on the planet.

It was clear from her parents’ subtle, smiling looks at one another that they felt the same way. Now that Brynn had her own person, she understood those looks a lot better. She understood everything a whole lot better now that she’d met Hallie.

Brynn could say, without reservation, that she wanted to spend the rest of her life learning every single thing about Hallie Thatcher.

[image: ]



When they got back from brunch, Hallie returned to working at the front desk, which meant that Brynn had a few hours to finish the project she’d been working on for the last few days.

She was putting the finishing touches on it when Hallie walked through the door in her work uniform, her ponytail shifted to the side in the way that Brynn loved so much. “I really thought that Greg and Candace were going to be going strong after his near-death experience,” she said in exasperation.

Brynn quickly closed her laptop. “What happened?”

She could tell that Hallie was gearing up to launch into the saga, but then she threw her body down on the sofa and snuggled into Brynn’s side. “You know what? It’s not important. Those two will figure it out or they won’t. I have a gorgeous woman here whom I haven’t seen in hours,” she said, leveling a look in Brynn’s direction.

Brynn loved this, too. The sheer domesticity and simplicity of their lives. How one of them would come home from work and immediately throw themselves into the other, their bodies melding together as they did.

Maybe this moment they’d found themselves in wouldn’t be able to last forever, but Brynn wasn’t going to take a single second for granted.

Tragically, though, she had to stand up for the next few minutes. There was no way she wasn’t going to be able to make eye contact with Hallie. She planted a kiss on her temple before sliding off the sofa. Which, to her credit, took a lot of effort. Hallie was quick with the cuddling blanket after a long day. A day that had also been filled with meeting the parents, which Brynn didn’t take for granted.

Hallie showed up for her continuously, and Brynn wanted to do the same. Which was why: “I made you something.”

She loved the slightly confused look Hallie’s face made as one of her eyebrows arched upward. “You made me something?”

As they’d been lying in bed one night, Hallie had used a phrase that had struck Brynn dumb. She’d referred to her feelings as “a pining paradox.” And for having little interest in scholarly pursuits, Hallie had hit the nail on the head. That idea had rattled around in Brynn’s brain for weeks before she’d settled on a place to put her energy.

Because she had spent her life trying to understand the world around her. A world that she’d never really felt like she’d fit within. Until Hallie.

“Did you know that today is the three-month anniversary of me arriving in Stoneport?” Brynn asked. When she’d realized it a few days ago, she hadn’t been able to believe it.

Hallie’s whole body softened against the sofa, the exasperation in her voice that Brynn loved so much clearly evident when she said, “Then why did you make me something? Shouldn’t it be the other way around?”

Instead of answering right away, Brynn picked up her laptop from the coffee table and sat down in its place. Hallie was only about a foot away from her, their knees brushing together. When she had what she needed queued up, she put her computer into presentation mode. “You give me the gift of yourself every single day.”

Hallie rolled her eyes, but Brynn was serious. In three months, her entire life had changed. And it was because of Hallie. From her very first day in Stoneport. She wanted Hallie to understand that. How important she was.

She turned her computer screen around so that it faced Hallie. The hardest part had been memorizing the presentation, but she’d spent the last few hours practicing.

“The Pining Paradox,” Hallie read off the screen. “Brynn, did you make a PowerPoint presentation about our relationship? Because I was there the last time you did one of these, and let me say, it didn’t go well for the other guy.”

Brynn laughed, undeterred. “That was me using my powers for evil. This is me using my powers for good!”

“I would argue exposing Grant as a serial cheater was using your powers for good, too.” Hallie had sat up straighter, clearly curious even as she said, “But you really didn’t have to do this, Brynn. All I want is you.”

“And being with me means that sometimes I’m going to do things like this,” Brynn argued. Hallie was going to be given this presentation even if Brynn had to trail behind her through the house until it was completed.

Hallie needed to know how Brynn saw her. Especially because Brynn knew that it was often not how Hallie saw herself.

She smiled, seeing Hallie relent in real time. “Okay, let’s do this. But I reserve the right to disagree.”

“A thesis defense wouldn’t be complete without the ability to ask questions.” This was Brynn, in her element, and she was sure that her research was sound. Well, at least as sound as anything driven by emotion could be. But what the presentation lacked in facts, it more than made up for with the overwhelming knowledge that Brynn would defend her opinions until her dying breath.

She’d never been this sure of anything in her entire life. And with that in mind, she moved on to the next slide. This part had been the hardest, since she’d had to work with Sydney to covertly get photos of Hallie when she’d been younger. To no one’s surprise, Brynn had been lovingly staring at them since they’d arrived in her inbox.

Luckily, Sydney had made Hallie a birthday collage when she’d turned sixteen, which meant that the hard part of getting young photos of Hallie had already been done.

She’d chosen a photo of Hallie and Sydney on the tennis court at the inn. Another of Hallie swimming in the pool at the inn during a summer when she couldn’t have been more than five or six. Another photo that had meant to be of Mason, but Hallie was in the background, spinning around in circles outside. Brynn had had no qualms about cropping Mason out.

She took a deep breath and cleared her throat. “The Pining Paradox: A Case Study. Prepared by Brynn Fitzpatrick.”

“Babe,” Hallie half-heartedly pleaded, even though they both knew that Brynn wasn’t going to be stopped.

It only made Brynn smile before she launched into her speech. “First, it’s important to contextualize why we’re here today.”

“Sure,” Hallie responded dryly, even as she continued to look at the photos of herself with rapt attention.

“Philosophy is the study of fundamental questions about existence, knowledge, values, reason, mind, and language through critical inquiry and rational argument.”

“Because everything about this is so rational.”

“When considering the context of one’s place in this world, it absolutely is,” Brynn batted back before adding, “But please save all questions and comments for the Q&A period.” She tapped on the screen, holding Hallie’s stare. “We have a lot to get through.”

Hallie laughed and gestured toward Brynn. “My apologies. Please continue.”

“Anyway, as I was saying…” Brynn cleared her throat for effect. “As a philosopher, I’m constantly attempting to detach my own biases from the rigor with which I need to approach inquiry.”

Hallie nodded, though Brynn could tell that she was still fairly confused on whether Brynn had a point.

“And if you’d asked me three months ago, I’d have told you that I was pretty good at the separation. But that was before I met the other subject in our case study today. The two of us together create…” Brynn flipped to the next slide, which said, written in all caps, “The Pining Paradox.”

She watched as Hallie pursed her lips, clearly wanting to say something. Brynn waited, but Hallie finally nodded for her to continue.

Brynn straightened her shoulders. “What is the pining paradox? And how did the two of us find ourselves in this situation? There are eight billion people on the Earth. The statistical improbability that we would find one another is mind-boggling. Is it the sheer luck of geography? Do soulmates actually exist? Will this presentation net out in any semblance of coherency to answer these questions?”

Hallie smiled as Brynn clicked through to the next slide. It was a photo of Brynn and Hallie that they’d taken a few weeks ago. In it, Brynn was behind Hallie, arms wrapped around her in a bear hug. Hallie had taken the photo as Brynn’s head had rested on her shoulder.

“The answer to all of these questions is that I don’t know. And, for the first time in my life, I’m okay with that.” For months, this was what Brynn had been circling around in her mind, trying to understand. Ever since Bridget had died, she’d been obsessed with finding the answers to everything and anything that she could learn about. Hoping, somehow, that it would help her loss, and her own life, make sense.

“I don’t know that it’s possible to be rational and to also be in love. And I’m okay with that, too. Because there are some things that just need to be experienced, and I’m lucky enough to be having that experience right now. And maybe it’s some larger, karmic plan that brought us together, but I don’t know if I believe that. What I do know is that it’s almost impossible that, out of eight billion people, we’d ever meet. And sure, we can talk about age and geographical probabilities, but let’s not get bogged down here.”

That earned another laugh from Hallie, who’d done a very good job of letting the presentation play out until now. “Wouldn’t want to get mucked up in the details.”

Brynn nodded seriously. “Exactly. Because there’s no point. The way that I feel about you defies definition. It’s encompassing and yet never enough. It holds me steady but also makes me feel like I’m flying. It’s both the best and the scariest thing that I’ve ever experienced.”

With that last one, Brynn noticed Hallie’s eyes grow a little glassy.

“It’s a complete paradox. The fact that nothing makes sense is the reason that everything makes sense. Which shouldn’t make sense! Even down to the fact that the more I tried to be okay with just being your friend, the more it made me fall for you. I know that there are great scholars who’ve spent the entirety of their careers trying to understand love. To quantify it and measure it and create boundaries for it to exist within. But I don’t want to do that.”

“You don’t?” Hallie questioned, her eyes shifting back and forth from holding Brynn’s gaze to looking at the screen.

Brynn shook her head. “No. I want to be living it. With you. I want the stabilizing and the confusing and the safe and the exhilarating. I don’t want to pick it apart because, for the first time, I’m too busy enjoying what’s happening.”

She flipped to the next slide, another photo of the two of them together. This time, Hallie was kissing Brynn’s cheek. Reese had taken it last week, when they’d gone axe throwing of all things. “I’ve spent so much time trying to control the outcomes of situations, but suddenly, you were in front of me.”

It was thrilling to watch, in real time, as Hallie started to be swept up in Brynn’s words. She was glad because Brynn was putting her whole heart behind every single one of them. She needed Hallie to understand that.

“I want you to know that, whatever happens, I’m in. And the only reason that I’m not getting caught up in the details is because, for the first time, they’re irrelevant. I’m not trying to make us make sense because it doesn’t matter if we do. What matters is how you make me feel. What matters is that I love you and you love me back. Everything else is something we can figure out together, as we work through it. Because I do love you, Hallie Thatcher. So, so much. And all I want is for you to know that and feel it, too.”

She took a deep breath, her heart hammering in her chest. It didn’t calm when she looked at Hallie, who had a few gentle tears falling down her cheek.

“Please tell me those aren’t bad tears,” Brynn said at the same time that Hallie grabbed her laptop, closing the lid and throwing it to the end of the sofa.

And then she was pulling Brynn toward her, into her lap. “Why are you so insanely perfect, Brynn Fitzpatrick?” Hallie said as she kissed her way across Brynn’s face. Her nose. Her eyelids. Her cheeks. Her chin. Her lips.

“I think I’m just perfect for you,” Brynn answered as she basked in the insistent brushes of Hallie’s mouth, not sure if the question was rhetorical. She would have answered even if she was certain it was because, without a doubt, she knew that to be true.

They’d found one another, and even just having the chance to meet Hallie—let alone to love her!?—defied all of the odds. Especially when Hallie answered between kisses, “And I’m perfect for you.”

Which, for the first time, wasn’t just enough for Brynn. It was everything.


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


EIGHT WEEKS LATER

The warm spray from the shower splattered across Hallie’s skin, warming her from the inside out. Even though it was mid-April, there was still a morning chill in the air.

Which she now had to make peace with, given the very precocious one-year-old dog that she and Brynn had adopted a few weeks ago. Technically, Linguini was Hallie’s dog, but Hallie wasn’t sure that Linguini knew that.

The dog’s doubt was evidenced by the fact that, even though Hallie was showering, Linguini, who’d just been taken outside and then fed, was already back to lounging in bed with Brynn. She’d officially moved over into Hallie’s bedroom, so long ago now that it felt like she’d always been there.

When she’d been visiting Brynn at her new job at the Stoneport Humane Society, she’d watched as a scraggly, pathetic-looking dog had been brought in after being found abandoned on one of the backroads. It had only been March then, and hours had probably made the difference between life and death for Linguini.

Their eyes had met as Linguini had pulled herself up to hoist her front legs over the box, and it had been over. Hallie had walked out with her big-eared baby that day, after she’d been checked out by the on-site veterinarian and given all of her shots.

Linguini had been emaciated and scared, but overall, she had been in fairly good health. And really, what should Hallie have done? Let that little angel spend a lonely night in a kennel when all she really needed was some love?

Had she mentioned how pathetic Linguini had looked?

Maybe it was something about the lost, scared look in Linguini’s eyes that had stirred something in Hallie. The dog didn’t have that look anymore, but Hallie knew what it was like to feel powerless.

And if she’d thought that Brynn would be the voice of reason and tell her that it was a premature decision, she’d been sorely mistaken. Because Brynn had come home from work a few hours later with more food, toys, and dog accessories than Linguini would probably use in an entire year. The dog-sized clothing had arrived days later in the mail.

Clearly, Brynn’s love extended to any creatures that Hallie decided needed to be brought into the fold.

She was rinsing out her shampoo when the shower curtain was pulled to the side. Brynn joined her, like she sometimes did, and Hallie’s body immediately softened against her girlfriend’s warm skin. “Didn’t want to take your extra hour of sleep?”

Hallie was still training Brynn’s replacement, which meant that she needed to be up earlier every day. And sure, she’d miss working so closely with Brynn, but when she’d brought up the idea to Hallie six weeks ago about an opening in fundraising at the humane society, Hallie had immediately been excited for her.

Because there was nothing more that Brynn loved than helping. Children. Animals. Wayward inn managers.

Something about it had just felt so right that Hallie had texted Reese immediately, letting her know that they needed to start looking for another manager. Thankfully, the process had only taken a few weeks. And the humane society was ecstatic to have Brynn, especially since she wasn’t exactly the type of person who was there for a paycheck.

“I missed you,” Brynn finally answered between peppering kisses down Hallie’s neck, which caused Hallie to sigh.

And yeah, Hallie knew the feeling. Another one of the paradoxes. The missing, even sometimes when they were together. The feeling that their love, which had only grown stronger, was so encompassing that it wasn’t possible for her body to hold all of it inside. It would float out, and Hallie would sense that there was more somewhere, even if she was filled to the brim with adoration and awe and all of the emotions on the good side of the feelings wheel.

“You’re going in today?” she asked as Brynn picked up the body wash and squeezed some in her hands. She started to lather Hallie’s back, rubbing in light circles.

“I was thinking that I could take Linguini if you’re okay with it. She can hang out with me in my office. And I can come home early, so we’ll both be here when you’re done with work.” Brynn worked from home some days, in the second bedroom that they’d converted into an office, but for the most part, she liked to go to the facility. Probably because she got to hang out with dogs instead of people.

Hallie turned her head so that she could look Brynn in the eye. “Do you think that will be traumatic for her? What if she thinks she’s getting sent back there?”

Brynn laughed and wrapped her soapy hands around Hallie’s torso, their bodies sliding together. “I think she’s a smart girl, but if you don’t like the idea, we don’t have to. I know that we’re all still adjusting.”

Which, in some ways, was technically true. But Linguini had already embedded herself into their life so seamlessly that, just like Brynn, it was like Hallie had always been meant to find her.

Hallie sighed. “No, it’s a really good idea. I don’t want to let my fear hold Linguini back from living life to the fullest.”

“The socialization will probably be good for her,” Brynn fairly pointed out.

Hallie side-eyed the love of her life. “She socializes with us.”

That only made her squeeze Hallie more tightly, and their bodies jostled when Brynn laughed. “You’re right. That’s absolutely my mistake.”

“Linguini fits in with our family. She loves to snuggle. She’s nervous around strangers. And she thinks that sweaters are the best clothing in the world.”

She was expecting Brynn to laugh. Instead— “Our family?” Brynn repeated, her voice full.

“Well, yeah,” Hallie stated without reservation. “You, me, and Linguini. We’re a family.” It was something that she’d voiced in her head frequently, but she hadn’t realized till now that she hadn’t said it out loud.

“I like that.” The breathy, pleased tone in Brynn’s voice made Hallie’s stomach swoop low at the same time that Brynn’s hands started to find their focus, trailing their fingertips back and forth across Hallie’s abdomen, below her belly button.

The wanting, even after months, hadn’t abated. If anything, it was growing stronger. Every day they spent together. Every new memory that they created. Hallie was falling deeper and deeper.

“Fuck,” she breathed out as Brynn’s fingers slid down to her entrance. Her other hand started to pluck at Hallie’s nipple, rolling the hard bud around.

“I love you, and I love our life.” Hallie would have believed her, anyway, but she really felt those words in this moment as Brynn’s fingers found her already wet entrance. Like, embarrassingly wet. She slid two fingers inside, coating them before pulling them out and focusing her attention on Hallie’s clit.

Hallie was powerless to do anything except brace her hands against the wall and spread her legs open wider, just to make sure that Brynn had all the access that she needed. There was nothing that she loved more than being owned by Brynn in this way, except for giving the same back in return.

She felt the press of Brynn’s chest against her back, the way that Brynn’s arm bracketed their bodies so that they were moving as one. And fuck, did being able to feel Brynn’s hard nipples against her skin and to grind her ass against Brynn’s pussy ratchet up the desire that was already careening through Hallie. Brynn and her exponential learning curve had learned how to play Hallie like a fiddle, and she was already feeling an orgasm building as Brynn massaged her clit in a focused, precise circle.

Brynn started to grind her hips into Hallie harder, her fingers picking up an aggressive pace. “Hold yourself against the wall,” Brynn commanded.

Hallie would never get tired of hearing Brynn say things like that. Of how she was so open in putting her need for Hallie on display. The way she vocalized exactly what she wanted to do to Hallie, all without reservation.

She licked warm drops of water off her lips, even though they did nothing to quench the fire burning through her. God, she wanted this. “Baby, yes. Fuck me.”

Brynn rutted against her, and Hallie wondered if she was getting relief. She hoped to god that she was, and she wondered how she was surviving this moment if not. Because Hallie felt like she was about to come apart at the seams as they stood in the steamy shower, hot and wet and with Hallie wondering whether her legs would give out before she finally came.

She couldn’t stand it, the idea that Brynn wasn’t going to come with her. That Hallie could be touching her, too. She pulled one of her hands off the wall and reached behind her, trying to nestle her hand between their bodies. It was no small feat with the way Brynn was grinding against her.

She found the right angle, and her hand slid across Brynn’s pussy, which was already soaked. They both groaned as she quickly found her clit.

But it wasn’t enough. It wasn’t⁠—

Always on the same page, it was Brynn who turned Hallie around before pushing her back against the wall. And then they were face-to-face, their hands quickly moving against each other’s flesh. Brynn found Hallie’s clit a split second before she was able to touch Brynn. This time, she slid two fingers inside of Hallie, using her palm to work her clit. It was less precise than before, but the feeling of Brynn inside her made Hallie’s thighs shake with need.

And when Brynn’s leg slid between hers for more traction, Hallie’s head thumped back against the wall, impossible to hold up.

“Yes,” she moaned as Brynn started to fuck her harder. And she did the same. At least, as much as her body could manage given how Brynn was driving her into oblivion over and over and over again.

“You’re mine,” Brynn said, her fingers unrelenting. She’d fill Hallie and then pull out quickly, only to thrust in again even deeper.

Hallie was delirious from it all. The heat and Brynn’s words and her touch and every single fucking thing happening right now.

Through it all, she kept focusing on Brynn’s clit. Rubbing harder circles whenever Brynn thrust into her again, their bodies closer together. It seemed to be having the right effect, as Brynn’s pumps grew messier.

She bit down on Hallie’s shoulder, and the dam broke, Hallie exploding from the inside as pleasure rocketed through her. She didn’t stop fucking Brynn either. Her own desire couldn’t allow it. She needed Brynn to come. She needed to make her delirious with the same pleasure that threatened to engulf Hallie.

“Baby,” she said, coaxing Brynn to meet her gaze. “Are you this wet for me? Because you love fucking me so much? Because there’s no one who makes me feel as good as you do?”

And like they were the magic words, Brynn’s whole body started to shake. She pressed herself hard against Hallie, grinding her hips into Hallie’s hand.

“Hallie, Hallie, Hallie…” Brynn chanted her name like it was a prayer, in tandem with the push of her hips. She was still biting against Hallie’s shoulder, marking her.

And Hallie loved it. She would have fucked Brynn until the water ran cold. Until neither of them could hold themselves up. Until the blooms of color on Hallie’s shoulders turned black and blue.

All that she wanted was Brynn, all the time.

Brynn’s movements finally slowed, and she shifted her head from the crook of Hallie’s shoulder, their foreheads meeting. “I will never get over how good you make me feel,” she said, mesmerized.

Hallie’s response came easily, as she started to rub gentling circles against Brynn’s back. “Good. Because I plan to keep it up for the rest of our lives.”


EPILOGUE


SIX MONTHS LATER

“Remind me again why I thought this was a good idea?” Hallie was standing near the window at the check-in counter, peering through the glass to the back patio. Which, for the day, was decked out with a white tent strung with lights that were just starting to glimmer in the setting sun.

The fall weather couldn’t have been more perfect, and with the photos done, Brynn had misplaced her shawl somewhere nearby. It was crisp but not too cold, and the interior of the tent, where she’d come from to search for Hallie, was adorned with heaters that would keep everyone warm as night descended.

When the guests came inside after the ceremony for a cocktail hour in the lobby, the tent would again be transformed with tables and a dance floor. Brynn wasn’t exactly sure when the whole affair would be over, but she knew that her dad wasn’t going to be leaving until they shepherded him up to his room, probably while the rental company broke down the tables around him. He was also the reason that every chair had a pack of tissues already waiting for the guest when they sat down. Another one of Hallie’s great ideas.

Brynn was trying her best to focus on what her girlfriend was saying, especially because of the frantic lilt in her voice when she craned her neck toward the window and said, “I think the wind is picking up. Do you think the wind is picking up?”

“I promise the wind is not picking up,” Brynn coaxed. She’d been checking the weather on her phone every thirty minutes to make sure that she could allay Hallie’s fears with honesty. Even if those fears were completely unfounded. There was no stone that Hallie had left unturned. No list that hadn’t been checked and double-checked and then triple-checked, just for good measure. And on the off chance that the weather was less than ideal, Hallie already had contingency plans for that, too.

In spite of her best efforts, Brynn was having a hard time focusing. Because even though they’d been preparing for Sydney and Reese’s wedding for months now, what Brynn wasn’t prepared for was seeing Hallie in her burgundy dress, with her hair swept up and to the side, one of her shoulders exposed.

And still, coming up on a year of knowing Hallie, there was the feeling that all of the air had been stolen from her lungs. If anything, the feeling had only grown stronger with time.

Hallie gave her an imploring look. Right. Brynn grabbed her hand and pulled their bodies close. She wrapped her arms around Hallie, careful not to wrinkle her dress. It could suffer creases later, when they were alone and all of Hallie’s unfounded fears were put to rest. “You have been planning this for months. Everything is done. Setup went perfectly. The caterers are on schedule. All the guests have arrived. Sydney and Reese are both ready and have had no major wardrobe malfunctions.”

She earned a small smile from Hallie for that one. Not thirty minutes ago, they’d caught the brides-to-be in their room turned bridal suite in a less-than-delicate position. Luckily, no dresses were harmed then either.

In less than five minutes, the bridal parties were due out in the lobby, where they’d all make the walk down the long hallway that led to the patio. Once that happened, the forty guests already seated would experience the first wedding that The Stone’s Throw Inn had ever hosted.

It was a big deal. For Sydney and Reese, obviously. But also for Hallie.

Brynn lifted her hand and ran her fingertips soothingly along Hallie’s cheek, her own shoulders relaxing when Hallie sighed. “You have done so much, my love. For Sydney. For Reese. For The Stone’s Throw.” And for me, she added silently, but this moment wasn’t about them.

What Hallie had managed to accomplish in the last few months was nothing short of incredible. Tonight, the inn was positively transformed. And it had all come together because of Hallie’s vision and attention to every painstaking detail.

When Sydney and Reese had expressed a desire to get married at The Stone’s Throw, Brynn had been elated. Hallie, conversely, had looked like she was going to keel over. But in the last six months, Brynn had seen her bloom into someone who, while still not overwhelmingly excited at the prospect of change, tackled planning Sydney and Reese’s wedding with an intensity and verve that Brynn had never seen in her before. Except maybe when it came to the way that Hallie loved her.

“You’ve taken The Stone’s Throw and made it something really special,” she said, meeting Hallie’s wild eyes. “And regardless of whether a plate gets broken or a bulb on a string of lights is burnt out, this wedding is going to be perfect because of all the love and care that you’ve put into it.”

“I do want it to be perfect,” Hallie whispered into the space between them, her vulnerability on full display.

Brynn had never understood the meaning of “holding space” until she’d met Hallie. The idea that all she wanted was to be there for her in the good and the bad, to anchor her amid the chaos of life.

But here she was, eleven months into learning that Hallie existed in the world, and everything was different. Brynn woke up every single day now, finally feeling like she understood her place. Had found her person.

With that awareness rushing through her, she leaned forward and kissed Hallie softly. She connected their foreheads, enjoying the feeling of sharing the same air. “This is going to be the first of many incredible events here. The vendors love working with you. The guests are obsessed with you. And the inn is the perfect space because you’ve made it that way.”

Which was no surprise to Brynn. Everyone in the world should be obsessed with Hallie, as far as she was concerned.

Reese and Sydney’s wedding was the flagship event to kick off what Hallie had billed as an intimate, all-inclusive experience for guests to celebrate important occasions in their lives. The inn already had full buyouts this coming winter, which was usually their least busy time of year, for a fortieth wedding anniversary, a fiftieth birthday party, and three more weddings. More calls were coming in weekly.

Brynn couldn’t possibly be prouder of what Hallie had accomplished. And even if her girlfriend was unsteady at this moment, she hadn’t shown it in the hours leading up to the ceremony. Anyone who’d watched Hallie flit from the brides to the vendors to the guests, looking so in her element that this could have been the hundredth event that they’d hosted, would believe that Hallie was a seasoned professional.

Hallie’s eyes went wide. “Linguini!”

“Is in our apartment, already decked out in her matching burgundy bowtie,” Brynn assured her before reaching into a hidden pocket in her dress and running her fingers along two gold bands. “And I have the rings.”

“So there’s…” She could see Hallie’s mind running through the miles-long list of everything that went into making tonight happen.

“Nothing else for you to do except be an incredible maid of honor.” Brynn could picture it so clearly, how beautiful Hallie would look walking down the aisle in her dress, holding a white and burgundy bouquet that was already waiting in a tray off to the side of the lobby.

“I will try my very best,” Hallie said earnestly, and Brynn felt the butterflies flutter in her stomach.

She’d been able to picture a lot of things lately. Namely, the future that she wanted to solidify with Hallie. Because there was no one in this world that made Brynn see the possibilities in life more than Hallie. Even if that life was a simple one, with shelter dogs and event planning and cozy nights in with Linguini and more love every single day than she felt like a lot of people experienced in a lifetime.

“I love you,” Brynn said as the sound of the wedding party heading toward the lobby grew louder. These were their last few seconds together before the night kicked into high gear. She loved these quiet moments with Hallie more than anything.

“And I love you,” Hallie responded easily, her dimple now on full display, even though Brynn knew there were still a million things on her mind. But Brynn also knew that none of them would ever eclipse Hallie making her feel seen.

Recently, they’d started talking, together, about what their own future would look like. Marriage, definitely, which had made Brynn’s heart swell up and feel like it was going to beat out of her chest, imagining the idea of Hallie being her wife. Of being Hallie’s wife.

She wanted it. So much. And for the first time, it wasn’t because it was what she felt she was expected to do.

No, Brynn wanted it because, whenever she looked at Hallie, the way that she was doing now, she felt so overwhelmed with the depth of her feelings that it made it a little hard to focus on anything else. Hallie, with her love and kindness and strength, had opened up Brynn’s whole world. And at the same time, she was Brynn’s whole world.

Really, it was a paradox for the ages. And Brynn wanted to spend the rest of her life trying to figure it out.

THE END
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