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Chapter 1
TICK, TOCK.
The noise of that goddamn clock grated on Carolina’s nerves as she sat in an uneasy silence in the office of one Dr. Jada Campbell, watching the minutes tick by behind Jada’s head.
Was it supposed to be comforting? Encourage Jada’s clients to want to spill their guts?
All it ever served was to make Carolina want to stick her fingers in her ears. Which, considering the ridiculous amount she was paying her therapist for her time and discretion, would be a waste for them both.
The room was warm, the heating cranked up to ward off the icy chill of the November Manhattan air outside. Carolina tugged at the collar of her pressed white shirt, which suddenly felt suffocating. She was glad she’d discarded her blue pinstripe blazer before settling into Jada’s comfortable armchair.
“Was there something in particular you wanted to discuss today, Carolina?” Jada was the first to break the barrier. Her voice carried the hint of a Jamaican accent, though she’d been raised in Brooklyn. “We’ve been sitting here for,” Jada glanced at her watch, “ten minutes so far, and you haven’t said a word. Is it your mother? Are you regretting your decision to not go to her funeral?”
Carolina curled her lips into a sneer. “No.” Call her cold-hearted, but hearing the news her mother had passed away—twenty-four years after tossing Carolina out of her house with a warning never to darken her door again—hadn’t filled Carolina with the desire to hop on a plane and fly across the Atlantic. She’d only gone to her father’s funeral at the tender age of seventeen because her mother had dragged her there. Safe to say she’d never had a good relationship with either of them. “Though I suppose it is related.” With a sigh, Carolina pulled out her phone and set it on the low coffee table between herself and Jada, the screen open on an e-mail from her oldest sister.
Since receiving it two days ago, Carolina had read it so many times she could recite the damn thing word for word.
Carolina. I understand why you didn’t come to the funeral. If I were in your position, I probably would have done the same. But now she’s gone…I was hoping we could make amends. Do you remember the Christmases we used to spend in Sintra when we were younger? The whole family, all together for a few weeks of the year. Clara and I are planning to start the tradition again, now Mother is gone, and we thought it would be a good opportunity for us to re-connect. We’ll be there with our families from December 6th for four weeks. There won’t be many of us—just Clara and Chris, me and David, and our daughter, Alice. I’m not sure if you remember her. She was just a baby the last time we saw one another. Plus an old family friend. I hope you might be able to bring yourself to come along, too, if only for a little while. It would be good to see you. Please let me know what you decide to do. Mariana.
“Ah.”
Was that all Jada had to say? She’d been treating Carolina for five years, knew all of her miserable history with her family, and ah was all she got?
“So.” Jada pushed the phone back before tilting her head to one side, green eyes settling on Carolina’s face, her Montblanc pen poised above her notepad. “Have you decided?”
“I’m not going.” While Mariana was right—Carolina had spent countless hours in her parents’ house in Sintra, and some of the memories were fond—she hadn’t seen her sisters since she was twenty-two years old. Neither of them had been brave enough to openly defy their mother and keep in contact with their ousted sister.
Carolina didn’t need her family—and they sure as hell hadn’t been shy about the fact they didn’t care about her, considering twenty-four years had passed since they last spoke.
The purse of Jada’s lips told Carolina she disagreed with that decision.
“So why are you here?” Jada said. “If your mind is set, and you are sure in your decision, why bring it up at all?”
Carolina clenched her jaw, fingers digging into the arms of the plush leather armchair she sat in. Her black nail polish stood out sharply against the light gray material.
“Or is the issue that you’re not so sure you’re making the right choice?”
Tilting her head back, Carolina stared at the brilliantly white ceiling. Jada was one of the best of the business—it was why she commanded such a large fee—but to be read so easily, when Carolina prided herself on being a closed book, still stung sometimes.
“Is the issue that, despite all of the bad history between you and your sisters, a part of you misses them? Longs for some sort of familial connection?”
Carolina lifted her head to shoot Jada a poisonous glare. “I do not long for anything.”
Realizing her mistake, Jada extended her palms toward Carolina. “You’re grappling with the decision, though. You wouldn’t be here if you weren’t. Do you want me to talk you into it? Give you confirmation that not going is the right choice?”
“You’re not going to do either.” Carolina had spent enough hours sitting in this chair being observed by Jada to know that. “Why am I debating it? Why does a part of me want to go? We haven’t spoken in years, I should want nothing to do with them.”
“What they—and your parents—did to you is unforgivable. And you are well within your rights to never forgive them, or hear them out, or subject yourself to their presence. But…”
When Jada trailed off, Carolina met her gaze.
“You are also well within your rights to do all of those things. To try and mend the bridges that have been burned. All three of you are bonded by the trauma of your childhoods; perhaps this is an opportunity for you, now that both your parents are gone. They don’t have any power over you anymore.”
“But it won’t change anything. Won’t erase anything.” Wouldn’t take away any of the things that had led to her needing a therapist in the first place. “Not to mention the logistics of it all. The time difference, the meetings I’d have to re-schedule.” Running a tech conglomerate wasn’t without its challenges. “Plus leaving Andie to hold the fort on such short notice.”
Not that Andie would care in the slightest. She’d probably relish the challenge; Carolina had chosen her right hand precisely because she and Andie were so similar.
Jada acknowledged her with a titled head and a kind smile. “While that’s all true, those are minor inconveniences that are easily solved. And as for it not changing anything—you’re right. It won’t. But it could be healing. It sounds like your sister wants to try, and the fact you’re here suggests to me that, deep down, you want to try as well.”
* * *
“Well, I have a girlfriend, too.”
Kenzie glanced up from her book to frown at her roommate sitting on the couch beside her with her phone pressed to her ear. She knew for a fact Alice did not have anything of the sort.
Kenzie would be the first person she would tell if she did.
Alice told her everything.
Often more than she ever wanted to know.
Kenzie had tuned out of the conversation some time ago; Alice could spend hours talking to her mother some days. But at Alice’s words, Kenzie listened more intently.
“I do.” Alice’s voice turned defensive, as it always tended to when she spoke to her mother. She wound a tendril of long blonde hair, dyed a shade or two lighter than Kenzie’s, around her index finger—a telltale sign she was anxious. “I haven’t told you because it’s new. But maybe the family reunion would be a good time for you to get to know her.”
What the hell was Alice doing? She didn’t have a girlfriend. Certainly not one she could drag along on her upcoming family vacation. Which was a month long.
Kenzie shuddered, unable to think of anything worse than spending four weeks stuck in the same house as Alice’s parents and her extended family. Even if it was in her family’s house in the rolling Portuguese hills. The one and only time Kenzie had met Alice’s intimidating mother, Mariana Costa, she’d been regarded with open disdain.
Alice herself didn’t want to go; she’d been guilted into it by her mother, and had been whining to Kenzie about how much she wished she could stay with her in New York.
When Alice’s gaze settled on Kenzie, she recognized the look in those emerald eyes.
It spelled trouble with a capital T.
With a sinking feeling in her stomach, Kenzie realized what Alice was about to say as her mouth opened.
“You remember my roommate, Kenzie?”
 “Don’t you dare. Alice, I swear to—”
Alice ignored her warning. “Like I said, it’s new, but we’re happy together.”
Lunging across the couch, Kenzie flung her book down and attempted to grab Alice’s phone.
She easily batted Kenzie’s hands away.
“I’ll be happy when I kick your ass,” Kenzie hissed.
Alice scrambled upright and backed away towards her bedroom door.
Racing after her, Kenzie’s socked feet skidded on the hardwood floor and she nearly crashed into their tiny dining table, catching herself with a hand on one of the chairs.
“So, she can come?” Alice’s lips curved into a smile. “Excellent. Thank you, mother.” Hanging up the phone, she pocketed it and turned to Kenzie with a sheepish expression.
“What the hell, Alice?”
“I panicked!”
“Well, un-panic!” Kenzie gestured toward Alice’s pocket. “Call her back and tell her it was a joke.”
“I can’t do that. You know how badly she took me coming out as bisexual.”
“Exactly! So you shouldn’t lie to her and tell her you have a girlfriend when you very much do not!” Frustration bubbled through Kenzie as she followed Alice back to the couch; the green leather creaked as they sat. Kenzie wished she could say it was the first time Alice had tried to drag her into a wild scheme. “Why did you lie, anyway?” Kenzie should’ve listened to the beginning of the conversation, but she’d been too into her book. She couldn’t imagine what could have possessed Alice to do something like this.
Alice bit her lip. “So…do you remember Jonathan?”
With a frown, Kenzie searched her memory. In the eight years they had been friends, they’d met a lot of people. Thanks to Alice, for the most part—she was much more of a social butterfly.
But the name did ring a bell… “Jonathan as in your high school sweetheart?” When Alice and Kenzie had met in Alice’s first month at NYU—Kenzie had been a junior at the time—Alice had still been heartbroken. “What the hell does he have to do with anything?”
“He’s coming. To Portugal. Our families have always been close. And his mum died a few months ago. Apparently his dad isn’t coping well, so they’ve invited Jonathan to spend the holidays with us to try and take his mind off it, and give his dad some time to grieve alone.” Alice sighed. “And he’s bringing his new girlfriend.”
“So? How does that result in you needing a fake girlfriend?”
“I can’t turn up sad and single. I’m twenty-six! What will he think?”
“What’s so bad about being single at twenty-six? I’m two years older than you—what does that make me, a spinster?” Kenzie ducked when Alice tried to sock her in the face with one of the couch cushions.
“Be serious!”
Kenzie wrestled the cushion out of Alice’s hands. “I am! Why do you care what he thinks, anyway? Don’t tell me you’re still not over him.”
Outrage crossed Alice’s face. “It’s been years, of course I’m over him.”
“Doesn’t look like it.”
“I don’t want to face him alone.” Alice drew her knees to her chest, her bottom lip jutting out. “Or my aunts. You know I’m dreading this.”
“So why on earth would I want to join you?!”
With a groan, Alice buried her face in her knees. “Look, I know I’m not exactly selling this, but please, Kenz? We can make it fun. And it’ll be so much more bearable with you there.”
Kenzie couldn’t think of anything less fun. “I can’t. I have a thesis to write.”
“You could write it in Portugal,” Alice said, far too reasonably. “You’ve finished your lab work, right? What does it matter if you’re here or in Portugal?”
“I don’t know what my advisor would say about that.”
“He’d think it was a great idea, I bet. Doesn’t he think you work too hard?”
Alice was right. He would encourage her to “see if she could find inspiration writing somewhere new”. It was the kind of philosophy that drove her crazy about him.
“Regardless, I can’t afford a month in Portugal.”
“My parents will cover most of it. And I can handle everything else. I’m getting my bonus soon.”
Kenzie sighed. While her doctoral program was fully funded, her wages were nothing compared to what Alice received as a junior lawyer, following in her parents’ footsteps.
“How have you managed to score a month off, anyway?”
Alice shrugged, expression turning sheepish. “Nepotism? My boss couldn’t exactly say no when two of the partners of Costa, Costa and Endrick requested my presence. I just have to keep on-top of my cases. But come on, Kenz. We’ll have a blast, I promise. We can escape the dreary December weather and soak up some winter sun. It’s beautiful there. You’d love it.”
Kenzie did love traveling and exploring new places, though her chances to do so had been few and far between.
Goddammit, how was her resolve cracking?
“I have met your parents before, Alice. They’re terrifying. I can only imagine that the rest of your family is the same.”
“They’re not so bad. And there won’t even be that many of them! Just my parents, and my Aunt Clara and Uncle Chris. And my Aunt Carolina…but I don’t even know her. She’s been estranged from my mum and Aunt Clara for years. I bet they’ll leave us alone for the most part.”
Kenzie shook her head. She didn’t want to go anyway, but add in awkward family drama? It sounded like hell. “Or they’ll be all over us because they disapprove. They’ll probably accuse me of turning you bisexual! Your evil lesbian roommate, turning you over to the dark side.”
Alice snorted. “Don’t be so dramatic.”
“It wouldn’t surprise me!”
“It’ll be fine.” Alice slung an arm around Kenzie’s shoulders and squeezed. “Besides, think about it—this is a good opportunity to show them all how healthy and happy a same-sex relationship can be.”
“Except it’s a lie.” Kenzie shook her head. “No. No way. This isn’t happening.”
“Please, Kenzie? I’ll do anything. Anything you want. And won’t it be nice to have some company for the holidays?”
Huffing, Kenzie leaned away and folded her arms. “Are you really pulling the sad orphan card?”
“I don’t like thinking of you being here all alone for a month at the happiest time of the year.”
“Funny. I don’t recall it bothering you the last few years we’ve lived together when you’ve spent them back in London.”
“We don’t have to spend that much time with my family. I promise it’ll be great.”
Kenzie thought about it. Without Alice around, the apartment did start to feel lonely as Christmas crept closer. She enjoyed having the place to herself at first, but walking to campus past all the brightly decorated houses and the families playing in the snow often left her with a pang in her chest.
It had been six years since she’d said goodbye to her mom, and the ache was still hard to bear.
And while Alice’s parents would be last on her list of people who would make the holidays feel warm and homely again, Alice was high on it.
Kenzie had always wanted to travel more. And an all-expenses paid trip to Portugal was a once in a lifetime opportunity. It would be stupid for her to let it pass by, right?
Kenzie sighed. “All right, fine. But you owe me. Big time.”
With a squeal, Alice threw her arms around Kenzie’s neck. “Thank you, thank you, thank you. Kenzie James, you are the best fake girlfriend a girl could ask for.”
“Yeah, yeah. You just have to promise you won’t fall in love with me,” Kenzie said, the words muffled, her mouth pressed against Alice’s shoulder. “I’ve seen how those movies end.”
Alice laughed. “Please. You aren’t my type.”
“Rude! You’re not my type, either.”
“I know, I’m much too young for you.” Alice stuck out her tongue. “How much older was your last girlfriend again?”
“Ten years.” It had been almost a year since she’d broken things off with Louisa. Time she started to dip her toe back into the dating pool. A fake relationship hadn’t exactly been what she had in mind. “I’ve never dated anyone younger.”
“Well, you have now.” Alice shifted to curl into Kenzie’s side, grinning. “You have a twenty-six-year-old new squeeze. This is going to be fun.”
Kenzie wasn’t sure she agreed.
* * *
Carolina tossed her glasses on her desk and rubbed her eyes, suppressing a long groan.
It was 7 p.m., and her day showed no sign of ending soon.
She supposed this was what happened when people claimed someone was married to their job. Not that she could begrudge anyone saying so; it was the only constant in her life.
Unlike lovers, her career could never leave her.
And being the CEO of a multi-million dollar tech company, she had no intention of ever giving it up.
Her office door opened, and Andie swaggered inside with far too much pep for the time of night.
“Why the long face?” She flopped into the chair on the opposite side of Carolina’s desk. Andie ran a hand through her black bob, which framed cheekbones sharp enough to rival Carolina’s—though Andie’s Mexican heritage meant they weren’t as pale. “It can’t be the latest financial report. Our profit margins are even higher than we predicted.”
Carolina lifted a shoulder in a shrug. “They could always be better.”
“Anyone else would be over the moon.”
“Yes, well. I’m not anyone else, am I?”
Andie inclined her head. “No, and I wouldn’t have you any other way. So, what’s wrong? Not looking forward to your vacation?”
With a grimace, Carolina stood and padded over to the bar in the corner of her office. She poured two glasses of whiskey and allowed herself a moment to bask in the view of downtown Manhattan out of the window. “You know I’m not.”
“I don’t know. A few weeks in Portugal sounds idyllic.” Andie accepted her glass and eyed her warily.
Carolina knew Andie couldn’t understand why she was going, given her obvious reticence. Sometimes, she wondered herself. Self-doubt wasn’t an emotion Carolina was used to dealing with, but she’d been doubting her decision since telling Mariana she would join her and Clara in Sintra.
“The logistics alone are a nightmare.” The whiskey burned the back of Carolina’s throat as she took a long sip and sat back behind her desk. “Are you sure you’ll be all right without me?”
Andie waved a hand. “Oh, please. Don’t worry about me. You know I relish a challenge.”
One thing Carolina didn’t doubt was Andie’s capabilities. As fiercely independent as Carolina was, it hadn’t taken her long to realize she couldn’t run a tech conglomerate without the support of people she trusted.
Which were few and far between.
But Andie had impressed Carolina from the moment they’d first met, starting life as her assistant, and persevering where so many others had failed. Within ten years, Andie had gone from fetching Carolina’s coffees to being her right hand.
“Are you trying to talk yourself out of going?” Andie raised an eyebrow. “Because you do know you don’t have to, right?”
“I’m well aware, thank you.”
The cool tone of her voice was enough to make Andie back off with an apologetic duck of her head.
Yes, Carolina didn’t have to go. She didn’t have to listen to Mariana’s apologies, didn’t have to hear her out, didn’t have to see if broken things could be put back together again.
But…why now? Was it really the fact that the shadow of their mother no longer hung over them? Did Mariana want to assuage some of her guilt, or did she genuinely want to try and repair their relationship?
Carolina couldn’t cope with the uncertainty of it all. And crossing the Atlantic would be worth it if she could get some answers.
“Besides, my long face, as you so call it, has nothing to do with my family. It’s the acquisition.”
“Ah.” Finished with her whiskey, Andie set her glass on the surface of Carolina’s mahogany desk. “What now?”
Carolina rubbed the bridge of her nose. “After weeks of negotiations, and now our lawyers have completed their due diligence checks and given the deal the go ahead, their weasel of a CEO is stalling and refusing to sign the contracts. I suspect he thinks if he waits long enough, we’ll offer them more money.”
“Clearly, he doesn’t know who he’s messing with. You’re more likely to pull the plug.”
“Mm.” Carolina hadn’t gotten to her position by being soft. Ruthlessness had been instilled in her by her father—one of the few traits of his she’d been happy to inherit. Without it, she wouldn’t have climbed to the dizzying heights she’d managed to reach, armed with nothing but sheer grit and determination after being abandoned by her family. “Except I want this deal to go through. If only so I can see the look on his face when I remove him from his position.”
Chuckling, Andie clasped her hands together. “That’s the spirit. Though I still don’t understand why you’re so invested in this one. A dating app, really?”
“Match.com has a revenue of billions.” In the reflection from her monitor screen, Carolina could see a gleam in her eye—the sign of a deal close to completion, and banking a few more million dollars. “Tinder has similar. In the right set of hands, this deal could quadruple its worth in two years.”
“Yeah, yeah, I read the proposals. It just doesn’t seem very you.” Andie wiggled her eyebrows. “Planning on joining it yourself?”
Carolina scoffed. “Please. You know I don’t date.”
“I know you’re allergic to it,” Andie said. “That’s partly why I was so surprised when this acquisition crossed my desk.”
“Just because I don’t partake in it, doesn’t mean I don’t see the value. People are desperate for love. We can use that.”
A wry smile crossed Andie’s lips. “There’s the Carolina I know.”
 



Chapter 2
AS ALICE PULLED THEIR RENTAL car to a stop outside of her family’s home in Sintra, Kenzie gazed at the building with wide eyes. “Holy shit.”
Towering above them, the bricks an orange-brown and the windows outlined in dazzling white frames, it stretched out left and right, surrounded by green gardens. She’d known Alice’s family was rich, and that this house had been in her family for generations, but knowing that and being slapped in the face with it were two entirely different things.
The place looked like it had honest to God wings.
“This isn’t a house. It’s a goddamn palace.”
“Technically, it’s a Château,” Alice said, grinning when Kenzie glared at her.
“I should not be here.” Ever since agreeing to Alice’s ridiculous plan, Kenzie had been trying hard not to think about what they intended to do. But sitting in the passenger seat, watching the front door open to reveal Mariana Costa, Alice’s incredibly imposing mother, panic clawed at Kenzie’s throat.
“It’ll be fine. I promise.” Alice’s voice sounded so sure. “Besides, we’re already here now. And I’m not taking you back to the airport. Seeing as you can’t drive, I guess that means you’re stuck here.”
“I hate you.”
Alice patted her back, knowing she didn’t mean it. “I know. Come on.”
Kenzie stepped out of the car, heels of her worn Doc Martens crunching on the gravel drive. At least the temperature was hotter here than New York, the sun warming Kenzie’s cheeks. The air smelled of freshly cut grass, and birds chirped nearby. Overall, it should have offered serenity, but she couldn’t quell her rising fear. “Please tell me you don’t have servants.”
“…Does a chef and cleaners count?”
Kenzie wanted to die.
“Give it a chance, Kenz,” Alice said, opening the trunk and hauling out their bags.
One belonged to Kenzie; the other four were Alice’s. She’d never been able to travel light.
“It’ll be okay.” Alice’s fingers curled over Kenzie’s shoulder and squeezed. “Honest.”
As she followed Alice toward the front door, helping to carry some of her bags in the hope it might endear her to Mariana, Kenzie wasn’t so sure.
“Alice.” Mariana swept Alice into a stiff hug the second she was close enough. “It’s good to see you.”
“You, too.” Alice stepped back and nudged Kenzie forward. “You remember Kenzie.”
“I do.” Mariana’s eyes—a steely gray—seemed to stare straight into Kenzie’s soul. God help the first woman Alice brought here who was actually her girlfriend. Kenzie was glad she didn’t have to win Mariana’s approval for real. Standing at five foot eight, the woman towered over Kenzie. “Welcome to our family home.”
“Thank you for having me,” she said, tongue feeling leaden. “I really appreciate you letting me join you for the holidays.”
“Yes, well.” Mariana pursed her lips. “Alice didn’t give us much choice in the matter.”
Ouch.
Mariana turned and strode inside the house, leaving Kenzie and Alice scrambling after her.
Inside the entrance hall, another woman stood. Kenzie had had enough of a run-down of Alice’s family members on the seven-hour flight to know that she was Clara, one of her aunts. She and Mariana shared more than their eye color and dark hair—both had an aura of standoffishness that made Kenzie want to inch her way back toward the car.
Kenzie hovered awkwardly one step inside the house as Clara and Alice exchanged a hug and tried to force a genuine smile as she was introduced. Clara, at least, didn’t try to stare her down.
“Your father and Uncle Chris won’t be here for another two weeks,” Mariana said. “Someone has to hold the fort at the law firm while Clara and I are away. And… your Aunt Carolina will be here sometime later this week.”
Mariana’s English accent would take some getting used to. It was one of those posh Southern ones—not Cockney, despite Kenzie knowing they were from London. Alice’s had faded the longer she’d spent in the States, and aside from the occasional British English—she never could get Alice to call it soccer—sometimes Kenzie forgot she wasn’t American.
“Can you call her my aunt when I’ve never even met her?” Alice tilted her head to one side. “Why is she even coming, anyway? You’ve barely mentioned her for years. Now she’s spending the holidays with us?”
A few moments of awkward silence filled the hall as Mariana and Clara shared a glance.
“Yes, well.” Mariana cleared her throat. “We’ve decided to make amends. Put the past behind us.”
“But what happened?”
“None of your business.” Mariana’s tone brokered no room for argument, her jaw held tense. “That’s between me, Clara, and Carolina.”
Clara ducked her head, examining her shoes.
Fascinating. Kenzie bet a family like this had some deep, dark secrets. Was Carolina one of them? She doubted she’d ever find out. If Mariana didn’t want to tell her own daughter, there was no chance she’d say anything to Kenzie.
“And when is Jonathan arriving?” Alice sounded like she was trying hard to keep her voice casual.
“Next Saturday,” Mariana said, her face brightening. “Along with Beth.”
Kenzie still thought it was weird to invite your daughter’s ex-boyfriend and his new squeeze on a family vacation—old family friends or not—but she didn’t pretend to understand the Costa’s logic.
At least she and Alice would have a week together before he got there.
“Alice, why don’t you give Kenzie a tour? I know it’s been a few years since you were last here, but I’m sure you remember where everything is. And we wouldn’t want her to get lost.” Mariana said it with an air like she wouldn’t mind if Kenzie did indeed get lost for the whole duration of her stay.
Knowing it was time to begin her starring role as the perfect girlfriend, Kenzie plastered on a smile. “A tour sounds great.”
“Excellent. Oh, and your rooms.” Shrewd eyes glanced at Alice. “You’ll be in your usual one of course, and Kenzie will be in the one at the end of the hall.”
“What?” Alice frowned. “Why isn’t Kenzie in my room?”
Kenzie tried not to tense. Much as she loved Alice, she did not want to spend a month sharing a room, and a bed. She snored and kicked in her sleep.
“Because that’s not appropriate. You aren’t married, or engaged.” Mariana raised an eyebrow. “Unless there’s something you’re not telling me?”
Alice rolled her eyes. “No. What about Jonathan and Beth? Are they in separate rooms?”
“I didn’t think Jonathan would want to be alone, given the circumstances. So no, they aren’t.” Mariana held out a hand when Alice’s mouth opened again. “Enough. We were kind enough to let Kenzie come along, despite hearing about it last minute. If you can’t follow the rules, you’re free to stay elsewhere.”
“Fine,” Alice said, pouting. “Come on, Kenz.” She slid her hand into Kenzie’s. “Let’s go put our bags in our rooms and then I’ll show you around.”
Alice pulled Kenzie toward the elaborate spiral staircase in the middle of the hall. At the top, hallways extended to the left and to the right. Alice headed left.
“What was that?” Kenzie said once they were out of hearing range, though she made sure to keep her voice low. “I don’t want to share a bed.”
“Relax. I knew mum wouldn’t go for that. I’m just trying to make it convincing.”
The hall was full of endless closed doors, and Kenzie had no idea how she was going to remember which was which.
“This is my room.” Alice paused in front of a light blue door. “So if you ever need me, just knock.” Alice opened the door a crack and set her bags inside. “And then you’re down here.”
At least Kenzie’s room was the last on the left, nice and easy to remember.
The last thing she wanted to do was wander into someone else’s room. She doubted that would endear her to the Costas.
“Wow. This is amazing.” The bedroom was nicer than most hotel rooms Kenzie had been in. Spacious with a four-poster double bed, a mahogany closet and a matching set of drawers set against the wall. A thick blanket sat at the end of the bed.
“It can get cold overnight,” Alice said, noticing the path of Kenzie’s gaze. “The floor is stone and the walls are thick, which keeps the heat out in the summer but doesn’t help much in the winter. There’ll be more blankets in the closet if you need them.”
“Thank you.”
Alice glanced out of the small window. “There’s not much of a view, I’m afraid. But you probably won’t be in here too much.”
“I mean, the view out of my window at home is of the apartment block opposite, so anything is an improvement on that.”
“True. Come on, leave your stuff and I’ll show you around while the place is quiet.”
The nearest bathroom was their first stop—which had a gigantic walk-in shower and a bathtub big enough for three—before Alice took her back downstairs.
Off the main hall was the biggest kitchen Kenzie had ever seen. The granite island in the center of it was probably the size of their kitchen back home, with a double stove sitting behind it, and more cupboards than Kenzie cared to count.
“I think the next room will be your favorite.” Alice beckoned her toward the heavyset door next to the kitchen, and pushed it open. Kenzie let out a breath when she stepped inside.
It was an honest-to-God library.
Floor to ceiling bookcases lined the walls, a rich walnut, filled to the brim with books of all different colors. Some were well-read, their spines creased, but countless others seemed untouched. Huge windows looked out onto the grounds beyond, and sunlight streamed into the room, lighting up dust motes in the air.
“It’s stunning.” Kenzie didn’t want to leave, but she was sure the rest of the house had gems to offer as well.
“Knew you’d like it. And wouldn’t working in here be an upgrade from your dingy office back home?”
“I’ll say.” Resting a reverent hand on one of the two desks in the room, Kenzie was already relishing the opportunity.
When her inevitable bouts of insomnia hit—she rarely slept well in new places, let alone places where she was uneasy—Kenzie knew where she was going to find solace. Curled up in one of the creaky leather armchairs, whittling away the final few chapters of her thesis.
Despite her impromptu vacation, Kenzie was getting her goddamn PhD, even if she had to rely on spite and stubbornness to crawl over the finish line.
* * *
Sitting behind the wheel of her leased Audi, Carolina stared at the front door of her family’s house in Sintra, anxiety making her stomach churn. Her throat was so tight she struggled to draw breath, overwhelmed with the rush of memories that assaulted her when she glanced at the ornate wooden doorway.
Twenty-four years.
That was how long it had been since Carolina had last stepped inside.
Twenty-four years since her mother had tossed her outside—literally, barely giving Carolina a chance to gather her belongings—and told Carolina she’d do well to never show her face again.
That a degenerate dyke like her was no daughter of Cecilia Costa.
Twenty-four years since both Mariana and Clara had stood idly by, not standing up for their youngest sister, not standing up to their mother, despite all the abuse and trauma she and their father had put them through over the years. Bile rose in Carolina’s throat. Was this a mistake? Should she turn and flee, head back to Lisbon, where she’d spent the last twelve hours since her plane had landed, dragging her feet over making the journey out into the hills?
No, she didn’t run, or back off. She’d made her mind up, gotten on a plane, and now, she needed to see it through.
While the ghost of Cecilia Costa still haunted Carolina—despite five years of therapy to try and rid herself of the shackles weighing her down—the woman herself no longer resided within the halls of the house she sat looking at.
It was time for her to face her past.
No matter how difficult.
With a resigned sigh, Carolina straightened her spine and approached the front door. The spare key was exactly where Mariana had said it would be—unoriginally hidden beneath a potted plant on the stone steps outside—and Carolina pushed the door open with the palm of her hand.
Inside, silence greeted her. Not unexpected—it was 2 a.m., and everyone should be in bed.
The place hadn’t changed. The same stone floor, covered with a plush red rug that led to the elaborate staircase, the walls lined by an array of pretentious artwork—not a family photograph in sight.
Carolina wasn’t sure how she felt about staying in her old bedroom. She’d been a different person entirely the last time she’d slept in that bed—but she supposed enough were going spare if she wanted a change of scenery.
Approaching the staircase, Carolina paused at the sliver of light spilling out into the hall from the library.
Her favorite room in this godforsaken place.
“How difficult is it to turn off the light?” Carolina muttered as she pushed open the door.
She didn’t expect anyone to be inside—and certainly didn’t expect to find a figure lying prone across one of the desks, cheek pressed to the wood and mouth open in a snore.
Her blonde hair and pale white skin gave away the lack of Costa genes, and Carolina frowned. Who was the interloper? Why hadn’t Mariana mentioned this wouldn’t be a family affair?
“Who the fuck are you?” Carolina said before she could think, voice sharp in the otherwise quiet.
The woman sat bolt upright. Her mouth opened—then snapped closed once their eyes met.
She was young, and pretty, her face free of blemishes and wrinkles, straw-blonde hair scraped back into a high ponytail. Blue eyes were bright despite the late hour and just having woken from a nap.
“I-I’m Kenzie.”
Like that meant anything to Carolina. She raised an eyebrow.
Kenzie’s throat bobbed as she swallowed. “Um, Alice’s girlfriend.”
Shock rippled through Carolina. She refused to let it show, though she couldn’t stop her fingers digging hard into the wooden doorframe. “Alice has a girlfriend?” Carolina made a conscious effort to keep her voice even, while her mind was spinning a mile a minute.
A girlfriend. Christ, Carolina hoped Mariana had reacted better to Alice’s coming out than to Carolina’s. Then again, the fact said girlfriend was joining them for the holidays spoke volumes.
Was that why Mariana had invited her? To flaunt the fact she wasn’t homophobic anymore? Carolina refused to believe it was a coincidence. But Mariana hadn’t mentioned a Kenzie in her e-mail. Unless she was the old family friend?
“Uh, it…it’s new. But she thought bringing me here would be a good opportunity to meet the family.”
“Hm.” Carolina wasn’t so sure. “And why are you drooling on my desk instead of safely tucked away in bed?” Of course, Carolina had no right to that desk anymore. It had been an age since she’d last sat there, but still. It was the principle of the matter.
“S-sorry.”
God, the stuttering. The nerves. They radiated off her. The girl needed to grow a backbone, or she would never be able to make it a month around the Costas.
“I didn’t realize it was your desk,” Kenzie continued. “I was under the impression this is the first time you’ve been around here for a while.”
Maybe the girl did have a backbone after all.
Though the way she quailed at the snarl that rose from Carolina’s throat suggested she quickly regretted speaking out of turn.
“That may be so, but everything in this house is a third mine.” Kenzie didn’t need to know Carolina had been written out of the will. “So, chop, chop. Scurry off to bed.”
With wide eyes, Kenzie scrambled to her feet and snatched up her laptop before hurrying from the room, brushing past Carolina and racing up the stairs.
Carolina watched her go, shaking her head. She’d be surprised if the poor girl lasted the week.
Flicking off the light, Carolina followed Kenzie up the stairs, traipsing toward her old room.
She was halfway there when a door opened, and she froze when Mariana stepped in front of her. A fluffy white robe was wrapped around her shoulders, fuzzy slippers on her feet to ward off the chill from the stone floors. Despite her attire and bleary eyes, she still appeared perfectly put together—and like one look could turn Carolina to ice.
And she would know. It was a stare she’d perfected herself.
“Carolina… I can’t believe you’re here.”
“Neither can I.” With her heart pounding in her ears, Carolina couldn’t escape now. She’d been spotted, and couldn’t run from her past any longer.
“It’s so good to see you.”
“Is it?” Carolina couldn’t help the sharpness of her voice, and Mariana flinched like she’d been struck.
“Yes.” Mariana drew her robe tighter around herself, like it was a suit of armor. “I meant what I said in my message. I…I shouldn’t have left it so long to reach out.”
“And why did you? Reach out, I mean. Why now?” Carolina’s gaze flicked to one of the canvases on the wall, a garish mishmash of colors that had no right going together. Carolina had always hated it; her mother had adored it. “Because she’s gone, and you can finally crawl out from beneath her shadow?”
Rocking back on her heels, Mariana drew in a breath. “I know how she treated you wasn’t right.”
“How she treated me?” Keeping her voice low, to not draw any attention from the slumbering occupants in the other rooms, became harder and harder for Carolina every time Mariana’s mouth opened. “She tossed me out on the streets like I was a dog for daring to fall in love with another woman. And you and Clara just…stood aside. Like I meant nothing to either of you. You chose her over me. After everything she did to us.” Carolina ran a shaking hand through her hair. “Why did I come here? I knew it was a mistake.”
Carolina took a half-step backwards. Was it too late for her to get on the first plane back to New York?
“I was never as strong as you were,” Mariana said, stopping Carolina in her tracks. “Clara wasn’t, either. You were the youngest, but you were…” Mariana swallowed, hard. “You were fearless. No matter what mother or father did to you, you brushed it off. You defied them again. You refused to fall in line, you refused to let them break you, and I…I envied you for it. I also hated you for it.”
Carolina swallowed, unsure if she was ready for the answers she’d been seeking after all.
“When she found you with Rebecca—”
Even after twenty-four years, the sound of her name made the air whoosh from Carolina’s lungs like she’d been sucker-punched in the stomach. Her family hadn’t been the only thing she’d lost that day; she’d lost the woman she loved as well.
Mariana didn’t seem to notice her discomfort. “—I didn’t know what to do. I knew what I should do, of course I did, but I…I’d never been able to stand up to her. She said if Clara or I ever spoke to you again, she’d cut us off.” Mariana’s gaze fell to the floor. “So I took the coward’s way out.”
“And in the years since?” Carolina pressed, knowing Mariana’s excuse was weak. “Once you had a foothold in the company, she couldn’t have done shit to you.”
“I didn’t think you’d want to hear me out. I followed your career, and I knew you were flourishing without us. I didn’t want to drag you back down.” Mariana drew a shaky breath. “And then she died. After the funeral, Clara and I came here, and we started to clear out her things, and we found some of the old photograph albums. And I realized how much she’d taken from all of us. I had to see if there was a chance we could fix things.”
Mariana took a step closer.
Carolina tried not to flinch when Mariana reached for her hand.
“I am so sorry, Carolina. I understand if you want to leave and never see us again. But I hope you don’t. At least stick around long enough to join us for breakfast tomorrow morning. Clara has been looking forward to seeing you.” With one last squeeze of her hand, Mariana melted back into her bedroom, leaving Carolina alone in the hall.
She took a deep breath. Well, that was one sister—the worst sister—down, and nothing terrible had happened. The gates of hell hadn’t opened. She was still standing.
And for the first time, Carolina felt a flicker of hope that maybe, just maybe, they would be able to salvage some kind of relationship after all.
 



Chapter 3
KENZIE LOWERED HER HEAD WHEN Carolina swept into the dining room at breakfast.
Wearing a long, black, woolen cardigan that swished around her as she moved, her presence was undeniable, filling the room. Kenzie hadn’t known what to expect from Alice’s mysterious second aunt, but she hadn’t expected her to be so…striking.
Her eyes were a piercing gray, her cheekbones angular, and she had a jawline to die for. A mess of untamed curls sat atop her head, and she had a pair of black-rimmed glasses on her nose.
Around a mouthful of scrambled eggs, perfectly prepared by João—Kenzie could get used to this chef thing, even if being served meals was taking some getting used to—she watched Carolina gracefully skirt around the edge of the table and sink into an empty seat.
Which just so happened to be opposite Kenzie.
Great.
“Carolina.” Clara blinked at her sister in astonishment. “I didn’t know you were here.”
“I got in last night.” Carolina eyed Clara and Mariana like one would a dangerous animal.
The dynamic between the three women fascinated Kenzie. Each looked cagey, on edge, their restless gazes darting around the room and their shoulders tight with tension. Alice had told her they were estranged, and Kenzie wondered what had happened between them—and why they’d chosen now to fix it.
“Well, it’s good to see you,” Clara said, her smile strained. “It’s been a long time.”
“Yes.” Carolina reached for a glass of orange juice, a tremble in her fingers. Her nails were painted jet black, matching the color of her hair. “So, what’s new?” The tone was blasé, but she didn’t look settled, a muscle in her cheek twitching as she clenched her jaw.
“A lot.” Mariana, too, sounded like she was trying hard to be casual.
Kenzie would love to be a fly on the wall when the three sisters were alone.
“I suppose we should do introductions.” Mariana’s gaze flickered toward Alice and Kenzie. “My daughter, Alice. She was a toddler the last time you saw her.”
Alice waved, the movement awkward.
In return, Carolina offered her a taut smile.
“Beside her is her girlfriend, Kenzie.”
Carolina’s eyes met Kenzie’s, painted red lips curving from a smile and into a smirk. “Oh, we’ve already met.” Carolina lifted a sculpted eyebrow. “Sleep well?”
Her gaze wasn’t any less daunting in the cold, harsh light of day. If anything, it was more intense—and disparaging. Kenzie wasn’t sure she liked being the subject of Carolina’s laser-focus. She had the distinct feeling she was being used as a distraction.
Embarrassed and with heated cheeks, Kenzie stared at her mug of coffee. Trust her to pass out halfway through her thesis chapter. Half-asleep and caught snoring, Kenzie had made a terrible impression. Carolina probably thought Kenzie was a bumbling idiot.
“I slept fine, thank you.”
Alice looked at Kenzie strangely. She was sure she was going to get a grilling later.
“How was your flight, Carolina?” Mariana pulled Carolina’s attention away from Kenzie.
Thank Christ. The intensity of her gaze was something else.
“It was fine, thank you.” Carolina’s voice was lyrical. She lacked the English accent of her two sisters, sounding as American as Kenzie—with a hint of a New York accent. Had she moved away from London like Alice had?
Mariana turned to Alice. “Do you girls have anything planned for today?”
“I was going to take Kenzie into Sintra town center. Show her the sights.”
“Oh, but you should wait until Jonathan and Beth arrive later this week,” Mariana said. “The four of you can go together.”
Kenzie couldn’t think of anything worse, but the helpless look Alice threw her suggested she didn’t know how to turn her mother down.
“Maybe we can go into Lisbon this afternoon instead,” Alice said.
Kenzie could get on board with that. Anything to have her out of the house for a few precious hours.
“Sounds lovely. How long has it been since you last saw Jonathan, Alice?” Clara asked. “It must have been a while.”
“It’s been a few years.” Alice stared at the slice of toast she was pushing around her plate.
“Such a shame you two couldn’t make it work,” Clara said. “You made such a lovely couple.”
Kenzie cleared her throat. Her and Alice’s relationship might be a farce, but she was playing the part.
“Oh, not that you and Alice aren’t,” Clara added hastily.
“Thanks, Aunt Clara,” Alice said, with a tight smile.
Kenzie made the mistake of glancing across the table, and found Carolina smirking back at her.
That shouldn’t be so goddamn attractive.
And also shouldn’t be what Kenzie was thinking about.
* * *
“Surviving so far?” Alice tossed her legs over Kenzie’s lap.
They sat in one of the house’s three lounges, the one tucked away in the farthest corner. A fire burned in the hearth, warming the air. Wide windows overlooked the grounds, and Kenzie couldn’t keep her gaze away from the magnificent trees swaying in the breeze.
The gardens were huge, bright flowers flourishing despite the winter weather, and the leaves of the trees were lush and green.
“It’s not been so bad,” Kenzie said. At least the surroundings were beautiful; she couldn’t wait to explore more.
Speaking of beautiful…Kenzie’s gaze travelled to the painted ceramic tiles, featuring blue and yellow flowers, above the fireplace. She’d noticed similar murals around the rest of the house
Alice noticed the path of her gaze. “Impressive, isn’t it? They’re azulejo tiles. You’ll see them in a lot of places around here.”
“It’s beautiful. The whole place is. How did it end up in your family?”
“Ah, you want a history lesson? I’m afraid it’s not a very long or interesting one.” Alice nestled further into the couch. “Sintra used to be made up of royal summer residences—places where the nearby royal families would retreat to in the summer when the temperature in Lisbon grew too hot. It’s why all the buildings are like this—old and grand.”
“Because they were fit for royalty.” Kenzie glanced around, wishing it were possible to flit back in time, if only to see this building in its heyday. “Is this where you tell me you’re descended from a Portuguese king?”
Alice shot her a wry grin. “Just a rich ancestor—my great-great-grandfather made his fortune as a banker in Lisbon. When he retired, he wanted a quieter life, so he bought this house. It’s been passed down through the family ever since. After my grandmother died, it belongs to my mum and her sisters now. And I guess it’ll pass down to me one day.”
“Have you spent a lot of time here?”
“Nah. Used to more when I was younger. But when my grandmother got sick, she moved out here and didn’t want as many visitors. It’s nice to be back though.” Alice sniffled, then coughed.
Kenzie looked at her in concern. “Are you okay? You’re not sick, are you?”
Alice shook her head. “Nah, I’m good. Probably just picked up a cold on the plane. You know what those things are like—seven hours breathing in other people’s air.”
“Well, let me know if you want me to make you some tea,” Kenzie said. “Or some soup.”
“You’re a great fake girlfriend.”
“Shush.” Kenzie glanced toward the door. “Someone might hear you.”
“Ah, they’re all miles away.” Alice lifted her head, her searching gaze on Kenzie’s face. “So, want to tell me how you’ve already met my Aunt Carolina?”
Kenzie knew it wouldn’t take long for Alice to ask.
She should have timed it.
“We met when she got here last night.” Kenzie picked at a thread in the sleeve of her sweater. “I kinda fell asleep in the library and she found me.”
“Trust you. What did she say?”
“‘Who the fuck are you?’ were her first words, I believe.”
Shoulders shaking with the force of her laughter, Alice patted Kenzie on the back. “I’m sorry. But that’s so funny.”
“It is not!” At the memory, Kenzie’s cheeks warmed. “Can you imagine waking up to her standing in the doorway?”
Alice grimaced. “No, I suppose not. But on the plus side—that’s more words than she’s said to me? She does seem pretty intimidating.”
“That’s an understatement,” Kenzie muttered, thinking of the way Carolina had looked at her last night. Standing in the doorway like an avenging angel, beautiful and terrifying.
“Oh, no.” Alice scrutinized Kenzie’s face. “I know that look. Please don’t tell me you think my aunt is hot.”
Kenzie’s cheeks warmed. “What? I don’t think she’s hot.”
Alice, who had always been able to tell when she was lying, groaned and put her head in her hands.
“Look, I’m sorry, okay, but you know I have a weakness for attractive older women who look like they could crush me beneath their shoe.”
Groaning again, Alice lifted her head. “Kenzie, you can’t ruin this because you have the hots for my aunt.”
“I won’t ruin anything,” Kenzie said, affronted. She leaned back against the arm of the couch, and tried not to think about Carolina’s gray eyes. “And I don’t have the hots for her.”
“If you say so.” Alice didn’t look convinced. “How weird were the vibes between everyone at breakfast?”
“Glad I’m not the only one who noticed. What the hell happened between her, Clara and your mum?”
With a shrug, Alice reached for the TV remote and started flicking through channels. “No idea. You saw how squirrelly Mum was when I asked her about it. She’s never talked about her much. And Carolina was a banned subject around my grandmother. As far as Cecila Costa was concerned, she only had two daughters. Something big happened, but I don’t know what.”
Kenzie sucked in a breath, unable to imagine being cast aside by her mother. “Wow.” What could have happened to cause such a rift in the Costa family?
“Yeah. I still can’t believe she came. How did she get the time off? As far as I know, she’s the CEO of some multi-million technology company. Not bad for someone who got cut off from the family, and therefore the family business. Good way to stick it to my grandmother though, I guess.” Alice flashed Kenzie a smile. “On the bright side, my mum and Aunt Clara will probably be too preoccupied with Carolina to pay attention to us. We’re old news, now.”
Kenzie supposed Alice had a point.
* * *
Carolina tried not to squirm in her seat as Alice and Kenzie left the dining room. The weight of Mariana’s eyes on her, such a similar color to her own, managed to make Carolina feel like she was ten years old, being berated by Mariana for disturbing the delicate peace between their parents.
She’d always been the black sheep of the family, unwilling to fall in line and stick to the status quo. Refusing to bow to her father had made life difficult for them all. Their mother had often despaired, asking Carolina why couldn’t just do what he asked.
But Carolina hadn’t been willing to bend, nor break. He’d passed away when she was seventeen years old, but he’d left a mark on them all.
“It really is good to see you, Carolina,” Clara said.
“Yes.” Mariana’s lips quirked into a smile. “I’m glad you decided to stick around for breakfast.”
“Don’t get too excited. I haven’t decided how long I’m staying yet.” Neither of them needed to know she was yet to book a return flight.
“Still. We’ll take what we can get,” Mariana said. “If you stay until Boxing Day, we’re going on a horse trek. I know you used to enjoy those.”
“When I was a teenager.” Carolina sniffed, though a part of her would relish the experience. It had been a while since she’d last ridden, and she did miss it. She made a mental note to go on a trek the next time she made it to the Poconos. “I’m not the same person I was back then.”
“No. None of us are,” Mariana said. “But I would like to get to know the person you are today.”
“We both would.” Clara’s expression was earnest. “We’ve kept up with your career from afar, but it would be nice to hear it from you.”
Carolina supposed she should have expected to be the main topic of conversation, but the question made her uneasy. “What do you want to know?”
Clara leaned closer. “Everything.”
“Or as much as you’d like to tell us, anyway.” Mariana tore the crust off a piece of toast, discarding it on her plate. She’d done that when they were younger—often sliding them to Carolina to polish off.
 Some things didn’t change.
“Perhaps you could start with what happened the day you left us,” Clara said.
Carolina arched an eyebrow and sat heavily back in her chair. “Left implies I had a choice.”
“Sorry.” Clara ducked her head, avoiding Carolina’s gaze. “It’s just…we didn’t know what happened to you. How you got home. How you got by. How you managed to pop up a few years later with your own company.”
Carolina reached for the comforting weight of a coffee mug, holding it close to her chest as she forced herself to relive the worst few years of her life. “It wasn’t easy. I suppose I have our father to thank for being able to keep my head above water.” Leaving all three sisters a trust fund in his will had been about the only decent thing he’d done for them. Good thing he hadn’t known about Carolina’s sexuality when he’d set it up, or she never would have seen a penny of it. “Mother couldn’t stop me accessing the money he left. It was enough to get me a flight home, and for me to finish my final year of my business degree at Brown.”
Across the table, Clara leaned closer, hanging on to her every word. “I bet you were glad you went there rather than stayed in London like we did.”
“It helped matters, yes. But I was lucky, too. One of my professors helped me get an internship with a friend of hers. It was a tech start-up, and I was hooked from the first week.” Carolina lifted her phone. “Do you have any idea how much information is stored in one of these?” People were complex, but data? Algorithms? They were as uncomplicated as breathing.
“Considering how many times we enter a phone into evidence, yes.” Mariana’s lips curved into a wry smile. “Fascinating how much you can find on one.”
Even as a teenager, Carolina knew she wasn’t cut out for the family law firm. Mariana was, with her dogged tenacity to get to the bottom of each and every problem she encountered. And Clara, despite her softer nature, had a drive to help people.
But it had never interested her. Just another reason why she’d never fit in. Why both her parents had resented her.
“I worked hard, and I rose up through the ranks, learning everything I could. No one was surprised when I wanted to strike out on my own—even if on my own started out in the bedroom of my shoebox apartment in Queens. I won’t bore you with the exact details of what happened next, but after a long time, and a lot of outside investment, Caro Technology’s first successful app, FriendMe, was born.”
“Why social media?” Mariana tilted her head to one side. “What made you go down that route?”
“People crave connection. It’s highly marketable, plus it’s easy to integrate other applications into it—messaging services, second-hand marketplace, gaming. Even television. Our latest foray is into online dating; we’re in the middle of an acquisition of another company currently that could double our revenue.”
“You’re done well for yourself.”
Carolina set her empty coffee mug down on the table. “Failure wasn’t really an option.”
Clare avoided her gaze. “What about the rest of your life? Personally, I mean. A girlfriend? A wife?”
Trying not to scoff, Carolina shook her head. “I have nothing of the sort. I don’t really date. It’s hard to find the time when you work fourteen hour days. Plus, no one wants to feel like they come second place to a job.” Not to mention the emotional baggage that her parents had left her with.
“Oh.” Clara tapped her fingers on the side of her mug of coffee. “Well, what happened with, um, you and Rebecca?”
Breathing in deep through her nose, Carolina stared at the grains of wood in the table, steadfastly avoiding her sister’s gaze, and hating the fact that even after so many years, the name had such an effect on her. “After mother kicked me out and Rebecca saw how much I lost…she decided she wasn’t willing to let the same thing happen to her. She broke up with me, retreated back into the closet, and twelve months later she was engaged to some stuck-up businessman.” Carolina snapped her jaw shut, remembering holding the wedding invitation in her hands—one final blow from Rebecca, to drive the knife in deeper.
Clara’s gulp was audible.
When Carolina chanced a glance at Mariana, she hated the look on her face. The pity. Carolina still wasn’t sure what she needed from both of her sisters, but it certainly wasn’t their pity. That was unacceptable.
“If you’re about to ply me with apologies, save it. I don’t want to hear them—they won’t change anything. And it’s not why I came here.”
“Why did you come?” Mariana said. “Not that I’m not glad you did—I am—but I…I didn’t think you would.”
“I suppose I wanted to see why you invited me. I wondered if there was a catch.” Staring Mariana in the eye, Carolina arched an eyebrow. “Does Alice have something to do with it? Did you invite her girlfriend as some sort of, what, token to show you’re not as homophobic as you were twenty years ago?”
A flush crept across Mariana’s cheeks. “I know how that seems, but honestly, I was as blindsided as you were.”
“You didn’t know? I hope you took it better than our mother did.”
Both sisters winced. Good. Carolina wasn’t going to shy away from the past.
“I knew she was bisexual, and I will admit I didn’t take that as well as I should have.” Mariana took a deep breath. “But with time, I knew if I didn’t accept it, I was going to lose her, and I couldn’t let that happen. Our relationship…hasn’t always been plain sailing. And I will admit that I haven’t told her what happened between the three of us. I’m scared it might set us back.”
“Because you knew you were wrong.”
Mariana ducked her head. “Yes. But I appreciate if you would like everything to be out in the open.”
“No.” In Carolina’s opinion, the less people who knew, the better. “It’s none of her business, after all.”
A flicker of a smile crossed Mariana’s mouth. “That’s what I said. And before, when I said I didn’t know—I meant about Kenzie. I had no idea she was seeing someone. She sprung that on me, and I couldn’t exactly say no. I don’t blame Alice for not wanting to be here on her own with the three of us. Especially with Jonathan coming later this week.”
Carolina remembered the name from breakfast, but had no idea who he was. “Who?”
“Do you remember Sarah? From when we were younger?”
A memory tickled at Carolina’s brain, of Mariana arm-in-arm with a pretty brunette. “Vaguely. You brought her out here for a few summers.”
“Jonathan is her son. Sarah passed away earlier this year and his father is not in a place to be there for him, so I invited Jonathan to join us for the holidays. He and Alice used to date, so it might be somewhat awkward.”
“Well, at least ours won’t be the only drama, hm?” Carolina said, much as she wished there weren’t so many outside observers to her own family struggles. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I think I’ll spend some time re-acquainting myself with the place.” She pushed herself to her feet.
“Does that mean you’re planning on staying?” Mariana said, a hopeful note in her voice.
“For now.”
* * *
On her third night in Sintra, Kenzie went to bed at a reasonable hour after a busy afternoon exploring Lisbon, and she tried to sleep.
She did.
But after an hour staring at the stupidly high stone ceiling, or at the wall opposite her bed, getting freaked out by the woman in the oil painting looking straight at her, she knew it was futile.
A sentence raced around her head, an idea blooming for how she could close the chapter she’d been working on for weeks. The longer she thought about it, the more Kenzie realized she wouldn’t be sleeping a wink until she wrote it down.
Though she hadn’t thought for a second this vacation would be relaxing, Kenzie hadn’t envisioned herself working into the early hours of the morning.
Sitting up in bed, she reached for her laptop. But when she switched it on, she saw that it had only a few minutes of battery left—and she’d left the charger in the library after her hasty retreat the previous night.
Crap.
Not to mention the Wi-Fi. Her phone barely picked up the signal. She wasn’t sure if it was the stone walls, or her room being the furthest one along the hall, but even loading her e-mails was a challenge.
If she wanted to do more than five minutes work, it would seem she needed to venture downstairs. Plus, who was she kidding. She’d loved spending time in that beautiful room, and the chairs were ridiculously comfy. Much more so than resting her back against the old wooden headboard of her bed.
Decision made, Kenzie pulled on her comfiest sweater and padded down the stairs. At the foot of the staircase, Kenzie paused, but there was no sign of movement from any of the other occupants of the house.
The light in the library was off, the room inside empty, and Kenzie sighed. She chose the other desk this time, not wanting to risk Carolina’s wrath, and got to work.
Barely ten minutes had passed before the door creaked open behind her. Kenzie turned. Through the gap, Carolina’s disapproving expression loomed large.
She was just as beautiful at midnight, face wiped free of makeup, her pale skin glowing beneath the library’s bright lights. A jet-black robe was cinched tight at her waist, her wild curls tumbling free around her shoulders. A steaming mug was clutched between her palms.
“Shouldn’t you be sleeping?”
Well, it was a marginally better greeting than the one Kenzie had received the previous evening.
“Shouldn’t you?” Kenzie had been caught off guard the night before, rendered speechless by the sight of Carolina standing in the doorway, but she wasn’t going to be so meek this time. Kenzie had no intention of scuttling off into the night with her tail tucked between her legs.
“I have work to do,” Carolina said. “So if you could just…” She waved past herself, like she was ushering Kenzie from the room.
Clenching her jaw, Kenzie shook her head. “I’m not going anywhere. I have work to do, too. And I need a proper desk.”
Carolina raised a sculpted eyebrow. “What is so important that it can’t wait until morning?”
“I could ask you the same question.”
Carolina laughed, a sharp bark lacking any real amusement. “I am the CEO of my own company, sweetheart. I have e-mails to respond to, business meetings to run, investment portfolios to build. I doubt you can say the same.” Condescension dripped from Carolina’s voice.
It made Kenzie’s blood boil, but she forced herself not to react. She had a feeling that was exactly what Carolina wanted.
“Well, I have a thesis to write.” Kenzie turned her attention back to her laptop screen.
“You’re really not leaving?” Carolina sounded astonished. “This is my family’s house.”
“I am painfully aware of that fact,” Kenzie said, refusing to look away from the blinking cursor on her screen, “since you and your sisters have a similar way of conveying how unwelcome I am in it.”
“I’ve barely spoken to you.”
Neither had Mariana or Clara, which only served to prove Kenzie’s point. “You kicked me out of here last night. And you’re trying to get me out now, when the room is more than big enough for the both of us. There’s even two desks. How is that welcoming?”
Kenzie jumped when Carolina appeared beside her. She wore fuzzy socks on her feet—bright red, standing out against her pale legs—which made her move soundlessly across the door.
Carolina narrowed her eyes. “I don’t like to share.”
“I’m not going anywhere.”
“Really?” Carolina looked at her like Kenzie had threatened to stab her.
Kenzie met Carolina’s gaze. “Really.”
For several long moments, Carolina stared at Kenzie. Then, with a heavy sigh, and a muttered “Fine,” she turned on her heel and stalked over to the other desk where a MacBook sat waiting.
Whose bright idea had it been to position the two desks facing one another?
How was Kenzie supposed to concentrate on writing about the mechanisms of cancer cell death when she could see Carolina frowning at her screen with pursed lips?
Maybe she should have left.
But then Carolina would have won, and Kenzie was nothing if not stubborn.
No, she could do this. She could focus. She could—
Carolina let out a low groan of frustration, and Kenzie’s eyes strayed across the room. Black-framed glasses sat on the end of Carolina’s nose, her lips pursed as she muttered something under her breath.
Quick as a flash, Carolina raised her head, and Kenzie was too slow to look away.
“Can I help you?” Carolina said.
“S-sorry.” Kenzie forced her eyes back to her screen. The cursor continued to blink at her, mocking, her sentence still unfinished.
Focus. Don’t look over there. Don’t give her the satisfaction.
Kenzie could feel Carolina’s gaze boring into her, but she didn’t cave.
It was going to be a long night.
* * *
Carolina stared at the bowed head of her niece’s girlfriend with pursed lips.
Where had the shy, timid girl Carolina had met last night gone? That girl never would have met Carolina’s gaze head-on. That girl never would have refused to leave, despite Carolina’s heavy hinting. Carolina couldn’t remember the last time someone had challenged her so directly.
It was… oddly refreshing.
And a part of her couldn’t resist seeing how far she could push before the girl snapped.
Everyone had a breaking point, and Carolina was an expert at finding it.
After catching Kenzie’s attention with a groan while reading a particularly annoying e-mail, Carolina started small, with obnoxiously loud typing and the occasional heavy sigh. Some of the sighs weren’t just for show. Carolina did hate taking her hands off the wheel, even though Andie was more than capable of managing the day-to-day running of things.
But Kenzie didn’t react.
Or so much spare a glance in Carolina’s direction, and for some reason that infuriated her. How dare she invade Carolina’s space and refuse to leave? As a teenager, the library had been her sacred sanctum in this house. Her sisters never set foot in it, conditioned from their childhood when it had been her father’s favorite room, and no one else had ever been allowed inside.
Before his death, Carolina had always pushed her luck, of course. She loved reading, spending hours searching the shelves for new first editions.
But oh, when he caught her snooping… Well.
If Kenzie thought Carolina’s reaction was harsh, then she should have met Nathaniel Anderson. Since he’d died, whenever Carolina squirrelled herself away in the library, it was one more fuck you to her father.
But her safe space was under threat.
And Carolina needed to do something about it.
Her mouse hovered over the Spotify icon, and Carolina pressed play on the first playlist she saw. It was innocuous, some pop rubbish she heard all the time on the radio, and she turned up the volume until it would be loud enough to travel across the room.
Glancing up, Carolina frowned when Kenzie’s head bobbed along to the beat.
Goddammit.
Okay. Time for the big guns.
Carolina changed to the kind of music every single other person in her life hated, but she listened to before board meetings to fire herself up.
“I didn’t peg you for a Slipknot fan,” Kenzie said.
Carolina blinked at Kenzie in shock. “You recognize it?”
“I love this song.” Kenzie met Carolina’s gaze, a challenge in her eyes. “Are you getting any work done over there? Because it kind of seems like you’re spending a lot of time trying to chase me out of this room.”
“I’m getting plenty done, thank you,” Carolina said, through gritted teeth.
“Uh-huh. Hey, could you turn the music up?”
Huffing out a breath, Carolina turned it off instead, and resolutely ignored Kenzie’s smirk. She was supposed to be the one in charge here.
Unacceptable.
Carolina was trying to think of something else she could do to annoy Kenzie out of the study when another e-mail flashed on her screen. An urgent meeting request from Andie about an upcoming pitch to some of their investors that she couldn’t ignore.
Looked like she’d have to resign herself to sharing the library with Kenzie and knuckle down and get some work done after all.
With one final sigh, Carolina plugged in her headset in preparation for Andie’s call, forcing herself to focus on the thing she loved the most—her business—and not the woman sitting at the other desk.
Maybe Carolina’s call would finally encourage Kenzie to leave. Concentrating when someone else was speaking was difficult, after all.
Or maybe she was nosy enough to listen to Carolina’s every word.
Either way, as Andie’s face came into focus on her screen, it wasn’t Carolina’s problem.
 



Chapter 4
“I COULD SIT HERE ALL day.” Perched on an old makeshift swing between two enormous trees, the heels of Kenzie’s Vans scuffed the grass as she swung back and forth.
After the library, the grounds of the Costa house were Kenzie’s favorite place. They were so big she could spend hours exploring and not get bored. It was a beautiful day, the sky blue and the sun beating down, and it hadn’t taken long for Kenzie to shrug out of her cozy sweater and tie it around her waist.
“This is one of the best spots for sure.” Alice sat on a nearby tree stump, watching the water flow through a small stream a few feet away. “We used to come here in the summer when I was a kid. I’d bring a book and sit with my feet in the water, whittling the hours away.”
“Sounds like heaven.”
“It was. And I’m glad I get to share this all with you. I know this isn’t exactly how you wanted to be spending the holidays, but I do appreciate you being here with me.”
“It is nice,” Kenzie said. “I’m not hating it. Your family haven’t been too bad.” Kenzie had survived a whole week, and so far, nothing terrible had happened. She was having fun.
“Yeah.” Alice’s expression turned pensive. “I expected more of a reaction, to be honest. Even my mum hasn’t been too bad. For her.”
“Is she lulling me into a false sense of security?”
“Maybe. Or maybe she’s just too focused on Carolina to bother with us.” Alice made a face.
“Have you spoken to her much?” Kenzie tried to act nonchalant. Spending a few nights in the library with Carolina hadn’t dimmed her magnetism. Kenzie often found her gaze straying to Carolina’s side of the room.
“Why would I?”
“She’s your aunt.”
“Not really.” Alice kicked a stone with her foot, sending it splashing into the stream. “She’s a stranger to me. She hasn’t made any effort to talk to me, either. I don’t even know what happened. What if she did something bad? She doesn’t seem like the nicest person.”
“I don’t think she’s so bad.”
“Because you’re biased.” Alice wiggled her eyebrows. “Because you think she’s hot.”
Kenzie’s cheeks warmed. “For the last time, I do not! I just…don’t think we should be so quick to judge. Maybe give her a chance.”
Alice gave a non-committal shrug.
Behind them, from the direction of the house, wheels crunched on gravel.
“That must be Jonathan,” Alice said.
“Are you nervous about seeing him again?”
“Yes and no. I was heartbroken when we broke up. I know you saw some of that, but those first few weeks I was a mess. We grew up together. We spent our whole childhoods being told we were going to get married one day. And when we did get together… I thought it’d be forever, you know? Because I was a young dumb teenager who thought first loves were supposed to last.” Alice sighed. “But it’s been years. We’re different people now. And it’s so weird that he’s here.” She glanced toward the house. “I guess we should go and say hello.”
As they walked back through the trees, Alice’s steps were heavy. Kenzie slipped her hand into Alice’s and squeezed.
Their hands were still clasped when they traipsed back into the hall, where Mariana fawned over a young man with sandy blonde hair. He was tall, around six feet, a light tan on his white skin. Brown eyes widened when he set his gaze on Alice.
“Alice! It is so good to see you.”
Kenzie let go of Alice’s hand as Alice was swept into a hug, and Kenzie glanced at the other woman in the hall. A similar height to Kenzie, Beth’s brown hair fell in loose curls around her shoulders. As she watched Alice and Jonathan embrace, she fiddled with the sleeves of her blue sweater.
“It’s good to see you, too,” Alice said when she leaned away. “And you must be Beth.”
The hug between the two of them was awkward, lasting a fleeting few seconds.
“Nice to meet you,” Alice said. “Welcome to Sintra.”
“Thank you.” Beth had an unmistakable Irish accent.
“This is Kenzie.” Alice jerked her thumb in Kenzie’s direction. “My girlfriend.”
Credit to Jonathan—if he was surprised, it didn’t show on his face. Instead, he offered Kenzie a warm smile.
“Shall we leave the four of you to get acquainted?” Mariana said. “Alice can show you where you’re staying.”
“Can I?” Alice said, as her mother inched toward the kitchen. “You haven’t told me which room.”
“The one next to yours.” With that, Mariana turned on her heel.
“Because that’s not awkward at all,” Alice said under her breath.
Judging from Jonathan’s laugh, he heard her. “Look, I know this is weird.” He glanced between Alice and Kenzie, still smiling. “Alice and I used to date, we haven’t seen each other in years, and here I am crashing your family’s holiday with my new girlfriend.”
“My mum is responsible for that, not you. And I’m so sorry about your mum.”
Jonathan’s smile slipped, his eyes dimming, and Kenzie could see the loss was still fresh. Her first Christmas without her mom, she’d been a mess. And she certainly wouldn’t have wanted to spend it surrounded by her ex’s family, no matter how close they might have been when she was younger. Kenzie wondered why Jonathan hadn’t chosen to spend the holidays with Beth’s family, but she supposed that was none of her business.
“Thank you. And look, if you don’t want to give us a tour, I’m sure Beth and I can figure it out ourselves.”
“No, it’s fine,” Alice said. “It is weird, but avoiding each other is only going to make it worse, right? We’re all mature adults. I’m sure we can handle this without it being too awkward.”
Jonathan grinned. “You always did speak a lot of sense. Lead the way.”
* * *
“Carolina, I’m glad you called. Tell me, how is Sintra?”
Jada’s voice was comforting in Carolina’s ears. Curled up on the window ledge in her old bedroom, looking out at the grounds of the house, some of Sintra’s grandest buildings visible in the distance, Carolina almost felt at ease.
“It’s…fine.”
“Fine?” Jada’s disbelief was palpable. “After twenty years of silence, all you have to say for yourself is it’s fine?”
Carolina shrugged—not that Jada could see. Perhaps she should have video called her instead, but the Wi-Fi connection was spotty at best in her bedroom, and she wasn’t about to call her therapist downstairs where anyone could be listening in.
“Okay, it’s…odd. Like I never left. Obviously, we’re all different people, but…we’re skirting around the issues of the past in true Costa fashion and pretending it never happened.”
A familiar sigh echoed into Carolina’s ear. “Well, I don’t know what else I expected. Stubbornness and hiding from your problems runs in the family, does it?”
“It’s an inherited trait.”
“Mm. Have they at least apologized? I know that’s something you were hoping to get out of your time there.”
“Yes.”
“And how does that make you feel?”
Carolina pursed her lips. Jada asked her that a lot, and it was Carolina’s least favorite question. “I don’t know. It doesn’t change anything, obviously, but… I do know how difficult it could be to stand up to our mother. Mariana was always under her thumb. And as the eldest, she was the one who got into trouble when I wouldn’t toe the line. I can understand why it might have been easier for her to keep me out of her life.”
“And Clara?”
“Clara was never one to stand up for herself. Not back then, anyway. And I could sit here and blame them and take out all of my anger on them both, but what would it get me? It doesn’t erase the past.”
“It doesn’t,” Jada acknowledged. “But…you’re allowed to feel your feelings, Carolina. You’re allowed to be hurt, and be angry—betrayed even. You’re allowed to take your time with this.”
“So, what do you suggest I do?”
“It’s not up to me—”
“—to tell me what I should do,” Carolina said, with a roll of her eyes. “Yes, I’ve heard that one before.”
Jada’s laughter was warm. “Listen to your heart.”
“You should know by now I don’t have one of those.”
“I think we both know that’s far from the truth,” Jada said. “You’ve made much progress since you first came to see me.”
Carolina turned to glance out of the window, pressing her cheek to the cool glass. “Don’t get sentimental on me now, doctor. Or I’ll have to find someone else, and I’d rather not.”
Outside, Kenzie and Alice were walking through the grounds arm in arm, Kenzie’s head thrown back in a laugh. They reminded Carolina of her and Rebecca, sometimes. A lifetime ago, the two of them had wandered over that same grass, laughing and giggling and feeling on top of the world.
While most things about this place hadn’t changed, Carolina was glad attitudes had, and Alice and Kenzie could be together without fear.
“Well, I’ll let you get back to your day, Carolina. Please call me if you need to talk—anytime.”
“Goodbye, Jada.” Carolina hung up and slid her phone into the pocket of her slacks.
She turned away from the window, not wanting Alice and Kenzie to catch her staring. Her bedroom was much the same as it had been when she was younger—same stone walls, same plush blue rug, and king-sized bed. Part of her liked to think that when Carolina had last left it, her mother had cordoned it off, refusing to step foot inside, preserving it as it had always been.
Everything felt the same, but Carolina was a different person entirely. She’d never thought she’d set foot in this place again, but now she was here…she found herself enjoying it more than she’d imagined.
It was 3 p.m., the afternoon stretching out ahead of her, full of possibilities. The sun was shining, and Carolina decided Kenzie and Alice had the right idea. A walk outside in the fresh air sounded like the perfect way to whittle away a few hours before getting back to work.
* * *
When Kenzie knocked on Alice’s door the next morning—she never went to breakfast alone—she found her still in bed, buried under a pile of blankets.
Her face peered out of the duvet, cheeks pale but her nose red. Watery eyes blinked at Kenzie in the light streaming in from the hallway, and even from the doorway, Kenzie could see a faint sheen of sweat on Alice’s forehead.
“Don’t come in.” Alice groaned. “I’m probably contagious.”
Sympathy flooded through Kenzie, knowing Alice was the type to downplay illness rather than milk it. She’d been struggling with a cold since they’d arrived, but it looked like it had developed into something more overnight.
“I’m sorry.” Alice sniffled. “I don’t think we’ll be going into Sintra today either.”
“That’s okay.” Kenzie could spend another day skulking around the house. Or working—at a reasonable hour instead of one a.m. “Let me go and get you some tea. You should eat breakfast, too. What do you want?”
Alice paled further. “I’m not hungry.”
“You need something.”
No doubt remembering Kenzie’s stubbornness, Alice sighed. “Ugh. Fine. I can try and stomach some toast.”
“Be right back.”
Kenzie headed to the dining room where the other occupants of the house already sat around the large table. Carolina was noticeably absent; she usually arrived later in the morning. Kenzie wasn’t surprised, considering Carolina was never the first one to leave the library when they worked in there together each night.
After their initial stand-off, they’d managed to settle into an amicable silence. Carolina had seemed to accept Kenzie’s presence—or had learned to live with it, at least. They never said a word to one another, which Kenzie knew was weird, but she certainly wasn’t going to be the one to speak up. Being ignored was better than having the full force of Carolina’s attention focused on her.
“Hi,” Kenzie said, when Mariana’s gaze turned to her. “Um, Alice isn’t feeling well, so I’m going to bring her a few things.”
Mariana’s eyebrows furrowed. “She’s sick?”
“Yeah. I’ve told her to stay in bed.”
“Can I get her anything?” Jonathan said, oblivious to the annoyed look Beth shot him.
Already pouring Alice a mug of steaming tea, Kenzie shook her head. “I’ve got it covered, thanks.” She also grabbed a few slices of toast and an apple, balancing them on a side plate and retreating from the room.
When she pushed Alice’s bedroom door back open, she hadn’t moved since Kenzie had left her.
“Leave it by the door,” Alice said.
“You shouldn’t get out of bed. If I get sick, I get sick.” Crossing the room in three long strides, Kenzie set the plate and the mug on Alice’s bedside table. “Besides, I’ve been spending all day, every day with you. You’ve probably already passed it on.”
“I’m sorry.” Misery dripped from every word. “You don’t want to feel like this.”
Kenzie patted her gently on the shoulder. The skin beneath her fingertips was burning. “Do you need anything else?”
“No, thank you. I’ll be okay. I’m probably going to go back to sleep and hope by the time I wake up again I’ll feel better.”
“Okay.” Kenzie left her to it.
She hesitated in the hallway, debating whether to hide in her room and avoid Alice’s family entirely until Alice was well enough to get out of bed, when her stomach rumbled.
The breakfast spread was always delicious: scrambled eggs, bacon, sausages, along with pastries, fruit, and cereal. Kenzie’s favorite were the pastries. Cinnamon buns, pains au chocolat, and croissants, not to mention the whole host of Portuguese delicacies. Kenzie had already eaten more pastéis de nata than was healthy, but the combination of sweet, flaky pastry and rich custard filling was hard to resist.
Decision made, Kenzie went back downstairs, hoping the dining room might have emptied somewhat in her absence. Instead, it was busier. Carolina had joined the fray. She sat in her usual seat, and Kenzie sat opposite. The bags under Carolina’s eyes grew each day.
“Is Alice okay?” Mariana said.
“She’s going back to sleep.” Kenzie reached for a cinnamon bun. “Hopefully she’ll feel better later.” She glanced at Jonathan, sitting toward the end of the table. “It means our plans for a trip into Sintra today will have to wait.”
“Oh, that’s a shame you’ll be missing out,” Mariana said. “I’d offer to take you myself, but I’ve got a removal van coming this afternoon to take away the last of our mother’s belongings once Clara, Carolina and I have finished clearing out her rooms.”
Based on the way Carolina’s head snapped up, she hadn’t been paying the slightest bit of attention to the conversation going on around her. “What?”
“I thought it would be nice for us,” Mariana said. “To reminisce.”
“You must be joking.” Carolina’s mouth was a thin line, her glare fierce enough to wither. “I’m not setting foot in her rooms. I’d rather descend into the depths of hell itself.”
Wow, that was harsh. But Alice had said Carolina’s mother had disowned her and acted like she no longer existed; could Kenzie blame Carolina for wanting nothing to do with her?
“But—”
“I’ll take them into Sintra.” Speaking over Mariana, Carolina waved her butter knife in the air with a kind of manic desperation that made Kenzie wonder if Carolina had truly thought through what she was offering. “All three of them.”
Shock bloomed across Mariana’s features. “You’ll what?”
“They need a tour guide, and I haven’t been back into Sintra since I got back. Seems like a good solution for all.” Before Mariana—or anyone else—had the chance to argue, Carolina pushed herself away from the table and climbed to her feet. Her plate of food was untouched. “Meet me by the front door in fifteen minutes. If anyone is late, I’ll leave without you.”
“Yes, ma’am,” Jonathan said.
The glower aimed in Jonathan’s direction would have made a lesser man quail. “Call me ma’am one more time and I’ll leave you stranded somewhere on the side of the road.”
Jonathan’s gulp was audible. “S-sorry.”
Finishing her last bite of cinnamon bun, Kenzie glanced around the rest of the table. Mariana and Clara were muttering to one another, and Beth and Jonathan looked at each other with trepidation.
It was going to be an interesting day.
* * *
This had to be some kind of sick joke.
How had Carolina’s morning ended with Kenzie sitting in the passenger seat of her Audi while Jonathan and Beth chattered away in the back?
It filled the otherwise awkward silence, but Carolina couldn’t care less what movie was out next week Beth simply had to see. Surely they could come up with a more intelligent topic of conversation.
And it was her own fault. She had volunteered for this. But… she couldn’t step into her mother’s rooms, couldn’t flick through photo albums and reminders of the past, of her mother’s disgust and disdain toward her own daughter. Carolina had needed to get out of there, and offering to be a tour guide had seemed like the quickest way to do that.
Minutes ticked by achingly slowly. It took ten to drive into the center of Sintra, along the steep and winding roads through the hills surrounding the town.
When they’d been younger, she, Mariana and Clara used to walk into Sintra when the adults had refused to take them, spending hours exploring every nook and cranny the town had to offer, and finding all of its hidden gems.
Carolina hoped most of them remained.
Not that she planned on revealing too many of her favorites to the current riffraff in her car. She knew what the tourists most wanted to see, and it wasn’t the cafes tucked away on side streets that made pastries to die for. It was the palaces, the grand buildings on-top of hills, standing proud and withstanding the test of time.
Pulling into one of the parking lots for Pena Palace, Carolina was relieved to see a space. “Stop one on our whistlestop tour of Sintra is Pena Palace. The ticket office is up the road there.” Carolina pointed. “I’ll meet you back here in two hours.”
“You’re not coming with us?” Kenzie looked at Carolina with open surprise.
With a scoff, Carolina leaned across her to push open the passenger side door, such was her desperation to be alone. It meant encroaching into Kenzie’s personal space, Carolina’s forearm brushing the soft material of Kenzie’s gray sweater as she inhaled a lungful of sweet perfume. Carolina was quick to rear backwards.
“Believe it or not, I have better ways to spend my day than traipsing around some palace I’ve been to a dozen times before. Besides, do you really want me to come with you?”
Kenzie’s mouth opened, then closed, clearly rethinking what she’d been about to say.
“Two hours,” Carolina said. “Don’t be late.”
Sighing, Kenzie stepped out of the car. Jonathan and Beth followed, and Carolina watched the three of them go up the path toward the palace entrance. Once they were out of sight, Carolina pulled out her tablet.
As tempting as coffee and a pastry sounded, Carolina hated trying to find parking in the town center, and she’d already have to do it once when the others got back. No, she’d stay and get some work done.
She could do a lot with two hours of peace and quiet, despite the shaky internet coverage.
 



Chapter 5
PENA PALACE WAS MAGNIFICENT, TOWERING above Kenzie as she, Jonathan and Beth embarked on the winding paths through the gardens toward it. A mishmash of different colors—yellow, gray, and red—and architectural styles, it reminded Kenzie of a fairytale castle. She could imagine a princess darting along the walls, or standing in one of the towers, gazing over her kingdom.
Kenzie walked a few steps behind Jonathan and Beth, taking in the beautiful grounds, filled with thousands of flowers and trees she wouldn’t even know where to start identifying. When the path split at a crossroads, one way leading to the palace, and the other deeper into the gardens, their trio paused.
“Which way?” Jonathan glanced at Beth, her hand held in his.
“Towards the palace.” Beth looked at Jonathan like the answer should have been obvious. “Don’t tell me you want to look at the flowers?”
“They’re pretty.”
Kenzie had to agree. As much as she adored New York, this kind of scenery was like stepping into another world.
“You can see flowers anywhere. Come on.” Beth tugged on Jonathan’s hand. “We can walk around outside if we have time later.”
Jonathan looked like he was going to disagree, before he nodded. Tension still seemed to sit in his shoulders, though, and Kenzie didn’t really want to witness a lovers tiff.
“You two go ahead,” Kenzie said, pulling out her phone. “I’m going to take a few pictures.”
“Are you sure?” Jonathan’s brow creased in concern.
“I’ll be fine.” It wasn’t like she was going to get lost. “I’ll catch up with you later.”
“Okay.”
Kenzie watched them go and chose a different path, content to absorb the beauty all around her. She loved history, loved learning as much about the past as possible, and she read every single sign she could find, fascinated by a building that used to house Portugal’s royals.
Once she’d explored each room of the palace itself, Kenzie went outside and draped her arms over the palace walls and took in the view. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d seen something so breathtaking. The hills stretched into the distance, rolling green fields as far as the eye could see.
With a glance at her watch, Kenzie realized she had thirty minutes before Carolina was due to pick them up. Jonathan and Beth were nowhere to be seen, but they weren’t Kenzie’s problem, so she began a leisurely stroll back to the parking lot.
Much to her surprise, Carolina’s car sat in the same spot as earlier. Kenzie had half-expected Carolina to peel in at speed at the exact minute she’d told them all to meet her back there, giving them seconds to climb in before racing off again.
Inside, Carolina squinted at a tablet, glasses perched on the end of her nose. Kenzie went to open the passenger door, but it was locked.
Gray eyes skittered over to Kenzie, and an expression of mild annoyance crossed Carolina’s face as she unlocked it to let her in.
“Have you waited here the whole time?” Kenzie asked as she settled into the leather seat. She was grateful for the warmth inside the car; the air in the palace courtyard had been icy, exposed to the elements.
“I thought it’d be a good opportunity to get some work done.”
“Do you ever stop working?”
Carolina turned to glance at her. In the confines of the car, with less than a meter of space between them, Kenzie felt claustrophobic.
“I could ask you the same question.”
This close, Kenzie could see swirls of blue in the steely gray of Carolina’s eyes. “I’m not right now.”
“No, you’re being annoying instead.” Carolina glanced at the clock. “Where are the others, anyway?”
Kenzie shrugged. “I left them a while ago. Didn’t want to be a third wheel.”
“Hm. I could leave now, if you like. Let them find their own way home.”
“I don’t think your sister would be happy if we abandoned them here.”
Mariana seemed extremely attached to Jonathan. From the few interactions Kenzie had seen, she acted more motherly toward him than she did to Alice, though Kenzie supposed that might be because of what he was going through.
Carolina rolled her eyes. “I don’t care what my sister thinks. Nor the rest of my family, for that matter.”
“No. I got that impression this morning.” Kenzie regarded Carolina closely. “Though I’m surprised you chose to spend the day with us.”
“I wasn’t offered much of a choice.”
“You could’ve stayed and helped clear out your mother’s things.”
“As I said,” Carolina said, corner of her lips ticked down in annoyance, “I wasn’t given much of a choice.”
“What happened between you and your mother?”
 Carolina tensed, and the temperature in the car felt like it dropped ten degrees.
Kenzie had the distinct feeling she should have kept her mouth shut.
“That’s none of your business,” Carolina said, voice like ice. “You don’t need to know a thing about me, or my mother.”
“I’m sor—”
But Carolina didn’t give Kenzie the chance to finish her apology, steamrolling right over her.
“Are you projecting?”
Carolina’s anger was a blazing, fierce thing, and Kenzie fought the urge not to shrink back against the passenger door. She had to go and open her big mouth, didn’t she?
“Surely your relationship with your own mother can’t be good if you’re here infringing on our holiday instead of celebrating with your own family.”
Ouch. Kenzie flinched—but not from the vitriol in Carolina’s voice. “I don’t have a family,” Kenzie said, the words heavy on her tongue, even after so many years. “Neither of my parents had any siblings. I lost all my grandparents when I was young, and my dad died when I was three. My mom six years ago.”
“Shit.” Deflating, Carolina’s shoulders dropped. “I-I’m sorry. I didn’t realize.”
“Yeah, well.” Kenzie folded her arms across her chest and set her jaw, staring straight out of the windshield, relieved to see Jonathan and Beth approaching in the distance. “Maybe you should think before lashing out, next time.”
Carolina’s cheek twitched, but before she could say anything else the rear door opened and Jonathan and Beth climbed into the back seat.
“That was amazing, Carolina, thank you so much,” Jonathan said, seemingly oblivious to the tension in the car. “I wanted to ask you something—my mother always used to talk about these pastries she had the summers she spent out here with your family. Apple pillows? Something like that? She swore by them, and I was…I was hoping I might be able to try one.”
“Travesseiros de Sintra.”
The Portuguese rolled off Carolina’s tongue, and Kenzie tried hard not to think about how hot it sounded. She was mad at Carolina, goddammit.
“Yes, I remember her being fond of those,” Carolina said. “The next place I was planning to take you has no parking, so I was going to leave the car in the town center. I suppose a detour to your mother’s favorite bakery wouldn’t hurt. Providing it’s still there—it’s been some time since I went.”
In the rearview mirror, Kenzie caught a glimpse of Jonathan’s beaming smile. Despite the feelings flooding through her, Kenzie was happy for him. She remembered the joy of discovering—or re-discovering—her parents’ favorite things after they were gone, and was glad Carolina could do that for him.
* * *
On the drive into Sintra’s center, Kenzie’s silence was more resolute than it had been on the journey from the house.
Carolina felt awful.
Kenzie’s voice had been raw with pain when she spoke about her parents. Too often, Carolina didn’t think before she opened her mouth. It wasn’t the first time she’d hurt someone with her words, and Kenzie’s kicked puppy look was unsettling her more than it should.
No matter.
Carolina could cheer her up.
Not that she had to.
“Here we are.” Carolina pulled into the first available parking space. “The bakery is a few minutes’ walk away.” Carolina led the way into the town center, Jonathan and Beth a few steps behind. Unsurprisingly, Kenzie brought up the rear.
While it was nowhere near as busy as Lisbon or New York, Carolina had always found Sintra charming. The brightly colored buildings, narrow streets, and gorgeous views made for an idyllic place to visit.
Jonathan’s hopeful eyes stared at Carolina as they walked. “Did you know my mother well?”
“Not as much as my sisters.”
Jonathan’s expression crumpled.
“We didn’t spend much time together. She was always closest to Mariana. They were older, and Mariana didn’t want her annoying younger sister tagging along on her outings with her best friend. She’ll be able to tell you a lot of stories. But I got along well with her.” Carolina had no bad words to say about Sarah, hazy though the memories may have been. “She was a wonderful woman, and I am so sorry for your loss.”
Unshed tears shone in Jonathan’s eyes. “Thank you.”
The sign for the bakery loomed ahead, and Carolina was grateful—she didn’t know if she could handle it if he burst into tears. Thank God it was still there. She hoped the pastries were just as good.
“There are a dozen places like this in Sintra, but having sampled them all, I can assure you this is the best. And this is where we brought your mother when she was here.” Carolina pulled open the door.
Inside, a dozen tables were scattered across the black and white checkered stone floor. The walls were painted a bright blue and were covered by an array of photographs documenting how each of the delicious offerings sold in the bakery were made.
A glass counter dominated one wall, filled to the brim with cakes, pastries and tarts that made Carolina’s mouth water. She smiled when she glanced behind the counter, recognizing the elderly Portuguese woman who stood waiting to take their order. She hadn’t expected Beatriz to still be running the place.
As their quartet stepped up to the counter, Beatriz did a double-take. “Carolina Costa, is that you? Look at you! It’s been years!” Beatriz bustled over to wrap Carolina in a hug.
After she was released, Kenzie stared at Carolina in astonishment.
“You were a girl when I last saw you.” Beatriz’s gaze flickered to the other three standing behind Carolina. “And you brought me friends! Sit, sit.” She waved to the nearest available table.
“I was only planning on a brief visit,” Carolina said. “I’m supposed to be showing them around. Quinta da Regalia is next on our list.”
“Ah. And you need feeding before you walk up that hill. Say no more!” Returning to her spot behind the counter, Beatriz tapped her fingers against the glass. “What can I get for you?”
“How about a selection of your best?” Carolina said. “It’s the first time these three have been to Sintra. And the young man has requested some travesseiros de Sintra.”
“Coming right up.” Beatriz reached for a cardboard box and began to add pastries from the bakery’s display cases. “So, how are you, Carolina? Happy to be back?”
“Sure.”
A laugh bubbled from Beatriz’s lips. “You’d never know it from your face. But it is good to see you. You must come back when you have more time, yes?”
“Of course.”
Beatriz handed over the box, and Carolina passed it to Jonathan as Beatriz rattled through the name of each of the pastries. There were queijadas, which mixed cheese, sugar, eggs and flour with cinnamon to make a delicious combination, and bolas de Berlim, a deep-fried custard-filled donut, along with pastéis de feijão, which were filled with jam. Beatriz had added a few pastéis de nata, too, and of course, there were the travesseiros de Sintra—long, flaky pastries filled with cream.
“You will have to tell me which is your favorite,” Beatriz said.
Jonathan offered the box to the rest of the group before reaching for a travesseiro de Sintra. Carolina took a queijada; they had always been her favorite. Something about the browned cinnamon on top satisfied her sweet tooth.
Once the pastries had been polished off, with much praise to Beatriz from everyone, Carolina edged toward the door. “Shall we get on our way?”
Jonathan hesitated. “Actually…would it be okay to stay here for a while?”
Beside him, Beth frowned. “What? Why?”
Fingers toying with the edge of the now-empty box of pastries, Jonathan bit his lip. “I’ve seen pictures of Quinta da Regalia, and while it looks amazing, I thought it would be nice to eat a few more pastries and spend some time exploring on our own. Go where my mum went.”
Beth didn’t exactly look thrilled by the prospect, but she nodded. “Okay. Maybe we can go to Quinta da Regalia another time.”
Carolina didn’t really care what they decided, just that they decided soon. “Suit yourselves. There’s an antique store a couple of streets over. Your mother loved it—she’d spend hours in there, browsing every shelf. You should look out for it.”
Once Jonathan and Beth had settled at a table, letting Beatriz talk their ears off, Carolina turned to Kenzie. She hadn’t said a word since getting out of the car. “What would you like to do?”
White teeth dug into Kenzie’s bottom lip as she mulled it over. “I’d like to go. It’s been something I’ve wanted to see since Alice invited me out here. But I can wait for her to be better—I’m happy to wander for today.”
Carolina shook her head. “I can take you. I’m certain I can give you a better tour than Alice.”
Tilting her jaw, Kenzie met Carolina’s gaze. “I’m not interested if it’s because you feel sorry for me or feel bad about what happened in the car.”
“Do I seem like someone who would do something because they feel bad?”
Still, Kenzie hesitated.
Carolina sighed. “Look, I promised I’d be your tour guide, didn’t I? Let me at least try. Please.”
Kenzie held Carolina’s gaze, brows creased into a frown, looking at Carolina like she was trying to figure her out, before letting out a small sigh. “Okay. Lead the way.”
* * *
Kenzie wasn’t sure how she’d found herself walking at Carolina’s side up a steep hill, her heartbeat pounding in her ears. Years of working in a lab and sitting at a desk had done nothing for her cardio. Kenzie hoped it wasn’t much further to the top; she was already painfully out of breath.
They’d left behind the town center—and the buffer of Jonathan and Beth—a few minutes ago, and were following a steady stream of people.
Struggling with the quiet, Kenzie was the first to break the heavy silence that had settled between them. “Is it always so busy?”
“In tourist season, yes,” Carolina said. “Summer is busy, and so is December. The rest of the year still has visitors, but it’s quieter.”
“So you’ve been here all year round?”
“Give or take. When we were kids, we’d be here every school holiday. We spent all summer here.”
“That must have been nice.”
The look on Carolina’s face suggested otherwise. “Sometimes.”
It seemed weighty with words left unsaid, but Kenzie wasn’t about to push after what had happened in the car. She’d learned her lesson, and had no intention of poking the bear when things between them seemed better.
A change of subject was in order. “What you did for Jonathan back there was nice.”
Carolina looked at Kenzie out of the corner of her eye, lips curved into a half-smile. “You don’t have to sound so surprised. I’m not a complete monster.”
“I never said you were.”
“I wouldn’t blame you if you did.” Carolina’s voice was soft, the words almost snatched away by the wind.
The air grew chillier the higher they climbed, and Kenzie was glad she’d put on a thick sweater.
“About what happened in the car…” Carolina trailed off. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said that.”
“It’s okay. You didn’t know.”
“Still.” Long fingers played with the buttons on Carolina’s deep blue woolen coat as they walked. Her nails remained immaculate, not a single chip in sight. “Can I ask what happened to your parents?”
“My dad died in a car crash,” Kenzie said. “Drunk driver.”
Carolina sucked in a harsh breath.
“I don’t really remember him, even though my mom tried to make sure I never forgot. She’d tell me stories about my father all the time. I wish I could remember what she was like before he died, because I don’t think she was ever the same person after. She always had this sadness around her. She loved him so much she never remarried. Never even dated. Said she’d never find someone else like him, so what was the point in trying?”
“Some people are like that.” Carolina looked away from Kenzie, her gaze focused on the path ahead of them. “They never recover from losing someone they love.”
“But there’s no reward without risk,” Kenzie said. “Sometimes you have to risk your heart. I want the kind of love my parents had. Something so all-consuming it leaves a lasting impression. I hope I find that some day.”
At that, Carolina turned. “You don’t feel like that with Alice?”
Crap. Kenzie hadn’t been thinking, too caught up in the moment. “We haven’t been together long.” The words tripped off her tongue. “It’s still early, I—”
“Relax.” Carolina’s laugh was a beautiful, perfect thing.
Kenzie wouldn’t mind hearing that sound again and again.
“I’m not going to tell my niece anything,” Carolina said. “It’s none of my business anyway.”
“Right.” Kenzie should steer her way to safer topics. Though she wasn’t sure her mother was much safer. It was still hard to talk about her, especially at this time of year. “We were talking about my mom.” Kenzie took a deep breath. “She died from breast cancer; passed away four months after she was diagnosed.”
“I’m so sorry.” Carolina reached out a hand like she was going to squeeze Kenzie’s arm, before seeming to think better of it and letting it drop back to her side.
Smothering her disappointment, Kenzie tried hard not to wonder what those fingers would feel like wrapped around her wrist. Would Carolina’s skin be as soft as it looked? Warm, or cool? Would her grip be strong and sure, or hesitant and barely-there?
Focus.
“Thank you.” Kenzie dug her hands into the pockets of her jeans, her breath fogging the air. “It’s why I do what I do. My thesis is looking at whether we can use our immune system to fight cancer. If I can try and stop one person from going through what she went through it’ll be worth it.”
“My grandfather died of lung cancer. It’s a horrible disease.”
Kenzie was surprised by Carolina offering the information unprompted. She seemed like the private type.
“He’s the reason why I like this place so much,” Carolina said. “Hopefully you will, too.”
Kenzie glanced around, surprised to realize they’d made it to the top of the hill. Beyond the walls, Kenzie could see the palace. If Pena was a fairytale castle, then Regaleira was where the villain would live. Even Kenzie’s limited architectural knowledge recognized the Gothic style of the towers stabbing the sky.
“You’re coming inside?” Kenzie asked, when Carolina steered her toward the ticket office.
“I wouldn’t be much of a tour guide if I didn’t, would I?”
 



Chapter 6
STEPPING THROUGH THE OLD STABLES and into the grounds of Quinta da Regaleira, Carolina let her memories wash over her. Countless hours of her childhood had been spent wandering this place with her grandfather, so long ago it felt like another life entirely. She hadn’t set foot inside in years, and wished she hadn’t stayed away for so long.
Kenzie drew in a breath as she took in the greenery and Regaleira palace with wide eyes.
Carolina paused to allow Kenzie to absorb it all. “Like it?”
“It’s gorgeous.”
“My favorite part is this way. Come on.” Carolina started off along one of the branching paths.
Kenzie hurried along behind her, her shorter legs no match for Carolina’s long strides, despite her heeled boots. If Carolina had known she’d been venturing outside of the car, she would have dressed more sensibly. She was sure she stuck out like a sore thumb in a three-thousand-dollar coat and shoes.
“What’s so special about this place?” Kenzie said.
It was a daring question. Asking Carolina anything personal was a dangerous game, as Kenzie had already learned. But Carolina supposed after Kenzie had been so honest about her own family, Carolina could open up about hers.
“How much has Alice told you about my parents?”
Kenzie looked caught off guard by the question.
“Though I suppose considering my father died before she was born, she probably doesn’t know the dirty details, so I can hardly expect you to.” With the sunlight warming her skin, Carolina relaxed more than she had in a long time. “Unlike your parents,” Carolina said, as they continued along the path, the sound of other groups of tourists quietening the deeper into the trees they went, “my mother and father didn’t have a happy relationship. In fact, they hated each other. They were one of those couples who stayed together for the children, you know?” Carolina twisted her lips into a grimace. “Though we’d have all been better off if they separated.”
Kenzie stayed quiet, letting Carolina talk, the only sound her breathing as she struggled to keep up with Carolina’s longer strides.
Taking pity on her, Carolina slowed her pace. “They argued, they drank. It got physical—from both of them—on more than one occasion. Sometimes when we came here, it got better. Sometimes it got worse.”
The not knowing had always been the hardest. All three sisters had walked on eggshells around both mother and father, desperate not to be the one to break the peace and set all manner of hell loose.
“On the worst days, when we were small, my grandfather would pack the three of us up and take us on adventures. He’d bring us here all the time, and we’d play hide and seek in the grounds.”
Carolina hadn’t had many good authority figures to look up to in life, but her grandfather had been a rare beacon of light, and was one of the reasons she was fond of Sintra.
“Sounds nice,” Kenzie said.
“It was. And I was always the best at it.” Carolina puffed out her chest. “It once took him three hours to find me.”
“Where were you?”
“Patience,” Carolina said. “We’re nearly there.”
At the end of the path, the trees broke, and Carolina beckoned Kenzie over to a low wall. On the other side of it, a stone spiral staircase twisted into the Earth, green moss covering the arches of each floor.
“Wow,” Kenzie said, the word little more than a breath. “What is this place?”
“The initiation well.” Carolina curled her fingers over cool stone. “Used for ceremonial purposes, allegedly. It’s supposedly designed to represent the nine circles of Dante’s inferno, and was used for the initiation of Free Masons. They were led here at night, and had to find their way out. There are a series of tunnels running from it—you can’t explore them much anymore, but they were less regulated when we were younger. If you could figure out where to look, they’re an excellent place to hide if you don’t want to be found.”
“It’s incredible,” Kenzie said, craning her neck to lean over the side. “Can we go down?”
“Of course.”
Carolina’s boots splashed through puddles as they wound down the tight staircase, the air growing colder the deeper they went. She slid her hands into the pockets of her coat, pausing to let Kenzie take photographs, and tried not to smile at the wonder on her face.
Was she going soft?
Possibly, but she still felt awkward after upsetting Kenzie in the car. And she looked happier than ever now, asking questions Carolina had to dig back into the recesses of her mind to remember the answers to.
“Thank you for showing me this,” Kenzie said, once they emerged back into the fresh air of the palace grounds. “You didn’t have to, but I appreciate it.”
“Don’t mention it,” Carolina said. “And I do mean that—if you tell anyone about this, I will have to kill you.”
A smile stretched across Kenzie’s face, bright enough to rival the glow of the afternoon sun. “Don’t worry, your secret is safe with me.”
* * *
To Kenzie’s joy, as they walked back into the main part of Sintra, Carolina kept up a steady stream of historical facts. When she was passionate about something, her whole face lit up, and she looked younger, freer. With her eyes glittering in the sunlight, and her blood-red lips curved into a soft smile as she gestured with her hands, Kenzie tried resolutely to remember the disparaging way Carolina had spoken to her earlier.
Because this version of her? Open and at ease, beautiful and devastating? Oh, she was the most brilliant thing Kenzie had ever seen, and that?
That was a problem.
Get yourself together, she told herself sternly. She’s Alice’s aunt. She might be hot, but you barely know her. In fact, you’ve known her for a week, and just because she’s being nice to you doesn’t mean you have to start fawning over her. Get a grip.
“What’s that?” Kenzie pointed toward a fountain as they passed, desperate for something to distract her from the thoughts swirling around in her mind.
“The Fonte da Sabuga.”
Carolina speaking Portuguese was not helping.
“There’s been a fountain there since the Middle Ages,” Carolina continued, pausing in front of it. A group of other people had also stopped to look, and some of them glanced Carolina’s way as she spoke. “The water is supposed to be renowned for its medicinal properties.”
While it looked clean enough, Kenzie wasn’t about to volunteer to try it. Though the sound of it trickling out of the spouts on the blue and yellow wall and into the brick trough beneath was relaxing.
“Do you speak fluent Portuguese?” Kenzie said as they continued their walk.
“So-so. I could when I was younger. My mother spoke exclusively to us in Portuguese, and my father in English. They wanted us all to be bilingual, and it was easy to remember when we came here so often as kids. But because I haven’t been here in so long…It’s more difficult. I couldn’t hold a full conversation with a native speaker, but I can follow along.”
“I was never good at languages,” Kenzie said. “I took French for five years and all I can remember is je m’appelle Kenzie.”
“Ce n’est pas très bon,” Carolina said.
Kenzie blinked at the side of her head.
Carolina laughed again, the sound sweeter than the trickle of the water. “It means that’s not very good.”
“Show off.”
“Languages were always easy for me to pick up.”
“Well, my talents lie more in the scientific field.” Thankfully. Having fallen in love with biology in her first class, Kenzie couldn’t imagine what she’d do if she’d been bad at it. “Could we maybe check out the antique store you told Jonathan about before we go meet them? It sounded cool.”
“You’re a demanding tourist.”
“I haven’t asked you for a single thing!”
Carolina curved her lips into a wicked smirk. “Come on. The antique store is this way. Though why you want to look at a load of old, dusty things is beyond me.”
“Isn’t that what we’ve been doing all day?”
“I think the cleaners of Pena Palace and Quinta da Regaleira would have something to say about you calling the buildings dusty.”
Carolina swept along a side street, the heels of her boots clicking on the cobbled stone floor. The buildings pressed close on both sides, made of crooked and brightly colored stone.
Kenzie could spend hours wandering, taking the sights in, and never get bored.
“Here we are.”
A bell above the antique store’s door chimed as Carolina pulled it open. Inside, the shelves and floor were crammed full of all manner of weird and wonderful things. Wooden furniture and eclectic vases, shiny jewelry and questionable paintings. Kenzie loved antiques. Thrift stores were one of her favorites at home, because you never knew what treasures might be hiding in plain sight.
“Look at these books.” Kenzie ran a reverent finger over the spines sitting on a heavyset bookshelf. Some of the titles were Portuguese, but French and English books were mixed in, too. One of the English titles was a book she knew well. “Pride and Prejudice! This was my mother’s favorite book.” She pulled it from the shelf, and let out a low whistle at the price tag.
“Must be a rare edition,” Carolina said, with a cursory glance over Kenzie’s shoulder.
“Wow.” Kenzie held the book delicately in her hands. “That’s so cool. I don’t think I’ve ever had a rare edition of anything.”
“Do you want to buy it?”
“God no. I can’t afford that—how much do you think a doctoral student makes?”
Not wanting to risk damaging the book, Kenzie set it back on the shelf with a pang in her chest. Nice as it would be to own something so beautiful, it cost the same as a month of rent.
Kenzie glanced at her watch. “We should get back to the car. The others will be waiting.”
“We can stay longer if you want,” Carolina said. “They can wait.”
“What happened to ‘if you’re even a minute late, I’m leaving without you’?”
“I despise other people being late,” Carolina said, following Kenzie to the door. “I’ve got the keys—I can do whatever I want.”
* * *
When Carolina traipsed into the entrance hall behind Kenzie, Jonathan and Beth later that afternoon, Mariana was standing outside the kitchen door with her hands settled on her hips.
“You didn’t kill them, then?” Mariana’s eyes scanned the face of each person as they entered the house. “Or leave them behind?”
“Thought about it.” Carolina shrugged out of her coat and hung it on the hook beside the ornate front door. “But we all managed to survive, didn’t we?”
“We had a lovely time,” Jonathan said. “Carolina took us for travesseiros de Sintra.”
Astonishment flashed over Mariana’s face. “She did?”
“Uh-huh. And we saw Pena Palace, and she took Kenzie to Quinta da Regaleira while me and Beth looked around the town. It’s even more beautiful than my mother described.”
“Well, I’m glad you enjoyed yourselves,” Mariana said.
Bored of the pleasantries, Carolina slipped past her sister and into the kitchen. João wouldn’t be there to start dinner for at least an hour, so it was mercifully quiet, and Carolina grabbed an apple from the bowl and hopped onto the counter.
“You seem to be in an awfully chipper mood.” Mariana followed Carolina inside. She leaned her hip against the counter opposite where Carolina sat.
“My dear sister, you sound disappointed,” Carolina said around a mouthful of crunchy apple. “Were you hoping I’d have a horrid time?” Tilting her jaw, Carolina met Mariana’s gaze.
“No. I’m glad you had fun.”
Fun.
The idea of Carolina having fun in Sintra would have been laughable a week ago. But… it had been too long since she’d reminded herself of all of the things this place had to offer, and it turned out she just needed to be with someone seeing it for the first time to remember.
She had misjudged Kenzie on their first meeting. Carolina had thought her timid, but she’d seen steel in the girl today. Maybe she would fit into the family after all.
“I do wish you would have at least thought about staying to help Clara and I, though.”
Carolina’s good mood came crashing down. “I genuinely can’t think of a worse way to spend an afternoon.”
“Well, you’ll be happy to know we’ve nearly cleared everything. And…there are some things in a box by the door you might like to look at. Some old photographs.”
“No, thank you.”
“Come on, Carolina. They’re just photographs.”
“Of what? Our shitty childhood? What good is a jaunt down memory lane going to serve any of us?”
“It wasn’t all bad.”
“It certainly wasn’t all good.” Holding up a hand when Mariana opened her mouth to argue further, Carolina shoved herself off the counter. She’d been in a rare good mood when she’d entered the house. Trust Mariana to seep all the joy out of her.
Carolina supposed it was a miracle it had taken this long to happen. “I’m done talking about this. Don’t expect me for dinner tonight.”
“Carolina—”
But Carolina had heard enough, striding out into the hall and making a beeline for the coat she’d not long discarded. She needed out of this damn house.
“If you’re not going to bother making an effort, what was the point in you coming back here at all?” Mariana followed behind Carolina. “I’ve been trying—”
Shoulders shaking with the anger she tried hard to keep at bay, Carolina whirled around. “Do you think that makes up for twenty-four years of silence? Trying?”
“No! But I’ve apologized. I’m trying to make up for it, but you—”
“It’s been a week, Mariana! Did you expect to click your fingers and for us to be as close as we used to be when we were kids? You can’t be that deluded.” Over Mariana’s shoulder, Carolina saw a wide-eyed Kenzie emerging from the library with her laptop clutched to her chest.
“Of course I didn’t. But you can’t just leave, Carolina. Or was that your plan all along? Come back, but leave when things got rough, so this time you could be the one who walked away?”
Carolina’s lip curled into a snarl. “How fucking dare you.”
“I’m right though, aren’t I? It’s not like you have much to rush back to—without us, you’re alone.”
The words cut deep, but Mariana wasn’t the only one who could hit where it hurt.
“At least I’m not turning into our mother. She might not be here any more, but she’s done a great job at making you into her clone.”
Mariana reeled back as if she’d been struck, and Carolina wrenched the door open. She slammed it so hard behind her it shook before stalking to her car and peeling out of the driveway.
The sooner she got away from this damn place, the better.
* * *
What the hell had Kenzie witnessed?
Buoyed by her day exploring Sintra with Carolina, she’d wanted to grab her laptop from the library before heading to check on Alice. Kenzie wasn’t sure her pitstop had been worth it.
“I’m sorry you had to see that, Kenzie,” Mariana said.
Kenzie jumped. She hadn’t realized she’d been seen—she was pressed back against the wall, wishing she could defy the laws of physics and sink right into it—and cleared her throat, unsure of what she could possibly say.
“It, um, it’s okay.”
Probably something more eloquent than that.
“Do you have siblings?” Mariana turned to her, thumb and forefinger pressed to her nose like she was trying to ward off a headache.
“N-no. It’s just me.”
Mariana’s sigh was heavy. “Count yourself lucky. I’m sorry you had to spend the day with her.”
“Oh. That’s okay. It wasn’t so bad.” In fact, it had gone a thousand times better than Kenzie could have ever dreamed sat at breakfast. “And it was nice to see the town. Alice has told me a lot of stories, but now I can put them all into context.”
“Yes.” Pursing her lips, Mariana looked Kenzie up and down. “Look, I know I haven’t been the most welcoming since you arrived here. I’m sorry for that, too. I tend to judge people too harshly. Maybe Carolina is right and I am turning into our mother.” She barked out a bitter laugh. “Perhaps later this week when Alice’s father gets here and Alice is feeling better, we can go out for dinner. You and Alice and me and David. I’d like to get to know you better.”
“Oh. Um, yeah, sounds great.” If she were really Alice’s girlfriend, this progress should fill her with happiness, so Kenzie forced a smile.
“Excellent. Well, I’ll leave you to it.” Mariana’s answering smile was tired. “Enjoy the rest of your afternoon.”
“You too.” Heading for the stairs, Kenzie glanced behind her to see Mariana walking toward the kitchen with slumped shoulders.
What a day.
After returning her laptop to her room, Kenzie knocked on Alice’s closed bedroom door.
“Come in,” Alice said from within.
Inside, she was sitting against the pillows, a book open in her lap. She looked much better—still pale, but her cheeks were less blotchy and her eyes no longer red-rimmed.
“Hey. You feeling better?”
“Much. You can come in. As you told me sternly this morning, you probably already have my germs.”
“And a vastly superior immune system,” Kenzie said, grinning as she joined Alice on the bed.
“I don’t know about sitting on the bed, Kenz.” Mirth twinkled in Alice’s eyes as she set her book on the nightstand. “With the door closed? My, my, what would my mother say?”
“I’ll have you know your mother and I have had a breakthrough. She wants to take the two of us out to dinner along with your dad so she can ‘get to know me better.’”
Alice’s eyes widened. “Wait, are you serious? What did you do to her?”
“I didn’t do anything.” Lifting her legs to her chest, Kenzie rested her head on her knees. “Other than be an unwilling witness to an argument between her and Carolina.”
“What?”
“Yeah. It was full-on. Carolina stormed out of the house—I don’t know if she’ll come back.”
The look on Carolina’s face when Mariana had said she was all alone…
Well. If Kenzie had thought she’d made Carolina mad with her comment in the car earlier, it was nothing compared to the snarling anger she’d seen on Carolina’s face before she’d left.
“So, how have you been entertaining yourself today?” Alice said. “Sorry for abandoning you. I promise I’ll take you into Sintra later this week.”
“No need. I went today.”
“What? With who?”
“Carolina took me, Jonathan and Beth on a tour today.”
Alice’s mouth dropped open. “You are shitting me.”
“I am not.”
“Nah, you must be. I slept for seven hours today—I’ve clearly woken in an alternate dimension. First my mother’s taking us out to dinner, and now my hermit aunt has taken you on a tour of the town? What have you done to my family?”
“I haven’t done anything!”
“Do you have magical powers you’ve never told me about?” Alice reached out to tickle her.
Kenzie wriggled away with a shriek.
“Shush,” Alice said, a smile playing at the edges of her mouth. “Before my mother comes bursting in and tells us off for impropriety.”
“Does she know that ship sailed a long time ago?”
Alice socked Kenzie square in the face with a pillow.
Kenzie was glad she was feeling better.



Chapter 7
THE LIBRARY WAS EERILY SILENT without Carolina’s presence.
Which was dumb, because they’d only worked in there together a few times.
But it felt too big, and Kenzie’d gotten too used to the sound of Carolina’s fingers flying over the keys, or the rhythmic tone of her voice as she held business calls. Kenzie was very invested in whether Carolina’s latest acquisition was going to go through. Judging from her heavy sighs and growls of frustration whenever she talked about it to her colleagues, the process didn’t seem to be going well.
Her eyes darted once more toward the other empty desk. Where had Carolina gone? And would she be back?
One thing was for sure—the place would be less interesting without Carolina around.
Get your shit together. Kenzie stared at her blinking cursor. Thinking about Carolina isn’t going to finish your thesis.
Determined, Kenzie started to type. She was getting into the groove when footsteps sounded outside the door.
Was Carolina back?
Kenzie titled her head, listening out for more.
Silence.
And then a sniffle. Whoever it was outside the door was crying, and Kenzie couldn’t ignore that. Pushing out her chair, Kenzie padded into the hall, squinting in the low light as she shut the door to the library behind her.
A shape emerged from the kitchen, jumping so much when it spotted Kenzie that water in the glass they held sloshed over the rim and onto the floor.
“Shit!”
Kenzie recognized Jonathan’s voice, and he took form as her eyes adjusted to the darkness. “Sorry! I didn’t mean to startle you.”
“No, no, it’s my fault,” Jonathan said. His voice wavered, and he sniffled again. “I didn’t realize anyone else was awake.”
“I’m a night owl,” Kenzie said. “Here, let me go and get something to clean up that water.”
“You don’t have to do that.”
“Oh, it’s fine. Honestly.” Kenzie slipped past him into the kitchen and grabbed a handful of paper towels. “Are you okay?” Kenzie said, once she’d cleaned up.
Jonathan remained in the same place, his cheeks splotchy in the light from the kitchen that spilled into the hall. “I’m fine.”
“You don’t look fine.” Kenzie kept her voice soft. “Look, I…I know we don’t know each other at all. We’ve probably spent a grand total of two hours in the same room. But for what it’s worth…I lost my mom a few years ago. I know how hard this time of year can be.”
He met her gaze, his eyes shining with unshed tears. “I didn’t know that.”
“How would you?” Kenzie barely knew he existed two weeks ago. He certainly hadn’t known a thing about her.
“Does it…does it get any easier?” he said. “Because I can’t imagine it.”
“The pain never goes away. Especially at the holidays. But with time—for me, at least—it got easier to breathe. I can think about the time I spent with her without getting upset. I can appreciate it instead.”
Bottom lip wobbling, Jonathan nodded. “I was doing okay. And then today, seeing all the places I know she loved but we never got to see together… I miss her. And Beth doesn’t get it. Sometimes it’s like she thinks I should be over it already.” He took a deep breath. “Sorry. You don’t need to be hearing all of this. Like you said—we barely know each other.”
“Sometimes it’s easier to talk to a stranger than someone you love. And if you ever need someone to talk to while you’re here, someone who understands, you can come to me.” God knows Kenzie could have used that the first year she’d been without her mom. She’d had her friends, who hadn’t left her alone during the holidays, but none of them really got it. “Anytime. I mean it.”
A few tears slid down Jonathan’s cheeks. “Thank you. That means a lot. You have no idea how much.”
Kenzie smiled. “Believe me when I say I do.”
“Alice is a lucky girl,” Jonathan said. “I’m glad she’s found someone as amazing as you.”
“Oh.” Once again, Kenzie didn’t know what to say. How did she keep forgetting the reason she was there? “Thanks. I’ll tell her that—she’ll love it.”
Jonathan laughed. “I don’t doubt that. Well, I’ll, uh, leave you to go back to whatever it was you were doing before I interrupted. But thank you. I mean it.”
“Like I said—anytime.”
Kenzie watched him traipse back up the stairs before returning to the library—but only to grab her laptop. She was exhausted and she wasn’t going to get anything of substance done—especially if she was listening out for every sound, wondering if Carolina was back.
Why couldn’t Kenzie stop thinking about her?
They’d spent a handful of hours together. That was all. How could she have left such an impression?
Because she’s the most incredible woman you’ve ever met, a voice in Kenzie’s mind said, but she shoved it down deep.
That was not a rabbit hole she needed to dive into.
* * *
“You came back.”
Carolina glanced away from her computer screen to the library door, unsurprised to see Kenzie staring back at her.
“Mm.”
“I wasn’t sure you would.” Kenzie wandered into the room and flopped onto the other desk chair. “That argument with Mariana was…intense.”
“Yes.” Carolina hadn’t seen her sister since. She’d slunk back into the house a couple of hours ago under cover of darkness, not yet ready to face anyone after spending three days in a hotel in Lisbon.
She should have known Kenzie would still be lurking about the place.
“I decided not to let one argument ruin the holidays.” Decided Mariana didn’t get to accuse her of walking away when things got rough. The words had rung in her head on a loop, and while Carolina was well within her right to leave and never look back, she wasn’t going to be the one to abandon her family.
Stubbornness was another one of her family traits.
“Does that mean you’re having fun here?”
“I wouldn’t go that far.” Though it wasn’t as miserable as Carolina had feared. If it had been, she wouldn’t have come back.
“Where did you go?”
Carolina glanced across at Kenzie. She’d yet to bother opening her laptop, and instead sat watching her with a curious gaze.
“I don’t see how that’s any of your business.” The words were sharp. “We spent an afternoon together. That doesn’t make us friends.” Carolina couldn’t believe she’d let her guard down so far in Sintra.
“I was only asking,” Kenzie muttered as she yanked her laptop open.
“Well don’t. If I wanted someone to talk to, I would’ve come back in the daytime.”
Kenzie’s jaw clenched—she was annoyed, but she didn’t open her mouth.
“Why are you here all the time, anyway?” Carolina said.
“My thesis—”
“Yes, yes, I’m sure it’s urgent.” Carolina steepled her hands and rested her chin on top. “But I can’t imagine it’s urgent enough to have you squirrelling away for hours every night. What does my niece think about it? She can’t be happy being woken up at the crack of dawn by you skulking back into bed.”
Kenzie frowned. “I don’t. We’re in separate rooms, thanks to your sister.”
Well, that didn’t surprise Carolina in the slightest. What was surprising was the fact Kenzie was suggesting her and Alice were sticking to it.
“I assume she’s not enforcing it by standing guard outside your door all night.”
“Obviously not.” Shifting in her chair, Kenzie’s gaze flickered away from Carolina’s face. “But I don’t want to disrespect her rules.”
“The only disrespect shown here is from Mariana. Do you think she and David stayed in separate rooms when they visited here? Or Clara and Chris? She’s doing it to fuck with you.” Carolina regarded Kenzie closely. “But what I can’t work out is why you don’t seem to care.”
Kenzie’s squirming intensified. “I do care. But I don’t want to cause any trouble.”
“Hmm.”
Carolina didn’t believe her. Something was off about Kenzie’s reaction. If Carolina were in Kenzie’s position, she’d nod and smile and say all the right things, but the second the lights were off? She’d be sneaking down the hall.
Come to think of it, beyond the occasional hand-holding, Carolina had never seen Kenzie and Alice acting particularly…coupley. Maybe it was because they didn’t want to risk Mariana’s ire, but a part of Carolina couldn’t help but think it might be more than that.
“Didn’t you say you didn’t want a conversation?” Kenzie said, her words clipped and her lips pressed into a thin line.
Oh, Carolina had definitely hit a nerve.
She was now even more certain something was off. Kenzie wouldn’t have reacted like that otherwise. Carolina had a feeling she wasn’t going to be getting to the bottom of it that night, though.
Kenzie’s expression was closed off, her jaw set as she typed viciously on her keyboard.
Well, Carolina had wanted peace and quiet, and it looked like she was going to get it. But why did the victory feel so hollow?
* * *
Carolina paused a foot inside the kitchen, freezing when she saw Mariana standing at the counter.
“Carolina.” Deep bags sat beneath Mariana’s eyes, and relief flashed across her face as she set aside the mixing bowl in her hands. “I…I didn’t know if we’d see you again.”
“Why? Oh, I remember—because you thought I’d flee at the first sign of trouble, so I could be the one to leave, this time.” While her time away had cooled some of her anger, Carolina wasn’t going to let Mariana off the hook right away.
Mariana winced. “I shouldn’t have said that.”
“No.” Forging forward, Carolina reached for a mug. She needed caffeine. “But I shouldn’t have accused you of turning into our mother, either. It was a low blow.”
“I deserved it.”
With a sigh, Carolina shook her head as she made her coffee. “I don’t think you did. But pushing me to see the good in our childhood isn’t ever going to work out the way you want, Mariana. I’ve spent a lifetime trying to put it behind me. Hell, I’m in therapy because of it.”
Wide eyes stared at her. “You are in therapy?”
“Yes. It shocked me, too. But it’s helping.”
“If you’ve spent a lifetime trying to put it behind you, why would you come back?”
“Because…” Carolina tapped her fingers against the side of her mug. “While I don’t disagree that you and Clara should have handled things better, you weren’t the ones who kicked me out. And though it’s a few years too late, at least you’re trying now.”
“I really do want to build a relationship with you. I know I haven’t gone about it in the best way, but I promise I’ll do better. I miss my little sister.”
“I’m not so little anymore.”
“No.” Tears shone in Mariana’s eyes, before they were quickly blinked away. “And I’ll always regret not being able to see you grow.”
“Regret is a funny thing, isn’t it? Because I don’t regret the path my life has taken. Not really.” She’d achieved so much; so much she might not have if things had been different. Would she still have her company, or would she have worked at the family firm, as was expected of her, hating every moment? And Rebecca…they might have lasted longer, but did Carolina want to be with someone who would toss her aside without a second thought? “I don’t want to dwell on the past, though. I’d rather look toward the future. One that hopefully has you and Clara in it.”
Mariana reached out a hand to squeeze Carolina’s elbow. “I’d like that, too. So long as you know…”
At the hesitation, Carolina raised an eyebrow. “Yes?”
“That you were never the problem back then. I blamed you for not following the status quo, but it was our mother and father I should have been angry with. Not you.”
“Well, we all know who the easier target was,” Carolina said softly.
“I was older. I should have protected you.”
“You and I both know I didn’t need protecting. I would’ve hated you for trying.” Draining the last of her coffee, Carolina discarded her mug on the counter. “I want you to stop beating yourself up for the things you can’t change.”
“Wow.” Mariana’s lips twitched. “You really are in therapy.”
With a snort of laughter, Carolina swatted at Mariana’s shoulder. “You should try it.”
“Maybe we all should.” Mariana’s attention turned back to the mixing bowl on the counter. “I was just making some rabanadas—I promised Alice I’d make some, and I suppose I should make enough for the whole house. Do you want to help?”
“That depends.” Carolina eyed the bowl critically. “Are you going to set the stove on fire?”
“I know I can’t cook, but I can handle this. Grandfather taught me well.”
“He taught all of us well.” Carolina remembered many a winter afternoon in the kitchen, standing on a stepping stool to reach the counter and ‘help’ her grandfather make the delicious snack. “I haven’t had rabanadas since I was last here.”
“Then you definitely have to help me.”
Carolina took her place beside Mariana at the counter. She whisked eggs while Mariana heated a mix of milk, sugar, cinnamon and lemon on the stove. Once the milk mixture had cooled, Carolina dipped slices of bread from the local bakery into the milk, then the egg, and fried them in a skillet on the stove.
“Here.” Mariana nudged a glass toward Carolina, a bottle of port wine held in her hand. “It’s not traditional rabanadas unless you drink this while you make it.”
Carolina chuckled, accepting a full glass after flipping each slice of bread. Even when they’d been kids, their grandfather had snuck them a sip or two. The wine was sweet and rich on her tongue, warming Carolina from the inside.
It didn’t take long for the bread to fry on both sides, and once they were done, Carolina stacked them on a plate.
“I’ll go and gather everyone while you start on the next batch.”
“Next batch? How much are you making?”
“It’s the holidays! There’s no better time to indulge.”
Carolina shook her head, but she fried a few more slices of bread while Mariana fetched the others. Their voices drifted down the hall long before they arrived, high with excitement.
Alice and Kenzie were the first to step through the door. Kenzie’s smile dimmed, somewhat, when her eyes met Carolina’s—she still wasn’t ready to forgive Carolina for her pushing last night, then.
With a sigh, Carolina prodded the plate of rabanadas toward her, hoping they would be apology enough.
Before long, the kitchen was full, the whole family gathered around the granite kitchen island with a mouthful of sugary bread. They tasted just as good as Carolina remembered—the center of the bread custard-like, and the outside crispy, the cinnamon sharp on her tongue. She washed it down with a sip of port, thinking about how happy her grandfather would be to see them all together, enjoying an old tradition.
* * *
Sitting next to Alice in an upscale restaurant in the center of Sintra, beads of sweat gathered at the back of Kenzie’s neck and nerves somersaulted through her stomach.
Opposite her, Mariana held a glass of red wine loosely between her fingertips, observing Kenzie with a shrewd gaze. David was much more relaxed, smiling as he chattered to Alice about the round of golf he’d played earlier that day.
Why did it have to be so hot?
Kenzie had dressed warm, the evening air freezing without the heat of the winter sun, in her nicest blouse and thick black blazer. She could take the blazer off, but she was sure she had sweat patches from the walk from the car to the restaurant—and from Mariana’s silent scrutiny.
She’d barely said a word since they sat, but Kenzie was sure she could read judgment in Mariana’s gaze.
Who had thought this would be a good idea?
God only knew what Kenzie had ordered; she’d been too stressed to read the menu properly. Their server had returned after what felt like only a few minutes, and she had asked for the first thing she read that wasn’t fish.
“So,” Mariana said, voice a low drawl. “How long have you two been an item, again?”
Beneath the table, Kenzie’s knee bobbed a nervous rhythm. Alice set her hand on Kenzie’s thigh, pressing hard, to get her to stop.
“A few months.” Hopefully the words didn’t sound as rehearsed as they were.
At least Mariana had warned them this dinner was coming. It had given her and Alice a chance to prepare.
“And how did it happen? Last I heard, you were roommates. How did you go from that to a couple?”
“I never saw Kenzie as anything more than a friend until we started living together,” Alice said, keeping her hand on Kenzie’s leg. “But…over time, spending every day together, and seeing how much she cared for me and looked out for me…I realized maybe the perfect person had been in front of me the whole time.”
Mariana’s lips pressed into a thin line. “And was it the same for you, Kenzie?”
“Y-yeah. It was.” With Mariana’s eyes on her, Kenzie found it had to speak. Carolina’s gaze were intense, but that was nothing compared to Mariana’s laser-focus. “Alice is an amazing woman; I’ve known that since the day we met. I’m incredibly lucky to have her in my life.”
Mariana’s expression never changed, which made it difficult to know if she was saying the right thing.
“And what are your plans for the future?” Mariana said. “Do you want to get married? Children?”
“Mariana,” David said, a note of warning in his voice as he glanced at his wife. “Don’t you think that’s enough with the inquisition?”
Kenzie breathed a small sigh of relief. She’d barely met Alice’s father, and certainly hadn’t expected him to be her savior.
“Isn’t that why we’re here?” Mariana’s eyes never left Kenzie’s face. “To get to know Kenzie?”
“Yes. But I don’t see how asking about marriage and kids is going to achieve that,” David said in a tired voice. “Kenzie, Alice said you’re a doctoral student? That must be difficult.”
“It is.” Kenzie wasn’t going to sugarcoat it. She loved biology, loved knowing she was doing something that mattered, something to honor her mother—but it was still the hardest thing she’d ever done. “It’ll be worth it when I graduate, though.”
“What is it you’re studying?” David looked genuinely interested.
“Immuno-oncology. My research is all about seeing if we can manipulate the immune system to fight and kill cancer cells.”
“Wow. That’s over my head, but it sounds wonderful.”
“It’s over my head too.” Alice smiled. “She’s too smart for me.”
“I am not.” Warmth flooded Kenzie’s cheeks, and she was grateful for the restaurant’s low lighting. “I couldn’t do what you do. Any of you,” Kenzie said, glancing around the table. Her gaze settled on Mariana. “You must be proud Alice is following in your footsteps.”
“Yes, though I wish she would have done it closer to home.”
“I hate the weather in London.” Scrunching her nose, Alice reached for her own wine glass. “I like New York. It’s where I always dreamed of living.”
Disapproval flashed across Mariana’s face. “No plans to move back, then?”
“No.” A flicker of Costa defiance glowed in Alice’s eyes as she set her jaw. “Especially now I have Kenzie.”
Kenzie wasn’t sure she liked being used a pawn in this conversation—but she supposed that was her role in this whole vacation.
“You wouldn’t like to live in the UK, Kenzie?” Mariana said.
“Um.” Kenzie glanced between Alice and Mariana.
David gave Kenzie a sympathetic look.
“I’d like to visit,” Kenzie said, feeling like she was undergoing some kind of test. “But New York is my home. It always has been, and I hope it always will be.”
“What are you plans once you have your doctorate, Kenzie?” David said. “Are you planning to stay in academia?”
“I’m hoping to get a post-doctoral research fellowship.” A life out of the laboratory wasn’t one Kenzie wanted to live. “My advisor thinks I have a good shot.”
“Well, I’ll keep my fingers crossed for you.”
“Thank you.” Kenzie hoped she’d won over at least one of Alice’s parents. Mariana was a closed book, though Kenzie didn’t think she’d said anything too controversial.
She supposed there was still time.
Their appetizers were yet to arrive.
“Are you happy?” Mariana said abruptly, gaze flicking to Alice. “Does Kenzie make you happy?”
“Yes, mum. She treats me better than anyone else I’ve ever been with.”
That was a low bar. Alice had been with some real assholes in the time Kenzie had known her.
“And over time,” Alice continued. “I hope you’ll see that, too.”
Mariana pursed her lips. “I do see that,” she said quietly. “And I’m sorry I’ve been hard on you both. I don’t mean to be. I just…want the best for you. And if you think that’s Kenzie, then I have no intention of standing in your way.”
Kenzie let out her breath. That was more than either she or Alice could have hoped for. It seemed like they’d managed to convince Mariana their relationship was legitimate, and Kenzie was relieved—she didn’t ever want to be on Mariana’s bad side, and if she found out they were lying? Especially after she’d said she approved?
Kenzie had no doubt Mariana would scorch the Earth.
Well, they’d done the hard part, at least. If Mariana believed their charade, they just had to keep it up for a few more weeks, and everything would be fine.
 



Chapter 8
CAROLINA GLANCED UP FROM THE news article she was reading on her iPad as the door to the kitchen clattered open.
“Oh. Sorry.” Alice hovered in the hall. “I was just going to make coffee for me and Kenzie.”
Carolina gestured to the machine behind where she stood at the granite kitchen island. “The room is plenty big enough for two.”
“Right.” With stilted steps, and an uncertain expression, Alice walked over the threshold.
Carolina tried to shake off any awkwardness as Alice reached for two mugs from the cupboard. But it was the first time the two of them had been alone in a room together since Alice had been tiny enough for Carolina to balance on her hip. And, just like when she’d been a baby, gazing up at Carolina with wide blue eyes, Carolina had no idea what she should say.
How was it that speaking to Kenzie was easier than striking up a conversation with her own niece?
In the end, Alice was the one to break the silence, with a nod to the bowl of granola at Carolina’s elbow. “Miss breakfast?”
“I overslept. Though thanks to a late business meeting, I did only get to sleep at four a.m.” Worth it, though, to finally close the dating app deal. If not for the late hour, she’d have popped a bottle of champagne.
“That sounds exhausting.”
Carolina shrugged. “I’ve had worse. You might, too, if you stick with the family business.”
The coffee machine hissed and whirred at Alice’s elbow. “How do you know what I do?”
“Your mother told me. Bragged, I suppose. She’s proud of you.” The words stuck in her throat, knowing there was no world in which Carolina could say her own mother felt the same.
“Sure she is.”
Puzzled by the tone of Alice’s voice, Carolina frowned. “She is.”
“Then why has she spent the last eight years begging me to come back to London? She hates that I moved away, even though I’m still working for the family firm. And don’t even get me started on how she acted when I came out. It’s taken her this long to warm up to Kenzie.” Alice shook her head. “What do you know, anyway? You haven’t been here.”
Bitterness laced Alice’s tone, and Caroline tried not to react. She hadn’t considered that, in addition to mending bridges with her sisters, she’d have to build a relationship from scratch with her niece, too. Thank God Clara didn’t have any children. “No, but I’m here now. I know I’m a stranger to you, but I don’t have to be.”
Alice tilted her head. “That depends. Are you going to tell me what happened?”
Carolina wondered, not for the first time, if they’d made the right decision in keeping what had happened twenty-four years ago from Alice. But if Alice and Mariana already had a fragile relationship, dredging up what had happened in the past wasn’t going to improve it.
In fact, it might do the opposite.
“You should ask your mother.”
Alice scoffed. “Yeah, well, she won’t tell me, either. She said it’s none of my business. But whatever it is, I can handle it. I’m not a child.”
“Then don’t act like one.”
A wounded look crossed Alice’s face, and Carolina groaned inwardly. That wasn’t the way to win Alice over, was it? Though she wasn’t going to accept an attitude for something that wasn’t her fault, either. “Look, I’m sorry. But Mariana is right—it’s between us. Can you just accept that?”
Some of the tension dropped from Alice’s shoulders. “Fine. But you can’t expect me to want to build a relationship with you when you won’t be honest with me.”
Carolina had to admit that the rejection stung a little. “Well, I’ll be here if you change your mind.”
* * *
Sitting on a couch in one of the lounges beside Alice, a fire crackling in the hearth and with her belly full of another delicious meal, courtesy of João—chicken in a white wine and mushroom sauce—Kenzie was ready for a nap. The lack of sleep was finally catching up to her. Maybe that night she would get a full eight hours, instead of staring at the ceiling for one, giving up and working for two, before crawling back under the covers when she could barely keep her eyes open.
Around her, the rest of the house’s occupants—sans Carolina—chattered in low voices.
“Shall we show the girls some of the photo albums we found, Mariana?” Clara said. “There are some adorable ones of Alice as a baby.”
Lifting her head from Kenzie’s shoulder, Alice groaned. “Is that really necessary?”
“Oh, I think so,” Mariana said, a twinkle in her eyes as she climbed to her feet and moved toward the grand French dresser against the lounge wall.
“Fine,” Alice said, with a heavy sigh. “But only if we can look through some of the older ones, too. I like seeing photographs of you when you were younger.”
“Very well. I’ll pass a few around, shall I?”
Inside the dresser, Kenzie could see dozens of albums.
“Here you go.” Mariana handed Kenzie one that had December 2000 written in neat cursive writing on the spine. “This was Alice’s second summer here. And this”— she passed Alice one from July 1986—“is one from when I was 12.”
The pages of the album were thick, and Kenzie was careful as she leafed through the first few. “Look at you!” Kenzie pointed to a round-faced Alice, beaming as she sat on her father’s knee in the same room they sat in now. “You didn’t have any hair.”
“She didn’t until she was nearly three,” Mariana said, perching on the arm of the couch after distributing photo albums to the rest of the family.
“I think you’ll find I have a few wisps.” Alice pointed to thin blonde strands. “I was an early walker, at least. I couldn’t have everything at once.”
Turning over more pages, Kenzie couldn’t hide her grin. Alice was present in most of them, a smiley, chubby toddler being held by various members of her family.
She paused on a photo of a young Carolina, holding Alice out away from her like she was going to explode, lips curled into a familiar grimace.
“Ah, Carolina wasn’t a fan of children,” Mariana said, noticing the path of Kenzie’s gaze.
“How old was she here?” While it was unmistakably Carolina—her hair still a mass of dark curls, and her eyes instantly recognizable—she looked barely older than a teenager.
“Mm, twenty-one, I think. It was our last summer here altogether. Before…well. Before.”
Mariana’s reticence to elaborate on what had happened between her and Carolina only made Kenzie’s curiosity burn brighter. Would she ever know what had happened between the sisters? It was none of her business, after all. But she found it fascinating. Especially considering they seemed to act now like they’d never been apart. Like the past twenty-something years had never happened.
Carolina featured in a few more photographs, though much less than her other family members. Kenzie imagined her dodging the camera whenever it made an appearance—in some she was out of focus, as if she’d shifted away at the last second.
Beside her in a few pictures was an unfamiliar woman, a gorgeous redhead with twinkling eyes and a dazzling smile.
“Who’s this?” Kenzie asked, gently tapping on the redhead. In the picture she stood next to Carolina with a glass held in her hand, matching grins on both women’s faces.
“Oh.” Mariana tensed, her smile taut enough to make Kenzie think she’d asked the wrong thing. “That’s Rebecca. She was Carolina’s…friend.”
The pause was long enough to make Kenzie do a double-take, glancing again at the easy smile on Carolina’s mouth as she looked into Rebecca’s eyes. Barely any space was left between them, and Carolina’s hand sat low on Rebecca’s hip. Was “friends” all there was to it?
But maybe she was projecting.
Before Kenzie had the chance to turn the page, Carolina breezed into the room. When she saw what everyone was looking at, she rolled her eyes.
“I don’t know why you’re so insistent on reminiscing about the past.”
“It’s nice to look back, sometimes,” Mariana said.
Carolina scoffed.
Remembering Carolina’s story of her parents on their walk to Quinta da Regaleira, Kenzie suspected the sisters thought about the past with different levels of fondness.
Carolina’s mouth opened, no doubt to fire back with another flippant remark—and then she glanced at the page open on Kenzie’s lap.
It was as if a switch flipped inside Carolina. Her mocking smirk fell away, her cheeks paled, and her hands, holding a whiskey glass between them, shook. With a clenched jaw, Carolina straightened her spine. “Why are you looking at that?” The words were like ice.
Mariana swallowed. “Kenzie was asking who Rebec—”
Carolina’s gaze fell to Kenzie, mouth twisting when she looked again at the photo. “Well,” Carolina said, voice little more than a hiss, her eyes dangerously dark, “maybe it’s about time Kenzie minded her own fucking business.”
At the hateful look in Carolina’s eyes, and the venom in her tone, Kenzie flinched. If she thought she’d seen Carolina mad before…
Oh, it was nothing compared to this.
“Carolina!” Mariana whipped her head up, mouth falling open in shock. “It’s not her fault—”
But Carolina was already stalking from the room, her back ramrod straight and her shoulders quaking with barely concealed rage.
“Sorry.” Mariana turned to Kenzie with a concerned gaze. “Rebecca is a…touchy subject.”
“It’s okay.” Kenzie managed to force a smile.
“No matter. I’m sure she’ll get over it soon,” Mariana said.
Thinking of the look on Carolina’s face, Kenzie didn’t share Mariana’s certainty. She pushed the feeling away and kept flipping through the album, trying not to think about the lost, dark look in Carolina’s eyes.
Wherever she’d gone, Kenzie hoped she was okay.
* * *
Carolina didn’t have a plan when she left the house; she only knew that she had to get away.
She ended up walking a well-trodden path through the woods, heading to the center of Sintra. A lifetime ago, she, Clara and Mariana had raced along the same trail. Ahead, she recognized one of the trees—Carolina had tried to climb it once, but had slipped and fallen, breaking her wrist in the process.
Mariana had gotten the blame for not watching her younger sister closely enough, and had glared at Carolina the whole miserable ride to the hospital.
Further along the path, she passed a cave, mind flashing back twenty-four years to remember Rebecca tugging Carolina inside it to kiss her breathless.
Carolina stopped, one hand resting on the cool stone around the cave’s entrance. After so many years, she knew Rebecca shouldn’t have such an effect on her. Shouldn’t have made her snap at Kenzie and storm out of the house like a teenager throwing a tantrum. But she’d been so blindsided by the photograph that she’d reacted without thinking.
Pathetic, really, but Carolina couldn’t help it. Any reminder of that summer—of the only time in any relationship she’d felt truly safe and allowed herself to be loved, before it had all come crashing down—made her recoil.
Jada called it a trauma response.
Carolina called it really fucking annoying.
Ever since, she’d never been able to let anyone in. Not fully. Not without sabotaging it. How could she open herself up again, when everyone always left eventually? When she was never the person people loved enough to fight for?
With a sigh, she pushed herself away from the cave and forged onwards. It had rained a few days ago, and mud squelched beneath the soles of her boots, the only sound except the occasional hoot of an owl.
She found the darkness comforting, rather than unsettling. Nature had always been her safe space, her retreat when things were difficult. She’d spent many an hour wandering around Central Park when confronted with a particularly stubborn problem. On her rare weekends off, she enjoyed hiking in the Poconos. She blamed her grandfather for that, spending days leading her and her sisters through the Sintra mountains.
Though it had been years, the paths were still like second-nature to her, muscle memory pushing her through the tree line and onto a winding road leading directly to the center and its handful of bars.
There, it was brighter, with Christmas lights leading her way. Through cracked windows, Carolina heard the sound of laughter as people enjoyed spending the evening with their families.
Carolina couldn’t remember the last time that much joy had been in the air at the Costa’s family celebrations. Certainly not since her grandfather had passed. With him gone, there had been no one to interrupt the stormy arguments between Carolina’s mother and father. Even after her father had died when she was seventeen, things hadn’t gotten much better.
Her mother had taken her anger out on her daughters, instead.
No wonder Carolina rarely felt the Christmas spirit.
But maybe this year could be different—if she could leave the past behind. Easier said than done, when the ghost of Rebecca could still leave her reeling.
With a sigh, Carolina made a beeline for the closest bar. Her mind was too busy, swirling with thoughts she’d rather bat away, and burying them at the bottom of a bottle was too tempting.
Tomorrow, she’d call Jada. She’d try to say Rebecca’s name without wincing. Maybe she could even take a look at the photographs Mariana was so insistent she see.
But tonight, she wanted to drink until she forgot it all.
* * *
The front door slammed, jerking Kenzie’s concentration away from her laptop screen.
Alone in the library, with the clock reading one thirty a.m., Kenzie knew of only one person it could be.
The same person who usually sat, stoic and quiet, at the other desk in the room, lingering long after Kenzie retired.
Kenzie hadn’t expected Carolina back so soon. It had taken her three days to return after her argument with Mariana, and she’d looked much angrier when leaving earlier that evening.
A part of Kenzie wanted to approach the door and check Carolina was okay, but she didn’t dare move. It wasn’t her place, and it was her fault Carolina was in a mood in the first place.
No, she’d stay put, finish reading her paper on the use of T-cells as a cancer therapy, and—
A crash echoed through the house, followed by a muttered curse. Kenzie couldn’t ignore that, could she?
With a sigh, she pushed herself away from the desk and walked into the hall, where she found Carolina trying to get to her feet. Kenzie could smell the alcohol on her breath even from a few meters away.
“Of course it’s you,” Carolina said when she realized it was Kenzie looming over her. “Why are you everywhere?”
Kenzie offered Carolina her hand—which she looked at with open disgust.
“Should I leave you to it?” Kenzie said.
“Yes.”
“Fine.” Leaning away, Kenzie watched as Carolina continued to struggle upright. “For God’s sake, let me help you,” Kenzie said, when she couldn’t take it any longer. “Don’t be so fucking stubborn.”
“I didn’t realize you were capable of swearing.” Carolina’s words were slurred, and this time, she took Kenzie’s hand.
Her palm was clammy, and Kenzie tried hard not to think about the fact she was touching Carolina. “I’m capable of a lot of things,” Kenzie said, hauling Carolina upright.
Once on her feet, she swayed in place, and Kenzie was reluctant to let go of her.
“Will you please let me help you to your room?” Kenzie said. “I don’t think you can make it upstairs like this.”
“Who are you to tell me what I can and can’t do?” Carolina sneered, but her expression wasn’t as intimidating when she couldn’t keep her eyes focused. “You’re no one.”
“I’m the person keeping you from falling flat on your ass. Or are you not aware you’re leaning nearly all of your body weight on me?”
Looking down, Carolina’s lips parted as she realized she was pressed against Kenzie’s side. The heat of her was blistering, the stench of beer cloying.
“We can stand here arguing all night, or you can let me help you and get this over with.”
“Fine.”
Carolina was a dead weight, her arm heavy around Kenzie’s shoulders as they shuffled toward the stairs. Kenzie had the suspicion she was being purposefully unhelpful, but she bit her tongue.
“Which is your room?” Kenzie whispered as they reached the upper landing.
“Last door on the right.”
Carolina’s steps were heavy, and Kenzie was worried they were going to wake some of the occupants of the rooms along the way.
Thankfully, no doors opened, and Kenzie pushed open Carolina’s with the flat of her hand.
“I can handle it from here, thank you,” Carolina said—before tripping on the edge of the rug in the center of the room.
Moving quickly, Kenzie caught her before she fell to the floor with an arm around her waist.
“Get off me!” Carolina shoved, and Kenzie stumbled back a step, nearly crashing into Carolina’s bed.
It was bigger than hers, the bedspread a dark gray. A red silk slip was folded neatly on the end of the bed, and Kenzie did not allow herself to imagine what Carolina would look like wearing it.
Fuck.
“I’m trying to help!”
“Well, you’ve done enough!” Carolina hissed, that earlier venom back in her voice. “It’s your fault I’m in this state in the first place!”
“Why? Because I had the audacity to ask a question?”
Carolina’s eyes flashed. “Rebecca is none of your business!”
Despite knowing she was in dangerous territory, Kenzie couldn’t seem to keep her mouth shut. “You loved her, didn’t you?”
Carolina’s face crumpled, and the breath she let out was shaky. “How did you know? Did Mariana say something?”
“No. She didn’t have to. I could tell from the way you looked at her. And how you reacted earlier.” It was obvious from the defeated look in Carolina’s eyes it was still a deep cut, despite happening over twenty years ago. Kenzie ached for her. “Do you…do you want to talk about it?”
The poisonous look Carolina shot Kenzie’s way answered that question.
Kenzie held up her hands. “You don’t have to. Just an offer. You seem…I don’t know. Like it still hurts.”
 “She’s the reason I haven’t seen my sisters in so long. That photograph…that summer…it started out as the best of my life, but didn’t take long to turn into the worst.” Carolina wrapped her arms around her waist like she was trying to hold herself together and took a deep breath. “My mother caught us together. She kicked me out because of it, disowned me, told me I was dead to her. My sisters chose her and her bigotry over their youngest sister, turning their backs on me, too, and Rebecca…Rebecca decided her status was more important than I was, and broke up with me a week later.”
Unable to imagine how traumatic that must have been for her, Kenzie swallowed. She didn’t know what to say—she was certain Carolina wouldn’t be telling her all of this if she were sober. Kenzie didn’t know her well, but Carolina didn’t open up easily, and this? This was about as open as you could get.
Moving past Kenzie, Carolina sat on the edge of the bed. She looked at her hands, twisted in her lap. “I’m glad Mariana seems to have at least learned from our mother’s mistakes. I’m happy you and Alice are being treated better.” Carolina met Kenzie’s gaze with a small, sad smile. “It’s just a shame it’s too late for me.”
“It isn’t, though.”
“Yes, it is.” Carolina sounded so certain. “Who would want a sad, lonely forty-five-year-old?”
“You’re more than that,” Kenzie said. “You’re smart. And strong. And funny when you want to be.”
“You don’t mean any of those things.”
“I do, though.” Kenzie’s life would be easier if she didn’t. If she could not think of Carolina at all. “I don’t say things I don’t mean.”
“You remind me of Rebecca sometimes,” Carolina said.
Kenzie sucked in a breath, because what was she supposed to say to that?
“People tended to underestimate her. They thought she was meek and unassuming, but underneath all that she had a backbone of steel.”
“You thought I was meek and unassuming?” Kenzie latched onto the worst part of Carolina’s words, because that was safer.
Safer than knowing she’d crossed Carolina’s mind.
“The way you scurried out of the library when we first met?” Carolina smirked, her eyes amused. “Of course I did.”
“I’d been woken from a nap by the most intimidating woman I’ve ever met. Forgive me for needing some time to adjust.”
Carolina titled her head. “You think I’m intimidating?”
“You know you’re intimidating,” Kenzie said. “That’s the air you put on. Though I wonder if it’s a front to stop people from getting too close.”
“Why should I let someone get close when it’ll all end in tears anyway?”
“That’s no way to live. You’d rather never fall in love because you’re scared to get your heart broken?”
“It’s working out well for me so far.”
“Is it?”
Carolina’s eyes flashed.
Goddammit. Kenzie had gone and put her foot in her mouth again. What was it about Carolina that made her want to push and press and find all her weak spots?
“I think we’ve shared enough for one night, don’t you?”
Well, it was nice while it lasted.
“Yes,” Kenzie said. “But will you let me get you a glass of water and some Advil? I have a feeling you’ll need it in the morning.”
“Fine. But only because I know if I say no, you’ll stand there arguing with me for another ten minutes.”
“At least you’re learning.”
If Carolina were sober, Kenzie probably wouldn’t have said that. Carolina’s glare followed Kenzie out the door.
Creeping down the halls, and grateful for her slippers to ward off the chill from the floor, Kenzie wasn’t sure she’d ever see Carolina that open and vulnerable again.
When Kenzie returned to Carolina’s bedroom with the promised water and pills, Carolina was nowhere to be seen. Light from beneath the door of the adjourning bathroom spilled onto the rug.
The silk slip was no longer on the bottom of the bed.
Kenzie left the glass and pills on the nightstand and hurried from the room, knowing if she saw Carolina wearing that slip she’d never be able to think about anything else ever again.
 



Chapter 9
CAROLINA WOKE WITH A POUNDING headache, the sunlight streaming through the thin drapes making her groan and bury her head under her pillow.
Regret flooded through her. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d drank enough to have a hangover the next day. It must have been years. And she was certain she never used to feel so bad.
Her age was catching up with her.
Knowing she wouldn’t be able to fall back asleep when her head was swimming, and her stomach was roiling, Carolina gingerly sat upright, propping her back against the padded leather headboard of her bed.
A glass of water sat on the nightstand along with a packet of Advil, and Carolina reached for both of them eagerly.
It was when she lifted the glass to her lips that she remembered who had left them there.
Kenzie.
A rush of memories flooded back to her—stumbling over in the hall, Kenzie dragging her to her feet and helping her to bed. Kenzie asking Carolina about Rebecca—and Carolina spilling everything.
Talk about oversharing.
A knock on the door tore Carolina out of her thoughts. She recognized the timber of it, having heard that knock on that door a hundred times many years ago.
“Come in,” Carolina said, though it was only a matter of time before Mariana barged in anyway.
She’d never respected a closed door.
“Good God, it smells like a brewery in here.” Mariana curled her lip in distaste. “What time did you get home?”
“Late.”
“Well, have you gotten over your little tantrum?” Standing at the foot of Carolina’s bed, Mariana set her hands on her hips. “Honestly, Kenzie asked a question. You didn’t have to be so rude.”
“She didn’t have to be so nosy.” Despite their conversation last night, Carolina wasn’t sure she’d fully forgiven Kenzie for re-opening old wounds. “And since when are you jumping to her rescue? I thought you hated her.”
“I’ve never hated her,” Mariana said. “I didn’t approve of her.”
“And now you do?”
Mariana shrugged. “Perhaps I judged her too harshly. She seems to make Alice happy, and I’ve decided that’s enough for me.”
Wow. Carolina doubted Kenzie knew how impressive it was she’d managed to win over Mariana in the space of a few short days.
“Did you barge in here this early to talk about Kenzie?”
“Early?” Mariana looked askance. “It’s midday, Carolina.”
“Shit, really?” Carolina reached for her phone, and tried to ignore the number of e-mails she’d gotten overnight.
“How much did you drink last night?” Mariana sighed. “But no, I came in here to ask if you’d like to join Clara and I for Christmas shopping this afternoon—if you can manage to drag yourself out of bed.”
Considering Carolina had yet to do any Christmas shopping, that wasn’t a terrible idea. “Only if you help me figure out what to get everyone.”
“I think I can manage that. In any case, I thought it would be nice for the three of us to spend the afternoon together,” Mariana said. “Perhaps we can make it through the day without an argument.”
“Don’t get your hopes up.”
“You’ll come, then?”
“Yes.” Swinging her legs over the side of the bed, Carolina smothered a groan as her head swam. She hoped the Advil kicked in sooner rather than later. “But I need a shower first.”
“Well, we’re planning to leave in an hour. Meet us downstairs. And don’t be late.”
* * *
Kenzie walked into one of the lounges, looking for Alice, who had disappeared after breakfast when Mariana had asked for her help with something.
Instead of Alice, she found Jonathan on one of the couches, a ball of wool in his lap and a pair of knitting needles in his hands. He smiled at her.
“Hey,” Kenzie said. “Mind if I join you?” She didn’t like wandering the house on her own. At least, not in the daytime. Although things had gotten better—and certainly weren’t as bad as she had feared when she agreed to join Alice for the holidays—making awkward small talk with Alice’s family members wasn’t high on her agenda.
But Jonathan felt like a kindred spirit, even though the two of them hadn’t spoken much since she’d found him crying in the night.
“Go ahead.”
Kenzie sat at the opposite end of the couch, watching the way his hands moved with practiced ease. “I wish I could be that creative. It always looks so relaxing, but I’d end up with a tangle of wool.”
Jonathan’s smile widened, his gaze flitting between Kenzie and his knitting. “Ah, it’s not so difficult. Though I’m not great at it.”
“Are you kidding? That scarf looks amazing.”
“Scarf?” Jonathan looked down. “This is a jumper.”
Eyes widening, Kenzie swallowed. “Oh. Really?”
“No. You should see your face! Of course it’s a scarf.” He held it up.
“Okay good, because I was about to question your skills. I might not know much about knitting, but I do know a jumper would require a few holes. Have you done it for long?”
“No. My mum taught me when I was younger, but I never paid much attention. When she got sick, I asked her to teach me how again. She used to make blankets for every baby in the family. I figured someone could carry on the tradition, even though they won’t be as good.”
“I think it’s the thought that counts,” Kenzie said. “Will it take you much longer to finish that?”
“A few more hours, I think. The holidays seemed like a good time to practice. It’s hard to fit it in around work and everything else going on at home.”
Watching the needles move was fascinating—as was how he could hold a full conversation at the same time. Kenzie could never.
She was about to ask him for more details when footsteps approached. Hoping it was Alice, Kenzie was disappointed when Beth stepped into the room. She frowned at Kenzie sitting beside Jonathan.
Her frown turned into a scowl when she saw what Jonathan was doing.
“Didn’t I tell you to stop with the knitting?” Beth set her hands on her hips. “It’s so embarrassing.”
“I told you I wasn’t going to stop,” Jonathan said, a defensive edge to his voice. “But you didn’t want to hear it.”
“Because I thought you’d listen to me.” Beth’s gaze flickered to Kenzie. “Don’t you think it’s weird?”
“Why?” Despite barely knowing Jonathan, Kenzie also felt defensive. She didn’t like when people disparaged someone they were supposed to love. “Because he’s a guy?”
“Well, yeah!”
“I think it’s great,” Kenzie said. “Shouldn’t you be happy he has a hobby like this instead of drinking beer and watching soccer?”
“For the record,” Jonathan said, “I do also like to do that.”
“And there’s nothing wrong with that, either. Hobbies aren’t gendered. And the fact you feel threatened by a man knitting says far more about you than it does about him.”
Eyes flashing with anger, Beth turned her eyes toward Jonathan. “Are you going to let her talk to me like that?”
“Like what?” Kenzie had had enough of Beth’s attitude. “It’s better than the way you’re speaking to Jonathan.”
Again, Beth looked toward Jonathan.
“I don’t know what you want me to do,” Jonathan said. “She has a point.”
“I can’t believe you!” With a stamp of her foot, Beth turned and stomped from the room.
Jonathan slumped in his seat, a defeated look on his face.
“Are you okay?” Kenzie said.
“Yeah. As you can probably guess, it’s not the first time we’ve had that argument.” His focus returned to his knitting, but his lips were downturned. “This scarf was supposed to be for her. But she doesn’t want it. She told me it was stupid.”
“Even though you explained to her why you’re doing it?”
“Yeah.”
“That’s unforgivable.” It would be even without the backstory, but with it? Kenzie couldn’t imagine ever tearing someone down like that. “I know it’s none of my business, because we barely know each other, and you can tell me where to go for asking this question, but—why are you with someone who treats you that way?”
Jonathan worried at his bottom lip, gaze focused on his knitting, his fingers moving more quickly. “She never used to. It’s only…well.” Jonathan sighed. “Since my mum died. At first she was understanding and supportive, but after a few weeks…I don’t know. Something changed. Like I said the other night, it’s like she thinks I should be over it already. Maybe she’s right.”
“She’s not right.” Kenzie’s words were fierce enough to make Jonathan’s head snap up. “There’s no timeline on grief. You take as long as you need. And if Beth can’t realize that, maybe she isn’t the right person for you to be with. You should be with someone who supports you, not someone who tears you down.”
Tears filled Jonathan’s eyes. “You need to stop making me cry.”
“It’s a skill I have,” Kenzie said.
Jonathan managed a watery chuckle. “Thank you. I…to be honest, I’ve had my doubts about me and Beth for a while, but no one has ever been that forthright with me before. I thought maybe I was blowing things out of proportion.”
“Not at all. If she’s willing to say shit like that to you in front of me, who might as well be a stranger, I don’t want to imagine what she’d be willing to say to you behind closed doors.”
“You’ve given me some things to think about,” Jonathan said. “Want a scarf as a thank you?”
“I mean, if that’s not earmarked for someone else, I could use one when I’m back home.”
“This can be yours, then.” Jonathan looked happier.
More footsteps approached, and Alice popped her head through the door a few moments later.
“Kenzie! There you are. I’ve been looking for you everywhere.” Alice stepped inside. “Hey, Jonathan. Ooh, are you making a scarf?” Alice folded herself onto the couch beside Kenzie. “That’s so cool.”
Jonathan’s cheeks tinged pink—a much different reaction to Kenzie’s praise.
Did a spark still linger between Jonathan and Alice, a whisper of unfinished business? Alice would be a much better match for him than Beth, that was for sure.
“Thanks, Alice. I can make you one, if you want.”
“Not that one, though,” Kenzie said. “That one’s mine.”
Alice looked at Kenzie with wide-eyed surprise. “Since when are you two so close?”
“We talk,” Kenzie said. “Sometimes.”
“Kenzie’s really cool.” Jonathan’s smile was earnest. “You’ve found yourself a good one, Alice. I’m happy for you.”
Alice’s smile slipped from her mouth. Only a little, but enough for Kenzie to notice.
Maybe Jonathan wasn’t the only one harboring a secret flame.
* * *
“I need to stop in Sintra for a few more things before we go back to the house,” Mariana said as she drove along the highway out of Lisbon.
“Seriously, Mariana?” Carolina said. “Do you not have enough?”
The trunk of the car was bulging with bags of shopping the three sisters had bought around Lisbon’s high streets; more were piled in the back seat beside her. Carolina had been surprised it had all fit in.
“Not yet.” Mariana tapped her fingers on the steering wheel. “It won’t take long. You can stay in the car if you want.”
“Or we could go and get a pastry,” Clara said. “I don’t need anything else, and I haven’t been to see Beatriz yet.”
“Ooh, yes.” A coffee and a pastel de nata or a queijada would go a long way to warding off the last lingering traces of Carolina’s hangover. Her pounding headache had subsided, somewhat, being out in the fresh air as she’d wandered Libson with her sisters, but she still felt delicate. “That sounds like a great idea.”
Mariana pulled into a street parking space near the center of Sintra, and went her separate way as Clara and Carolina wandered the familiar path toward Beatriz’s bakery.
“We haven’t had much of a chance to catch up.” Clara said as they walked. “How’s business? You seem to be putting in a lot of hours despite being on vacation.”
“You know what it’s like. Never a quiet day. But I love it. How’s the family firm?”
Clara made a face. “It’s fine. But most days I don’t enjoy it. Sometimes I wish I’d been braver and chosen something else like you.”
Surprise bloomed in Carolina’s chest. She’d always assumed her sisters had been happy to immerse themselves in the family business. “There’s still time,” Carolina said. “It’s never too late for a change of career.”
“I’m in my late forties, Carolina. I think that ship may have sailed.”
“Nonsense. You were always the smartest of the three of us—you could do anything you set your mind to if you wanted.” Carolina drew her jacket tighter around herself. Lisbon had been warmer, but back in the Sintra hills, the chill in the air was sharp. “What would you like to do instead?”
“I don’t know. Perhaps charity work? I do enjoy the pro bono cases we take on.”
“Father would roll over in his grave if he heard you say that.”
“Maybe that’s why it appeals to me so much. I could never summon the will to stand up to him when he was alive—but perhaps I can use some of his legacy for good.”
“I think that sounds like a most excellent use of your time.”
They rounded a corner and passed the antique store Carolina had taken Kenzie to. She’d looked so delighted after spotting Pride and Prejudice on the shelf—and so deflated when she’d seen the price tag.
Carolina hadn’t gotten Kenzie a gift. And while the expensive sweater Marina had picked out for Kenzie earlier was nice, Carolina wasn’t sure it would be appreciated. None of the clothes Kenzie wore screamed designer.
But the book?
Expensive, yes, but it was nothing to Carolina. And Carolina owed her a thank you—in part for the horrible way she’d treated her initially, and because of how Kenzie had looked after her the previous night.
Carolina slowed her stride. “I remembered there’s one last thing I need to buy. Would you mind if I made a quick stop? You can go ahead to Beatriz’s and get us a table, if you like. I won’t be long.”
“Okay.”
Clara continued on, and Carolina watched her go before doubling back to the antique store. She hoped the book was still there, and was relieved to find it exactly where it had been the other day, sandwiched between two Portuguese titles. Carolina pulled the book free and headed to the counter, hoping Kenzie would appreciate the gift.
And tried not to think too hard about why she was buying her one in the first place.
* * *
Peering into cupboard after cupboard in the Costa’s kitchen, Kenzie was regretting her offer to make herself and Alice mugs of hot cocoa before they settled in to watch their next Christmas movie.
She’d watched Alice make one a few of days ago, but for the life of her she couldn’t find the powder, despite being sure she was looking in exactly the same place.
The door creaked open behind her, and Kenzie turned, hoping it was Alice coming to her rescue.
Instead, Carolina paused two steps into the room. Sculpted eyebrows rose when she appraised what Kenzie was wearing.
With Alice’s encouragement, she’d finally broken out her novelty Christmas sweater collection. She’d started with one of the least tacky ones. Though she supposed to someone like Carolina, seeing a garish reindeer sweater, complete with fuzzy antlers and a red bobble for a nose, might come as something of a shock.
“What is that?”
“It’s a Christmas sweater,” Kenzie said, folding her arms across her chest.
“It’s hideous.”
“Well, it’s not like I’m trying to make a fashion statement.”
Carolina titled her head. “You’re certainly making some kind of statement.” She wandered further into the room and snatched a mug from one of the many open cupboards. “Is there a reason all of these doors are open?”
“I’m trying to find the cocoa powder.”
“It’s right here.” Carolina stepped close to Kenzie, her front against Kenzie’s back, and reached for one of the highest shelves. “You’re too short to see it.”
Air whooshed from Kenzie’s lungs, and her heart raced. Though the contact lasted a fleeting second, Carolina was blisteringly warm against her back, her sweet perfume lingering in the air. “I’m not that short,” Kenzie said, once she could form coherent thoughts. “Maybe you’re stupidly tall.”
“I’d rather be stupidly tall than too short to see what’s on the top shelf.” Placing her mug beneath the coffee machine, Carolina fiddled with some of the buttons.
She seemed in high spirits. Kenzie hadn’t seen Carolina in the three days since she’d helped her into bed. The lack of sleep from her late nights working had finally caught up to Kenzie, and she’d been too tired to drag herself to the library.
Grabbing some milk from the refrigerator, and a saucepan from a cupboard, Kenzie started making the hot cocoa. She soon felt eyes on the back of her neck, and glanced over her shoulder.
Carolina sipped from her mug, leaning against the counter and watching Kenzie. The smell of coffee beans lingered in the air.
“Can I help you?” Kenzie said.
“Just ensuring you don’t burn the house down.”
“I’ll have you know I’m an excellent cook.” Not that making hot cocoa counted. Anyone could heat some milk.
“Have you been avoiding me?”
Carolina asked the question so casually, but it took Kenzie aback—she nearly spilled milk all over the stove and cursed quietly.
“No.” Lowering the heat, Kenzie turned around. “Why?”
Carolina regarded Kenzie closely, cupping her mug between the palms of both hands. “I haven’t seen you in the library since…well. Since I stumbled home a drunken mess. I wondered if perhaps I’d said something to make you comfortable.”
“What? Why would you think that? Unless…you don’t remember?” Kenzie didn’t want that to be true; didn’t want to have to admit to Carolina how much she’d told her.
“No, I remember it all. I’d never drink myself to the point of blacking out. But I…assumed it might be connected.”
Kenzie swore she could see vulnerability in Carolina’s eyes. Could it be she missed having Kenzie around in the library?
Surely not.
“It’s not.” Kenzie met Carolina’s gaze, imploring Carolina to believe her. “I promise. I just…I’ve been so tired lately I’ve been passing out by ten thirty. And I also…I don’t know. I guess a part of me wondered if you might regret the things you told me, and might want space. I don’t think you’d have said any of those things if you were sober.”
“No. Probably not.” Carolina’s fingers tapped the side of her mug. She’d repainted her nails—they were now a dark green. “But I don’t regret it. Perhaps both of us have jumped to conclusions we shouldn’t have. Are you planning on working tonight?”
“You know, if you miss me, we don’t only have to spend time together at midnight in the library.”
Carolina’s eyes narrowed into slits. “I do not miss you. I simply want to know if I have to endure your loud breathing and typing.”
Kenzie’s lips twitched. “Yeah, right. You—”
“I can’t believe you!”
The shout came from the hall, and both Kenzie and Carolina turned in surprise.
The accent was unmistakably Beth’s, and curiosity had Kenzie moving toward the kitchen doorway. Carolina followed behind her.
In the hall, Beth was angrily throwing on her jacket, a suitcase sitting by her feet.
A few of the other Costas were peering out of nearby doors to see what the commotion was.
“You don’t have to go,” Jonathan said, standing at the foot of the stairs and looking lost. “You can stay—”
“You just broke up with me!” Beth cried, her cheeks flaming red and her eyes wild. “Why the hell would I want to stay?”
“Because we can still be friends, I—”
“No! I never want to see you again.” Yanking the zipper of her jacket to her chin, Beth turned her head and spotted Kenzie. Her face darkened. “You! This is all your fault! You should have kept your mouth shut.”
“It has nothing to do with her.” Jonathan took a hesitant step forward like he was going to put himself in between Beth and Kenzie.
“Well, you could’ve fooled me.” With a huff, Beth left the house, slamming the door loudly behind her.
Jonathan turned to Kenzie. “I’m so sorry.”
“Ah, it’s fine.” Kenzie was glad he’d thought about what she said. She didn’t know Jonathan well, but she did know he deserved better than Beth. “So long as you think you’ve done the right thing?”
He managed a smile, though his eyes were watery. “Yeah. I know I did. Thank you.”
Kenzie shrugged. “You don’t have to thank me. Hey, if you need cheering up, me and Alice are about to watch a movie. Join us if you want.”
“Yeah. That would be nice.” Glancing around, Jonathan seemed to notice a few concerned faces looking toward him. “I’m sorry about the commotion, everyone.”
“As long as you’re all right, dear.” Mariana patted Jonathan gently on the shoulder.
“I’m fine,” he said. “Honestly. More embarrassed than anything.”
“Oh, don’t worry.” Mariana’s smile was wry. “I doubt that will be the last blowout this hallway sees before the holidays are done.”
“We’re watching the movie in here if you’re joining,” Alice said, her voice carrying from the lounge door.
“Did you break up a couple?” Carolina’s voice was low in Kenzie’s ear as Jonathan headed toward Alice.
She stood close enough for her breath to tickle the back of Kenzie’s neck, warm on her skin, and she shuddered. “No.”
“Sounds like you did.”
“I just pointed out that maybe she wasn’t the right person for him.”
“Hm. Well, you’d better watch you don’t push him into the arms of his ex-girlfriend,” Carolina said as Alice pulled Jonathan into a hug that lingered a second too long.
“I’m not worried about that.”
“If you say so.”
 



Chapter 10
I need your help with an urgent matter.
MARIANA’S TEXT WAS WHOLLY UNSPECIFIC, and Carolina was annoyed as she wandered through the house trying to find her. The place was a goddamn maze—Mariana could at least have the common decency to tell Carolina where she was needed so urgently.
Hearing the sound of laughter from the games room, Carolina made her way toward it. Maybe the people in there would have a better idea of where her sister had gone.
Carolina was surprised to see Mariana inside, standing beside Clara and David and speaking to them in a hushed voice. Chris was nowhere to be seen, and Carolina wondered how he’d managed to get out of this.
Kenzie leaned over the pool table in the center of the room, a look of concentration on her face as she lined up a shot. Two striped balls remained, and at least six solids. Someone was doing terribly, and as Kenzie effortlessly potted the last two stripes, Carolina knew it couldn’t be her team.
“Ah, Carolina! There you are.” Mariana took Carolina by the elbow to pull her further into the room.
“Well? What’s this urgent matter?” Carolina said.
“Pool.” Mariana’s expression was grave. “We keep losing to the children.”
“You can’t be serious.” Carolina couldn’t believe she’d dragged herself away from work for this. A silly game. “Mariana, I was working.”
“Oh, come on, Carolina. It’s nearly Christmas. Get into the spirit!” Mariana said.
“How has this got anything to do with getting into the Christmas spirit?” Carolina folded her arms. “Looks to me like you can’t handle losing.”
“We can’t handle Kenzie,” Clara said.
They all watched Kenzie line up the black with the pocket on the back left of the table.
It was a difficult angle, but Kenzie looked unfazed as she slid it home.
“She’s a pool genius,” Jonathan said, clapping Kenzie on the back.
“Come on, Carolina.” Clara turned to Carolina with pleading eyes. “You’re good at this—or you used to be, at least. We need you.”
“If you’re too scared to lose, that’s okay.” Across the pool table, Kenzie caught Carolina’s gaze. Her eyes twinkled beneath the low light over the table, a challenge in the curve of her smile. “You can go back to work.”
Both Alice and Mariana drew in sharp breaths.
Carolina knew it was because if anyone else dared speak to her like that they’d be eviscerated for it.
“Fine.” Carolina snatched the nearest pool cue right out of David’s hand. “Let’s see who’s really the best, shall we?”
Carolina didn’t know who was more surprised—her sisters, her niece, or Carolina herself—that she’d risen to Kenzie’s challenge.
“Maybe you’ll learn to keep your mouth shut after I wipe the floor with you.” Carolina tapped the edge of the table. “Reset.”
 “Yes, ma’am.” Kenzie met Carolina’s eye as she said it.
Kenzie was trying to rile Carolina up, and goddamn her, it was working. When was the last time someone had known exactly how to get under her skin? More than that—known and not be afraid to do it?
People were terrified of Carolina, which was exactly how she liked it. Better to keep them at arm’s length; then they couldn’t disappoint her.
But Kenzie…Kenzie was throwing down a gauntlet and asking Carolina to rise to it. Kenzie was pushing and pressing, and no matter how Carolina tried to shove her away, she refused to let her.
“I’ll sit this one out.” David looked relieved by the prospect. “So the teams are even. I’m terrible at this anyway.”
“Hang on a minute,” Jonathan said. “If just Carolina and Kenzie go head-to-head, the rest of us aren’t going to get a shot, and then it’s not much of a team game, is it?”
Who asked you?
He shouldn’t even be there.
“Perhaps the rest of us can go first,” Mariana said. “And once we’ve all missed, you two can go clean up.”
Handing her cue over to Jonathan, Kenzie shrugged. “Sounds fair to me.”
Carolina gritted her teeth. Relying on others had rarely served her well in life. But the look on Mariana’s face gave her little room to argue. “Fine.”
Shoulders tight with tension, Carolina watched the game unfold. Jonathan broke but didn’t manage to pot any balls, leaving it open to Mariana to choose solids or stripes. She went with stripes, potting one—but her next attempt missed, handing control over to the younger team.
Alice lacked finesse, her attempt missing the pocket by some considerable distance. Kenzie patted her shoulder sympathetically as she re-joined the rest of her team.
With the game tied at two pocketed balls apiece, Clara stepped up to the table. She managed only one.
Carolina groaned. “We used to play all the time as kids! How are you so bad at this?”
“Don’t be a sore loser, Carolina,” Mariana said.
“You’re the one who dragged me down here because you couldn’t stand to lose!”
“Yes, well, it looks like you won’t get your chance to make us into winners,” Mariana said.
Kenzie was at the table, clearing up with practiced ease. The black slammed home, and Carolina narrowed her eyes.
“Again,” Carolina said. “But this time the adults go first.”
“Sure.” Kenzie looked far too relaxed.
Carolina had never seen Kenzie in her element before. She thought she had, when they’d been together in the library, because only someone with Carolina’s work ethic would be there every night until late.
But that was different, Carolina realized. Tonight, Kenzie had a cocky energy exuding off her, an arrogance that would have been infuriating if it weren’t so well-earned. Carolina had seen some of the shots she’d made, and wasn’t sure she would be able to make them look as easy as Kenzie had.
The second game played out much like the first—except by the time Carolina stepped up to the table, she only had to pot four striped balls; five solids remained. She measured each shot carefully, unwilling to make a mistake, and potted striped balls with ease.
Potting the black was a different beast. The angle was awkward for every pocket, and Carolina spent at least two minutes weighing her options before taking a breath and leaning over the table.
Her calculations were just wrong, the ball bouncing off the side of the pocket and placing itself perfectly in line.
It would be the easiest shot Kenzie would have had the whole night.
“Unlucky,” Kenzie said. “I don’t know if I would’ve made that.” She stepped up to the table, and it wasn’t long until only the black remained.
“You’ll make this one though.” Irritation thrummed beneath her skin. Carolina didn’t remember the last time she’d been outclassed.
“Either of us could manage this shot with our eyes closed.” Kenzie nudged the ball home to seal another win.
“Again,” Carolina said. “I’m still rusty.”
“I think that’s enough,” Mariana said.
Carolina shot her a glare.
“Don’t look at me like that.” Mariana settled her hands on her hips. “I know what you’re like. You’ll torture the poor girl until you win, and I for one am not interested in seeing that.”
With a grumble, Carolina handed her cue back to a complacent David and retreated to her bedroom.
* * *
When Kenzie entered the library later that evening, Carolina was already sitting behind her desk.
“I’m surprised you’re here.” Kenzie settled into her usual chair. “I thought you’d still be pouting.”
Carolina narrowed her eyes into slits.
She knew Carolina better now, so Kenzie wasn’t intimidated. Carolina wasn’t as fierce as she pretended to be—she just wanted everyone to think she was.
“I do not pout.”
“Stormed out quick, though.”
Carolina clenched her jaw.
Though Kenzie shouldn’t be pushing Carolina’s buttons, it was so easy.
“I want a rematch,” Carolina said.
“Okay.” More than fine with her. Watching Carolina play, the calculating look in her eyes as she lined up each shot, the way she bit her lip when she was concentrating, was something Kenzie wouldn’t mind seeing again. “Name a time and place.”
“No.” Carolina stood, the legs of her chair scraping along the floor. “I mean now.”
“Oh.” Kenzie glanced at the time. “But it’s late. Won’t we wake everyone up?”
“The walls in this place are thick. And the games room is below my bedroom, anyway. No one will hear anything.”
Kenzie did have work to do—her advisor had sent her a recently published paper to read—but the opportunity to spend one-on-one time with Carolina wasn’t something she was going to decline.
And she probably should. While Kenzie had no doubt in her mind that the lines between them would never be blurred, Kenzie was in danger of falling head-first into hopeless crush territory.
Spending an evening exchanging trash-talk and watching Carolina lean over the pool table in tight jeans and a blouse that gaped just a little too much when she bent over was dangerous.
But Carolina was looking at Kenzie expectantly, and Kenzie couldn’t resist those eyes.
Was she screwed?
Possibly.
Was she going to follow Carolina to the pool table anyway?
Hell yes.
“Okay. As long as you expect you’re probably going to lose again.”
Kenzie swore Carolina growled as she stalked past her, wrenching the door open and disappearing down the hall before Kenzie could blink. By the time Kenzie joined her in the games room, she’d already set up the table, and was applying chalk to the end of her cue.
“How did you get so good at this, anyway?” Carolina watched Kenzie grab a cue of her own.
“We had one in the rec room at college. I’ve never been a good sleeper, and rather than listen to my roommate snore—or have sex with her boyfriend, which happened more times than I like to remember—I’d spend a lot of time in there. There was a girl who was good, and she taught me how to play. How about you?”
“I spent a lot of time in this room when I was younger,” Carolina said. “It was a good place to hide from my parents.”
“But your sisters aren’t as good as you.”
“They had less reason to hide,” Carolina said, with a tight smile. “They were more willing to go along with the status quo, and to tread on eggshells to avoid upsetting my father.”
“But not you.”
“No.” Whenever she talked about her past, Carolina’s expression darkened. “I questioned everything. I answered back. I caused problems. I didn’t want to do what I was told until I could understand why I needed to do it. I wouldn’t fall in line, and they all hated me for it.”
“I’m sorry you had to deal with that.” Kenzie couldn’t imagine a childhood that wasn’t filled with love and support. It had never been sunshine and rainbows—her mother had struggled to make ends meet—but Kenzie had known she was loved, that she’d always have a safe space to land.
“Enough talk about the past. Let’s get started. Who’s going first?”
“You can,” Kenzie said. “I’ll give you a head start.”
God, it was so easy to rile Carolina up. For someone who claimed to be unflappable, Kenzie seemed to have found exactly the right buttons to press.
Silently, Carolina stalked around the table, potting ball after ball with a vengeance.
She was good, but Kenzie could tell she hadn’t played in a while. She took a fraction too long to measure her shots, and sometimes the cue looked awkward in her hands.
Not that she let that stop her, potting five in a row before missing her sixth.
Kenzie stepped up to the table, potting her first three with barely a breath in between.
“For fuck’s sake,” Carolina said, frustration clear in the tone of her voice. “Are you sure you’re not a secret professional?”
Lining up her fourth, Kenzie laughed. “No. I don’t think I’d deal well in a competition.”
“Could’ve fooled me.”
“This is different.” The ball rolled into the pocket, and Kenzie searched for her next shot. “Nothing bad happens if I lose. But I don’t do too well under pressure.”
“Hm.” Carolina padded across the floor. “Like this kind of pressure?” Setting a hand on the pool table on either side of Kenzie’s hips, Carolina loomed over her shoulder.
Though she was careful not to touch Kenzie, keeping an inch of space between them, Kenzie still felt like Carolina was all over her. She could feel the heat of her despite the distance. What would it would feel like to have Carolina’s hips flush against her ass, to have Carolina pressing her against the pool table, to have Carolina push her on to the pool table and—
Oh, fuck.
That mental image was… Kenzie’s mouth went dry, her heart racing, and yep, thinking about Carolina kissing her senseless was not helping with the whole don’t-have-a-crush-on-your-fake-girlfriend’s-aunt thing.
“This wasn’t exactly what I meant.” Kenzie hoped Carolina didn’t detect the catch in the back of her throat.
“Take the shot, then,” Carolina said, her breath warm on Kenzie’s neck.
The hairs on Kenzie’s arms stood on end, and surely Carolina must be able to hear the pounding of Kenzie’s heart?
“I don’t want to hit you.”
“You won’t.” Curving a hand around Kenzie’s elbow, Carolina drew her arm back.
Kenzie’s forearm brushed against Carolina’s rib cage, and Kenzie wondered if her own heart was racing. What the hell was happening? How had she ended up trapped beneath Carolina? How was Carolina touching her?
“Go on,” Carolina said, releasing her hold of Kenzie’s elbow.
Swallowing, Kenzie tried to concentrate. The shot was easy enough, but her brain was addled. How much power did she need to use again? And had she set the angle correctly before Carolina had approached?
Kenzie had no idea, but she did know the sooner she took the shot, the sooner she’d get herself out of this predicament, so she let fly.
“Good girl.”
Kenzie’s legs nearly buckled. It was a good thing she was leaning over the table, or she was sure she’d be on the floor.
Carolina laughed as she stepped away.
Sure Carolina had noticed her reaction, Kenzie’s cheeks flooded with heat. Carolina must think she was pathetic, and wrong, and was about to tear her limb from li—
“You really don’t do well under pressure, do you?” Carolina said.
Kenzie realized her gaze was focused on the table, and on the ball Kenzie had hit so hard it had only just come to a stop.
Carolina hadn’t noticed Kenzie’s reaction at all.
How?
Kenzie didn’t want to question it. Wasn’t sure she could form words at all. Her legs shook, her mind a mess of jumbled thoughts, and she had an uncomfortable ache between her thighs.
When was the last time she’d been this turned on? Carolina hadn’t even touched her. Had no idea of the effect she had.
And she was Alice’s aunt.
God, Kenzie was in trouble. Deep, deep trouble.
Thankfully, Carolina was laser-focused on the pool table. By the time she’d potted the black, Kenzie had managed to get herself under control.
“I win,” Carolina crowed, and she had no right to look as good as she did with a smug smile on her mouth.
“I don’t think that counts,” Kenzie said. “You played dirty.”
Carolina’s smile turned into a smirk. “Not my fault you’re so intimidated by me.”
Intimidated. Yeah, sure. That was the right word to describe the rush of wetness between her thighs when Carolina had called her a good girl.
“Well, if you’re satisfied by beating me with dirty tactics, I think I’m going to call it a night.”
A puzzled frown crossed Carolina’s face. “Don’t you have work to do?”
“It can wait.” Kenzie couldn’t spend another hour in the library with Carolina in her eyeline.
She needed a cold shower.
Or an orgasm.
“I’m exhausted.” Kenzie forced a yawn. “But goodnight. Oh, and happy Christmas Eve Eve.”
“That is not a thing,” Carolina said.
With a grin, Kenzie abandoned her laptop in the library and fled to the relative safety of upstairs, collapsing against her bedroom door once she’d closed it behind her.
Yeah, she was definitely screwed.
 



Chapter 11
CAROLINA FROWNED WHEN SHE GLANCED into the lounge.
On one of the couches, Alice and Jonathan sat close together, speaking in hushed voices. Scant few inches of space existed between them, and they looked far cozier than two exes should be. Since Beth’s abrupt departure, they had been spending more time together.
In fact, Carolina couldn’t remember seeing one without the other in the past few days. Granted, Carolina had only spent a fraction of that time around the other members of family, and Jonathan didn’t have anyone else to hang out with without Beth, but still.
It seemed unfair to Kenzie.
Carolina had been looking for Mariana, but a quick pit stop wouldn’t hurt.
When Carolina stepped inside the lounge, Alice and Jonathan jerked apart. Carolina’s sense of unease grew.
“Hi, Aunt Carolina.” Alice leaned back against the arm of the couch.
Carolina watched Jonathan pick up the knitting that had been sat in his lap and carry on with a faint tremble in his fingers.
“Are you looking for someone?” Alice said.
Seeing as Carolina hadn’t much time with Alice, she supposed that was a fair question. “Your mother.”
“I think she went for a walk.” Alice smiled. “Said this time of year is too stressful—despite never having to do any of the cooking.”
“Yes, that does sound like Mariana. Tell me, is she still an awful cook? The woman could barely make toast when we were younger.”
“She’s awful. It’s a good thing my dad is good at it. Sometimes she jokes that’s the only reason she married him.”
“I hope you inherited your father’s culinary skills.”
“I’m okay in the kitchen, but Kenzie’s better. She usually cooks for us both.”
“Mm. And where is Kenzie?” Carolina finally saw an opening to ask the question she’d been wanting to. At least Alice hadn’t seemed to have forgotten she had a girlfriend.
“She said she had some work to do.” Alice rolled her eyes. “I’m sure nothing is so urgent on Christmas Eve of all days, but she didn’t want to hear it.”
Maybe she’d rather work than watch you fawn over your ex-boyfriend. Carolina managed not to say it aloud. “Well, I hope she finishes soon. I’ll leave you two in peace.”
Carolina glanced back before stepping out into the hall, but neither of them had moved. Convinced something was there, Carolina went to the library.
Inside, Kenzie sat at her usual desk, staring at her laptop screen with her fingers pressed to her temples.
“Trying to solve a problem?”
Carolina’s voice made Kenzie jump. She turned and managed a weak smile. “Just trying to figure out the best way to word this sentence.”
“On Christmas Eve?” Carolina approached Kenzie’s desk, letting her fingers brush the edge of the smooth wood.
“Like you won’t be in here tonight,” Kenzie said.
“I won’t. My offices are closed for the holidays.”
“Oh.” Kenzie blinked. “Well, I was planning to do this last night, but I was…too tired.”
It had seemed like an excuse the previous night, and sounded worse in the cold light of day.
Carolina worried she’d pushed things too far. She hadn’t meant to—but she’d seen Kenzie lining up that shot and knew she was about to pot every damn ball on the table, and had needed some way to make her stop.
Her presence was too much for some people, so stepping close and towering over Kenzie had seemed like an excellent idea at the time. The wide-eyed deer-in-the-headlights look on Kenzie’s face before she’d scampered off to bed had made Carolina realize it wasn’t.
She shouldn’t have invaded her personal space.
“I’m sorry,” Carolina said because Kenzie was avoiding eye contact.
“For what?”
“My behavior last night was unacceptable.” Taking a step back, Carolina leaned her shoulder against the nearest bookshelf. “I never intended to make you uncomfortable.”
“I’m not uncomfortable.”
“So why can’t you look me in the eye?”
Kenzie’s gaze flickered from her laptop screen to Carolina’s face. “You didn’t make me uncomfortable. I enjoyed our game, and I was tired. Happy?”
Kenzie was lying.
Carolina had always had a sense for when people were—it was one of the things that made her so good at running a company.
But she also knew when to stop pushing. And Kenzie wasn’t going to come clean about what was bothering her, no matter how much Carolina pressed, so she supposed she’d have to deal with it.
“Okay.”
Kenzie blinked, attention returning to her screen. “If you don’t mind, I’d like to get this done so I can get back to the festivities.”
“The festivities of Alice and Jonathan canoodling, you mean?”
Kenzie snapped her gaze back to Carolina. “What?”
“I caught them looking cozy together in one of the lounges, taking advantage of your absence.”
“I’m sure they were just talking,” Kenzie said.
Carolina couldn’t understand why Kenzie looked so unruffled. “Have you not noticed that they’re always together?”
“If you’re trying to tell me I should be worried about Jonathan, I’m not.”
“Why?”
Kenzie shrugged. “Because I know Alice wouldn’t do that to me. They’re old friends. That’s all.”
Carolina didn’t understand Kenzie at all. If that were her, she’d be racing to insert herself between Alice and Jonathan on the couch.
But Carolina supposed it was none of her business. She’d done her duty by telling Kenzie her suspicions, and if Kenzie would rather embrace denial than investigate them, that wasn’t Carolina’s problem.
“Very well,” Carolina said. “I hope work doesn’t keep you for too much longer.”
* * *
As she left the library, Kenzie had a spring in her step. She’d finished her chapter, and had done enough that she wouldn’t have to worry about her thesis for the next few days.
All in all, it had been a successful morning so far, and she was looking forward to embracing the holidays. Alice had told Kenzie all of the things the family got up to on Christmas Eve, including family board games and Christmas movies in their pajamas, and Kenzie couldn’t wait.
Not to mention the horse trek scheduled for Boxing Day. Kenzie hadn’t ridden in years—not since her mum was alive. They’d used to go often, and Kenzie was looking forward to doing it again, even if the thought made her heart clench.
But before the festivities could start, she needed to find Alice. Carolina had said she was in one of the lounges with Jonathan earlier, so that was where she started.
In the furthest lounge, Jonathan sat knitting on one of the couches, but he was alone. A movie Kenzie didn’t recognize played quietly on the TV.
“Hey.” Kenzie took a few steps inside. “You seen Alice?”
“Oh. Hi, Kenzie.” Jonathan’s eyes darted around the room. “She went to make a drink. Should be back in a few minutes.”
The nervous look on his face gave Kenzie pause. “Great. Then I’ll wait for her here.”
As Kenzie approached the couch, Jonathan started gathering his knitting.
“You don’t have to leave on my account.”
“I do.”
“Why?”
“I just do.” Jonathan’s fingers trembled as he shoved his things into a tote bag.
“Aren’t you watching the movie?”
“I’ve seen it before.”
“Hey, wait.” Kenzie reached out and caught Jonathan’s wrist before he could make his escape.
His behavior was sketchy. Things between them had been fine the night before when they’d been playing pool, but now something was off.
Carolina’s earlier words rang in Kenzie’s head, but she shook them off. Kenzie was confident nothing was going on between Alice and Jonathan. Alice wouldn’t risk ruining everything after she’d dragged Kenzie out to Sintra.
At least not without talking to Kenzie first.
“What’s going on?” Kenzie said. “Have I done something to upset you?”
“What? No!” Distress crossed Jonathan’s face. “You haven’t done anything.”
“Then what’s the problem?”
“Okay, fine!” Jonathan flung himself back onto the couch. “I know you and Alice aren’t really together.”
“What?” Kenzie glanced over her shoulder toward the door. It would be just her luck if someone was lurking out there listening. “Why would you say that?”
“Because Alice told me everything.” At least Jonathan was keeping his voice quiet. “She told me she panicked when she found out I was coming and bringing Beth, and didn’t want to be alone, so she dragged you out here because you agreed to pretend to be her girlfriend.”
Kenzie gritted her teeth.
“And she told me not to tell you I knew, but I’m bad at lying so when you came in here I panicked and now you know anyway.” He scrubbed a hand across his face. “Please don’t be mad at me.”
“Oh, it’s not you I’m mad at.”
Alice had the misfortune of choosing that moment to re-enter the room, her smile slipping as she looked between Jonathan and Kenzie. “You told her?” Alice said, her eyes focused on Jonathan. “I can’t believe you!”
“I can’t believe you!” Kenzie hissed. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d been so angry. “What the hell are you playing at?”
“I think that’s my cue to leave.” Grabbing his tote bag, Jonathan scrambled from the room, pulling the door closed behind him.
“Well?” Kenzie glared at Alice. “Are you going to explain yourself?”
“I didn’t want to lie to him,” Alice said, approaching Kenzie warily, a streaming mug held in one hand. “It just sort of…came out.”
“Newsflash—we’re lying to your whole family! Because you wanted to!”
“He’s not going to say anything.”
“That’s not the point, Alice! We shouldn’t be telling anyone! If they find out we’ve been lying, who are they going to blame? Not you. It’ll be me. And I’ll be stuck here for another two weeks surrounded by people who hate me, all because you couldn’t keep your mouth shut.”
“Oh, please.” Anger flashed in Alice’s eyes. “Don’t pretend like you aren’t loving it here.”
“I’m sorry, did you want me to hate it?”
“No, but don’t act like it’s such a sacrifice.”
“I’m not. I’m grateful you brought me here, and I am enjoying myself. But don’t pretend for a second like you’re doing me a favor. I’m here for you. I would have been fine at home.” Kenzie ran a hand over her face. “Why did you really tell him?”
“I told you—”
“No. Not wanting to lie to him is bullshit.” Kenzie waited a beat. “Do you want to be with him?”
“What?”
“Don’t lie to me.” Kenzie held Alice’s gaze. “You owe me that.”
“I don’t know, okay!” Alice set her mug on the low coffee table and began to pace. “Being around him again reminds me of how happy we used to be together. And I know we were young and we’re different people now, but he’s so sweet. He’s a genuinely nice guy, and God knows I could use one of them in my life.”
Kenzie groaned. “So you do like him. I can’t believe this.”
“Oh, don’t start.” As she stopped pacing, Alice’s eyes flashed dangerously. “You have some audacity, considering how you’ve been all over my aunt since we got here.”
Kenzie felt like she’d been slapped. “What?”
“Don’t play dumb. I know you’re not alone in the library all night. I saw you in there together one night when I came to get some water.”
“We were working.”
“Every night? And what about last night? Playing pool?”
Panic sparked in Kenzie’s chest. Had Alice seen them last night? Had they shut the door behind them? They must have done. No one could have seen them.
And even if they had, nothing had happened. It just looked worse than it was.
“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” Kenzie said.
“Please. You were flirting.”
“I was not! Since when is trash-talking someone flirting?”
“I know there’s something there.”
“There is nothing there.” Kenzie could say that for certain. The idea of Carolina ever wanting Kenzie was laughable.
“But do you want there to be?”
Well, that wasn’t as easy to answer. In a world where Carolina might feel the same way? In a world where things between them wouldn’t be so impossible? Kenzie would jump at the chance to try.
But she didn’t live in that world, and things between them were impossible, and they always would be.
“No.”
“Bullshit.”
“Do I have a crush on her?” Kenzie said, knowing she wouldn’t get Alice off her back easily. “Yeah, I do. I think she’s an incredible woman. Does that mean I want to be with her? No. Because it wouldn’t work. I know that, and you know that, so why are you asking me? Trying to dig the knife in deeper?” Tears pricked at Kenzie’s eyes. She always cried when she was frustrated, and she hated it. “If you want to be with Jonathan so badly, don’t let me stand in your way. I’m sure your mother will throw you a party.”
Before Alice had the chance to respond, Kenzie barged past her and made a beeline for the stairs.
If she could get to her bedroom without anyone seeing her, she could crawl beneath the covers and let out the tears already threatening to fall, and maybe it would all feel better once she’d had a good cry.
It was just her luck that Mariana and Carolina were standing in the hall.
“Kenzie?” Mariana called out to her, a note of alarm in her voice. “Are you all right, dear?”
“I’m fine.” Not caring how rude she was being, Kenzie all but sprinted past the both of them toward the stairs.
It wasn’t the first time she and Alice had had a fight, but it had been a long time, and this one was the more vicious than most.
Usually, they stayed mad at each other for a couple of hours before one of them caved. This time, Kenzie wasn’t sure it would be so easy.
* * *
Carolina and Mariana shared a look as Kenzie hurried past them.
The tears in her eyes had been unmistakable, though Carolina had no idea what could have upset her.
When Alice stomped out of the room Kenzie had fled from a few moments later, Carolina got her answer.
“Great,” Alice said, when she noticed Mariana and Carolina. She was upset too, her eyes red rimmed and a smattering of tears on her cheeks. “Of course you’re here.”
Carolina didn’t expect such venom directed at her from her niece—at least not without due cause—and blinked in surprise. “Me? What have I done?”
“What’s wrong, dear?” Mariana said. “Do you want to talk about it?”
Alice didn’t dignify either of them an answer. “I’m going for a drive.” She reached for her coat and the keys of her rental car.
“You’ll be back for the movie later this evening though, won’t you?” Mariana said.
“I guess.” The door slammed behind Alice.
Mariana looked at Carolina. “What have you done?”
“I have no idea.” Unless…had Kenzie brought her suspicions up to Alice, after all? But Carolina was sure Kenzie wouldn’t have mentioned her as part of that. Would she?
“I’ll go and see if Kenzie’s all right.”
“No,” Carolina said. “I’ll go.”
“What?” Mariana looked flabbergasted. “You? Don’t you think crying is a weakness?”
“I think I can handle some tears. Besides, it looks like she had a fight with your daughter—do you think she wants to talk to you right now?”
“I suppose.” Still, Mariana seemed doubtful. “You’re just not very…maternal.”
“Good thing I don’t have kids then, isn’t it? Not to mention Kenzie is a grown woman.” Carolina set foot on the first step of the stairs. “I promise I won’t make her any more upset.”
Carolina was well aware Mariana had put Kenzie in the worst room in the house. It was the coldest, with barely a window, and Carolina knew after she’d gotten to know Kenzie, Mariana had regretted that decision.
She knocked lightly on the closed bedroom door when she reached it.
“Go away!” Kenzie called from within.
“Well, that’s not nice, is it?”
“…Carolina?”
“Last time I checked.”
The door opened a crack, and Kenzie’s face appeared in the gap. “I thought you were Alice.”
“No. Alice left in a tantrum.”
“Oh.” Kenzie sniffled. “What are you doing here?”
Through the slim gap, Carolina could see her cheeks damp with tears. “I wanted to check you were okay.”
“I’m fine.”
“No, you’re not.”
“No,” Kenzie said, with another sniffle. “I’m not. But I don’t want to talk about it. And you shouldn’t be here.”
Kenzie’s wording made Carolina frown. “What do you mean, ‘shouldn’t’?”
Seeming to realize she’d said something wrong, Kenzie’s eyes widened. “I just…I mean it’s Christmas Eve. You shouldn’t be checking on me. You should be spending time with your family.”
“No.” Carolina wrapped her hand around the handle of Kenzie’s door. “That’s not what you meant. But you are going to tell me what you did mean. Open the door.”
“Please,” Kenzie said. “I want to be alone.”
“And I’ll leave you alone. As soon as you’re honest with me.” Carolina pushed the handle and was met with little resistance.
It swung open, and Kenzie sighed, returning to the bed she’d clearly just crawled out of. She wrapped herself in the duvet and pulled her knees to her chest.
Carolina closed the door behind her. “What did you mean by saying I shouldn’t be here? And does it have anything to do with the disparaging way my niece just spoke to me?”
Kenzie’s eyes widened. “What? What did she say?”
She sounded panicked, which piqued Carolina’s interest further. “‘Of course you’re here’ when she saw me and Mariana in the hall. It wasn’t so much what she said, but the way she said it.” Carolina paused. “Does it have something to do with what I said about Jonathan?”
“Yes. No. Kind of.” Kenzie scrubbed a hand over her face. “I did talk to her about it. Needless to say, it didn’t go well.”
“So there is something going on between them.”
“No. There isn’t. But she didn’t like me asking.”
“That doesn’t explain her problem with me.”
Staring resolutely at a spot on the wall behind Carolina’s head, Kenzie tapped her fingers in a nervous rhythm against the bedspread. “You’re going to laugh.”
“Try me.” Carolina hated feeling like she was out of the loop, hated not knowing what other people were saying about her. Information was power, and Carolina needed to know why Alice was speaking to her with such derision.
Kenzie’s lips twisted. “She…she implied there might be something going on between you and I.”
Carolina blinked, letting the words hang in the air. Of all the things she’d expected Kenzie to say, that wasn’t within the realm of Carolina’s possibilities.
“She said what?”
“Yeah, I know. It’s ridiculous.”
“Where did she get that idea from?” Carolina could barely comprehend it.
“She knows we’ve been working in the library together. She accused me of flirting with you during our pool match yesterday, even though I told her it was just trash-talk.”
“Sounds to me like she’s projecting.” So what if she and Kenzie were in the library every night? They barely spoke to one another. And the pool match was nothing.
Christ, if Alice had seen them later that evening, she would have probably had an aneurysm.
“I told her there was nothing to it.” Kenzie sounded defeated. “But she didn’t believe me.”
“Of course there’s nothing in it,” Carolina said. “What I don’t understand is where it came from in the first place. I’m sure you’ve spent plenty of time with other members of the family, too.”
Kenzie’s squirming intensified.
“You know something,” Carolina said. “You know exactly where it’s come from, don’t you?”
“Not exactly.” It sounded like a lie. “Alice just…” Kenzie sighed and closed her eyes. “She knows my usual type, okay?”
“Which is?” Carolina said quietly, even though a part of her, judging from Kenzie’s unease, suspected what was coming.
Maybe Carolina shouldn’t have come here—and shouldn’t have pressed Kenzie to give answers she clearly didn’t want to.
Kenzie dropped her head to her knees. “This is the worst conversation of my whole life. I like older women, okay? My first girlfriend was ten years older than me. My last was twelve. Both were successful and high up in their careers. Both had dark hair. Both were the opposite of Alice and eerily similar to you.” When Kenzie lifted her head, her cheeks flamed red. “Have I humiliated myself enough?”
“You haven’t humiliated yourself at all,” Carolina said, though her mind was still stuck on eerily similar to you. “But it sounds like Alice is insecure, despite having no reason to be. I assume there’s a reason it didn’t work with these other women? Perhaps Alice needs to be reminded you chose her.”
“You think I should forgive her for accusing me of sleeping with you?”
Carolina swallowed. “Maybe not straight away. But if you value your relationship, you shouldn’t let it fester. And don’t worry,” Carolina said, climbing to her feet. “I won’t tell her I was in bed with you.”
Kenzie groaned, but she looked happier. “You can’t tell her any of this.”
“Why not? She’s the one who had the gall to accuse me of sleeping with her girlfriend.”
“Please don’t make this worse than it already is.”
“You ruin all my fun,” Carolina said, pouting. “But fine. This can stay between us, if you’d like it to. Don’t stay in here all day—you shouldn’t let Alice ruin the holidays for you.”
 



Chapter 12
KENZIE TRIED TO TAKE CAROLINA’S advice, but she wasn’t in the Christmas spirit, and she didn’t want to bring the rest of the Costas down.
She also wanted to avoid Alice.
Instead, Kenzie curled up with the book she’d brought with her but had barely touched, and read the afternoon away. When someone knocked on her door, Kenzie didn’t know who it would be. She certainly hadn’t expected Carolina to be standing on the other side earlier that morning. Kenzie wished Carolina hadn’t bothered, because telling her Alice suspected there was something between them was an embarrassment Kenzie had never wanted to have to endure.
If only she could have resisted Carolina’s insistent gaze—but Kenzie had been powerless against those steely gray eyes. At least she had managed to preserve her dignity somewhat, and hadn’t admitted to the fact she was harboring quite the crush on Carolina Costa.
And at least she hadn’t folded like Alice and told Carolina their relationship was fake.
She had a feeling Carolina wouldn’t take that as well as Jonathan had.
“Kenzie, dear?” Mariana spoke from the other side of the door. “You weren’t at dinner.”
Trudging to the door, Kenzie pulled it open. “I wasn’t hungry.”
“Well, I brought you some things. It’s a Christmas Eve tradition to eat bacalhau da consoada.” Mariana offered Kenzie a tray stacked with a plate of food, including a selection of desserts. “You should eat.”
“What is bacalhau da consoada?” Kenzie was sure she’d butchered the pronunciation. She could see potatoes, cabbages and what looked like boiled eggs, but had no idea what the meat was.
“It’s salt cod in a stew. It’s as delicious as the rest of João’s cooking. And there’s bolo-rei for dessert—that’s a fruitcake.” Mariana pointed to a slice of cake covered in powdered sugar and candied fruit.
“Oh. Thank you, Mariana. You didn’t have to do that.”
“Please, it’s not like I cooked it. Besides, I didn’t want you to miss out on our traditions. Speaking of—we’re going to start the movie in about ten minutes in the big lounge downstairs,” Mariana said. “It would be lovely if you could join us.”
“I don’t know if that’s such a good idea. I don’t think Alice would want me there.”
“Nonsense. So you two had a fight—you’ll get through it. And regardless of whether Alice wants you there or not—I want you there. And I know another member of the family who feels the same. You’re one of us, now. You’re always welcome.”
Kenzie’s throat was tight with more tears. She’d never imagined a scenario in which she was embraced by Mariana and others. What would they say if they knew it was all a lie?
“I’ll think about it,” Kenzie said.
“Be sure you do.” With a quick pat of Kenzie’s elbow, Mariana turned and retreated.
Kenzie’s stomach rumbled, her hunger brought out by the delicious smell of the food on the tray. She sat on her bed, dug in, and pondered whether she should go downstairs or not.
She had been excited about the prospect before things had gone so wrong. Maybe she could salvage some good from the day after all.
* * *
Carolina surmised Kenzie and Alice hadn’t made up by the time the Christmas movie rolled around, given the fact Alice sat beside Jonathan on one of the two-seater couches in the lounge, resolutely avoiding Carolina’s gaze.
Kenzie hadn’t been seen since that morning, and Carolina was disappointed she hadn’t heeded Carolina’s advice to still enjoy the day. But she understood it—if it were her, Carolina would much prefer licking her wounds in private. Or storming out of the house, but Carolina supposed Alice was the one who had taken that option.
“I’m hoping Kenzie will join us,” Mariana said as she returned to the room. “But I suppose we can decide on which movie we’re watching without her.”
Mariana sat between David and Clara on another of the room’s couches. Chris was on there, too, and the four of them barely fit.
That left the remaining two-seater couch to Carolina, a blanket draped over her lap to ward off the chill. No one had wanted to sit with her, which suited her fine, and she stretched out a leg into the empty space beside her as she listened to different family members discuss the merits of a number of Christmas movies.
“Is it still okay if I join you?” A small voice asked from the doorway. Kenzie stood there, shifting her weight uncertainly from one foot to the other. She wore red Christmas pajamas that had elves on them.
“Of course it is, dear,” Mariana said. “You’re just in time. Here, why don’t I sit over there with Carolina and you can sit here?”
“And have the poor girl be squashed into the arm for two hours?” Carolina said. “There’s plenty of space next to me.” That earned her a sharp look from Alice, and Carolina rolled her eyes. “Unless you’d like to make space for your girlfriend over there?”
Alice’s look turned into a glower.
No doubt wondering if she’d evict Jonathan from the couch, Kenzie glanced over at Alice.
“I can move,” Jonathan said, when Alice remained silent. “Let me—”
“No, it’s fine. I’ll sit over here.” Annoyance on her face, Kenzie stalked over to Carolina’s couch. Sitting as far away from Carolina as possible, Kenzie pressed herself against the arm. She set her jaw as she refused to look in Alice’s direction.
“Everybody settled?” Mariana looked uneasy as she glanced between Kenzie and Alice. “Then I’ll turn off the lights and we’ll press play.”
Tension radiated off Kenzie in waves, and Carolina found her gaze straying to Kenzie’s face rather than focusing on the movie. A few minutes in, Kenzie shivered. The sleeves of her pajama top were short, and she must have been freezing. Despite the fire burning, the air was cold—the room was so big that the heat from it barely reached into their corner.
“You can share the blanket if you want,” Carolina said, leaning toward Kenzie and whispering so she didn’t disrupt the movie.
Kenzie looked at her in disbelief.
“What?” Carolina didn’t understand the problem.
“Are you trying to piss Alice off?” Kenzie hissed back. “First, oh, look at this empty space right here next to me, and now you want to cuddle under a blanket?”
“Okay, two things,” Carolina said, holding up two fingers. “One, there was an empty space next to me, and I didn’t see my niece being willing to get her lover move to let you sit with her, and two, I said nothing about cuddling.” Carolina did not cuddle with anyone. “I said we could share. You’re clearly cold. But if you want to freeze over there, that’s fine with me.”
Carolina had to wait only a few minutes before she felt a gentle tug on the edge of the blanket. She didn’t say anything—she had a feeling gloating would send Kenzie skittering away—and released her hold on it enough for Kenzie to shuffle beneath it.
“Thank you,” Kenzie said quietly.
“You’re welcome.” They were getting some attention—Alice kept looking their way. “Can you please tell Alice once and for all there is nothing going on between us?” Carolina still couldn’t believe the thought had even crossed Alice’s mind. Regardless of Kenzie’s exes, she was with Alice now. Then, maybe Alice was projecting. It must be easier to cuddle up to Jonathan if she convinced herself Kenzie was already cheating on her.
As if that would ever happen.
Even if Carolina was in the habit of dating, her niece’s girlfriend was obviously off-limits. Surely Alice didn’t have such a low opinion of her, despite their estrangement?
“I told you, I tried. And this isn’t helping.”
“Well, I’m getting a kick out of it,” Carolina said. “So would you if you could relax.”
It took a while, but as the movie wore on, Kenzie seemed to. She stopped holding her shoulders so tight, and instead of sitting with her back ramrod straight, she slumped into the arm of the couch.
Beneath the blanket, her socked foot brushed Carolina’s thigh.
“Your feet are freezing.”
“Sorry.” Kenzie snatched her leg away, cheeks glowing pink in the low light.
It really was so easy to make her flush.
“You can leave it there, if you want. I wouldn’t want you to get frostbite.”
Kenzie’s eyebrows creased into a frown. “They’re not that cold.”
“Hm, I’m not so sure. It’s a wonder you have any toes left.” When Kenzie didn’t move, Carolina sighed. “Seriously, it’s fine. I don’t bite, contrary to what the rest of my family might tell you.”
The corner of Kenzie’s lips quirked into a smile, and she edged her leg back toward Carolina until her toes were curled beneath Carolina’s thigh. “I wonder what gives them the impression you do?”
Carolina smirked. “Not a clue.”
* * *
After the movie finished, as everyone dispersed, Kenzie was cornered by Alice.
“Can we talk?” Alice said, hands shoved deep into the pockets of the hoodie she was wearing. It was several sizes too big for her, and Kenzie refrained from asking if it was Jonathan’s.
Alice glanced at Carolina, who had yet to move—she was still lounging on the couch beneath the blanket she and Kenzie had shared.
“Alone?” Alice pressed.
“Let’s go upstairs.” Kenzie didn’t want to risk being overheard.
Together, they walked to Alice’s room, neither of them saying a word until the door was safely closed behind them.
Alice folded her arms across her chest. “Still expecting me to believe there’s nothing going on?”
Kenzie couldn’t believe they were still doing this. “Yes, because there isn’t!”
“Then what the hell did I just witness?”
“She’s doing it to mess with you, Alice,” Kenzie said, leaning her back against the bedroom wall.
Alice’s mouth fell open. “Holy shit, you told her? Why the hell would you do that?”
“What does it matter if you’re so convinced we’re secretly together?” How dare Alice look so appalled?
“Because I’m not really!” Alice covered her mouth with both hands. “Oh my God. She’s going to kill me.”
“Well, maybe you deserve it.” Without some serious groveling, Kenzie wasn’t going to be quick to forgive.
“Seriously, why did you tell her?”
“Because she asked me what was wrong, and she wouldn’t quit until I told her something vaguely truthful. I don’t think I need to tell you how intimidating she can be when she wants to be.”
“What did you say to her?”
“I didn’t tell her we weren’t really together, for a start. But I did tell her you’d convinced yourself we were having a sordid affair.”
Alice groaned. “And what did she say?”
“Well, she didn’t laugh, so that saved some of my dignity at least. She said you sound insecure and I should remind you why we’re together. But let’s circle, back, shall we? If you don’t really think there’s something between me and Carolina, why the hell do you keep bringing it up?”
Sinking onto the end of her bed, Alice put her head into her hands. “Because you’re right about Jonathan. I do like him. I like him a lot, and I’m mad at myself for putting us both in this stupid situation that makes something already complicated about a thousand times worse.”
Kenzie sat beside Alice on the bed. “Have you talked to him about any of this?”
“No. He has no idea how I feel.”
“I think he feels the same way. I’ve seen the way he looks at you. And you’re right—he is a great guy, and I think you two would be wonderful together. But maybe this isn’t the right time to figure it all out? Unless…you want to tell your family we aren’t together?”
“No way. My mum will kill me. Or you. Or both of us. I don’t want to spend Christmas with her mad at me. And you’ve seen how long she can hold a grudge—look at what happened with Carolina! She cut her own sister off for over two decades.”
While Kenzie knew those circumstances were extremely different, she held her tongue, because Alice would want to know the details despite them not being Kenzie’s to share. “Okay, good. I’m glad we’re on the same page. And I don’t mind you spending time with Jonathan, but can you at least be more subtle about it? I’m not the only one who’s noticed.”
Alice frowned. “Who?”
“Carolina mentioned it to me this morning. She thinks the two of you are too close.”
Titling her head to one side, Alice scrutinized Kenzie. “Just how often, exactly, do you and my aunt talk?”
“Every now and then. It’s not constant or anything. Just…whenever our paths cross.”
“Which is at least every night.”
“We are not doing this again,” Kenzie said.
“Hear me out. The whole time we’ve been here, she’s barely spoken to anyone other than her sisters. Hell, she’s spoken to me once, and I’m her niece. But you…” Alice trailed off. “The way she was talking to you on the couch earlier? Whispering during a movie and sharing a blanket with you? That is unthinkable, Kenz.”
“She was just being nice.”
“I don’t think she’s the type of person to be nice for the sake of it. You have some kind of effect on her.”
“Even if I did,” Kenzie said, not believing Alice for a second, “it isn’t what you think it is.”
“If you say so.” Alice looked doubtful. “Look, I’m sorry about everything I said before. I didn’t mean to ruin your Christmas Eve.”
“You didn’t ruin it.” Her day had been salvaged.
“So, are we good?” Alice knocked her shoulder into Kenzie’s. “Shall we kiss and make up?”
“As long as you don’t mention Carolina’s name and mine in the same breath again, then yeah, we’re all good.”
Alice mimed zipping her mouth shut, and Kenzie rested her head on her shoulder, glad they’d managed to put it behind them.
 



Chapter 13
OBNOXIOUSLY LOUD MUSIC WOKE CAROLINA on Christmas Day.
As thick as the walls were, they were no match for a surround sound stereo, and she groaned and pulled her pillow over her head in an attempt to drown it out.
“Rise and shine!” Mariana called through Carolina’s closed bedroom door. “Breakfast is ready, and we’re doing presents as soon as we’ve eaten.”
“I don’t see why I have to be involved in any of that,” Carolina said, raising her voice to be heard over Mariah Carey.
“Don’t be such a Grinch, Carolina! Downstairs in ten minutes.”
With a grumble, Carolina forced herself into the bathroom to splash some water on her face. Even after a relatively early night, she still had bags under her eyes, and she covered them with a dash of makeup.
But before Carolina could go downstairs, she had something she needed to do. The book she’d gotten Kenzie was neatly wrapped on her desk, and, making the assumption everyone but her was already at the dining table, Carolina crept to Kenzie’s bedroom and knocked on the door.
Silence greeted her, so Carolina slipped inside.
She left the book on the unmade bed for Kenzie to find later. Carolina didn’t want her to unwrap it in front of everyone else. They’d all ask who it was from, and Carolina didn’t want anyone to realize its value.
Alice would have a field day, and Carolina wasn’t interested in entertaining her ridiculous ideas.
The book was just a book—but no one else would see it that way, and Carolina didn’t want to field any wayward questions.
Job done, Carolina headed for the dining room, following the sound of the damn music, and the scent of sausages, eggs and bacon. At least she’d be well-fed before the round of present unwrapping. Not that she was expecting much—how could any of them possibly know what to buy her?
“Merry Christmas, Carolina,” Mariana said as Carolina entered the dining room.
Conversation swelled around Carolina as she took her usual seat opposite Kenzie and reached for a piece of toast.
In her most garish sweater yet—a gigantic fuzzy Santa Claus emerging from a chimney—Kenzie looked at ease. She smiled widely, her eyes bright as she laughed at something Alice said.
Carolina had expected their reconciliation to take longer.
“Can you pass me the bacon, Aunt Carolina?”
Alice’s voice broke Carolina out of her thoughts, and she handed the bacon over and tried to focus on the conversations around her, and not Kenzie, as she finished her breakfast.
Once they’d eaten, Mariana ushered them all into the lounge where they’d watched the movie the previous night. Various piles of presents were dotted around the room; Mariana’s doing, no doubt, judging from the neat little stacks.
Carolina settled herself beside her own pile, wondering what delights awaited her. She was glad when everyone opened everything at the same time. It meant less attention on her, and she didn’t have to fake too many smiles.
Her haul included a delicate necklace, courtesy of Mariana; a cashmere sweater from Clara that would suit a workday; and a scarf wrapped around a set of nail polish.
The last one was from Alice, and Carolina glanced toward where she sat tearing open her own presents. The scarf was generic, and not something Carolina would wear, but the nail polish… It was a brand she knew. Not her preferred one, but an upmarket one you wouldn’t necessarily pick off the shelf—and colors she liked. All of them were dark and rich, in shades of blue and red.
Alice noticed Carolina watching her and flashed her a nervous smile. “Do you like your gift, Aunt Carolina?”
“I do. I particularly like the nail polish,” Carolina said. “They’re great colors.”
Beside Alice, Kenzie ducked her head, a light flush on her cheeks.
Ah. That explained it—that part of the gift wasn’t from Alice at all.
“Thanks.” Alice seemed happy enough to take credit, but Carolina wondered if that was to spare Kenzie any awkwardness.
No matter. She’d say thank you to Kenzie in private. She had a feeling Kenzie would seek her out once she found the book—probably to tell Carolina off for buying her something so expensive.
* * *
“I’m so full,” Kenzie said, groaning as she collapsed onto a couch in the lounge with her hands over her stomach. “I’ve never eaten so much in my life.”
“Good though, right?” Alice was splayed out on the couch beside Kenzie in a similar state of being.
“It was amazing.” Kenzie had never seen such a grand spread for a Christmas dinner. There was turkey, ham, chicken, and even duck, along with more roasted and boiled vegetables than Kenzie had ever seen. She hadn’t been able to name some of them. “But I think I should have stopped earlier. And I shouldn’t have had that second slice of Christmas pudding.”
Alice chuckled. “But it was so worth it.”
Kenzie wasn’t sure she agreed. One wrong move might make her burst.
“Ah, there you are.” Mariana peered at both of them over the back of the couch. “Come on, it’s family photo time.”
“Are you serious, mum?” Alice lifted her head to glare. “Right after dinner? I’m going to explode.”
“Well, you shouldn’t have eaten so much, should you?” Reaching for Alice’s arm, Mariana tugged her upright. “I want to do it before everyone disappears.”
When Kenzie didn’t move, Mariana clapped her hands. “You too, Kenzie.”
“Wait, what?” Kenzie looked at Alice in alarm. “But I’m not family.”
“You’re here with us for the holidays, and that’s enough. Jonathan is included too, if that makes you feel any better.”
“Not really.”
But Mariana was already gone, no doubt trying to gather the rest of the Costas.
“Make sure I’m on the end,” Kenzie said to Alice. “Then you can crop me out.”
“I’m not going to crop you out.”
Kenzie dragged her feet. “But it’s not…it’s not real.”
“So? We’re still best friends. And you’re probably going to be invited back here again. Mum is talking about making this a yearly tradition, so the house still gets used, and I’m sure she’d be thrilled to have you.” Alice shook her head. “I don’t know how you’ve managed it. You won her over more easily than some of my ex-boyfriends.”
“Considering your taste in men, I’m not sure that’s a compliment.”
Alice shoved her toward the door. “Rude.”
“True, though.”
“Yes, but you don’t have to say it.” Linking her arm through Kenzie’s, Alice pulled her along the hall.
In the main lounge, Mariana and Clara were arguing over who should stand where.
Carolina was by the window, looking like she’d rather be anywhere else in the world. Kenzie was glad she’d liked her present. She’d helped Alice pick out the nail polish, having a sneaking suspicion the yellow scarf wasn’t something Carolina would enjoy.
“Alice, Kenzie—you two can go in the middle, with Jonathan,” Mariana said decisively. “Clara and Chris can go on the right, myself and David on the left, and Carolina, you can pick an end.”
Alice dragged Kenzie into position. João, the smiling chef who made the greatest food Kenzie had ever had the luxury of eating, was the photographer. By the time he was done, taking dozens of snaps at different angles at Mariana’s insistence, Kenzie’s cheeks were aching from holding her smile, but she was honored Mariana had insisted she be included.
“I think it’s time I put my pajamas back on,” Alice said once they were finally done. “I can’t sit in jeans for another second.”
“Ooh, that sounds like a great idea,” Kenzie said. The button of her own pants was digging into her stomach—she’d definitely eaten too much.
“And then we’ll watch a movie?” Alice directed the question toward Kenzie.
“Unless you’d like to join the more competitive members of the family and play board games,” Mariana said.
“Movie sounds good. I could use the rest.”
She and Alice made their way upstairs together, agreeing to meet back in the lounge once they’d changed.
As Kenzie was stripping off her jeans, something on-top of her bed caught her eye. A wrapped present that hadn’t been there that morning.
With a frown, Kenzie reached for it. The present was small, and rectangular, and holding it in her hands, Kenzie had a feeling what she would find inside the paper. Tearing it off carefully, her breath caught as the cover of Pride and Prejudice was revealed. She knew without checking it was the rare edition she’d seen in the antique store.
Just as she knew only one person could have possibly bought it.
Kenzie ran a reverent finger over the front cover. She couldn’t believe it. The book was over a thousand dollars—it was inconceivable someone would gift her something like that.
Kenzie had seen some of the presents Carolina had given to the rest of her family, and none had been so thoughtful—or, Kenzie suspected, had a similar price tag.
Why on earth would Carolina buy it for her?
You have some kind of effect on her. Alice’s voice rang in Kenzie’s head, but Kenzie pushed that thought away.
There was no way Carolina had feelings for her. A thousand dollars was nothing to Carolina. She probably didn’t realize the weight of what she’d done.
That must be it.
But still, Kenzie needed to talk to her about it. She couldn’t accept it, needed to give it back to Carolina so she could get her money back.
It would have to wait until after the movie, though. Carolina had given it to her in secret for a reason, and Kenzie wasn’t about to go marching through the house holding it aloft.
No, she’d wait until everyone was in bed before she confronted Carolina, no matter how curious she was to figure out what she’d been thinking.
* * *
The knock at Carolina’s door came at five past midnight.
She’d expected it earlier. It was clear Kenzie had found the book from the way she’d looked at Carolina as they’d crossed paths after Kenzie had changed into her pajamas.
Carolina had spent the evening trouncing the rest of her family at every game they’d played, while Kenzie had been with Alice and Jonathan.
Tightening her bathrobe around her shoulders, Carolina discarded her tablet and swung her legs out of the bed, padding across the cool floor to open her bedroom door.
Kenzie stood on the other side, the book clutched carefully between her hands. “Can I come in?” she said, the words barely a whisper, and Carolina stepped aside to let her past.
Seeing Kenzie’s double-take, perhaps Carolina should have forgone the silk slip she wore. It was a little risqué—but it was what she usually wore to bed, and the bathrobe at least covered her shoulders and most of her chest.
It did leave a lot of leg bare, though.
“I can’t accept this,” Kenzie said, holding out the book toward Carolina. “You have to take it back.”
“I don’t have to do anything.” Carolina perched on the edge of her bed, and crossed her legs.
Kenzie’s gaze slipped to Carolina’s thigh before she snapped her eyes back to her face.
“The book is yours,” Carolina said. “Accept it.”
“I can’t. It’s too much.” Kenzie began to pace at the foot of Carolina’s bed.
Blonde hair swished around Kenzie’s shoulders as she turned, and Carolina wondered why she rarely wore it down. Though if she was used to working in a lab, Carolina supposed it was habit.
“For you, maybe. To me it’s nothing. A drop of water in the ocean.” Carolina didn’t know why this had to be such a big deal.
“Even so, I can’t keep it.”
“Yes, you can. You just don’t want to. Why?”
“I told you—it’s too expensive.”
“And I told you that to me, it’s nothing. I make more than that in an hour. Hell, probably a minute. It’s nothing to me.”
“But it’s everything to me!” Kenzie said, so loudly she winced before lowering her voice. “Don’t you understand? No one has ever given me something like this. Not Alice. Not any of my exes. But we have one conversation over a book in an antique store and you buy it for me?” Tears shone in Kenzie’s eyes. “Why?”
“I told you.” Carolina’s throat was tight with discomfort. “It’s nothing. You wanted it, you couldn’t afford it, I bought it. End of story.”
“If it had been Jonathan,” Kenzie said, eyes fixed on Carolina’s face. “If it had been Jonathan you were with and not me, would you have bought it?”
Carolina hesitated.
“I knew it,” Kenzie said. “So, what’s the difference?”
“I don’t know him.”
“You don’t know me.”
“I do. I know your mother read you Pride and Prejudice when you were a child. I know you miss her every day, and you’re going to get your doctorate and you’re going to dedicate your life to finding a cure. I know you frown when you can’t figure out the right way to word something, and when you concentrate you tilt your head to the left. I know you take your coffee with two sugars, and you hate too much fat on your bacon. I know you’d do anything for a pastry, but you don’t care for alcohol.” Carolina took a deep breath. “I know you.”
Kenzie stared at Carolina like she couldn’t figure her out.
Carolina wasn’t sure she could figure herself out. Where had all that come from? Carolina hadn’t realized she’d taken so much about Kenzie in.
“That book is nothing to me,” Carolina said again. “But I did know it would mean everything to you. And I bought it because it would make you happy. And I thought you deserved some happiness. A piece of your mother to hold onto.”
Looking at the book in her hands, a tear slid down Kenzie’s cheek. “I don’t…I don’t know what to say.”
“You say “thank you” and we never talk about it again.”
“You expect me to forget all the things you said?” Kenzie said, her voice quiet. “All the things you’ve noticed?” Her hands trembled around the book. “The fact you notice me at all?”
Carolina swallowed. “You’ve made yourself hard to ignore.”
“How?”
“Sometimes I think you’re the only person in the house who’s made any effort to get to know me.”
“What? I haven’t.”
Carolina smiled. “Oh, but you have. You know about my family, my past. About…Rebecca. You figured that out from a photograph. My sisters didn’t have a clue until my mother caught us. Even now, the three of us skirt around the past. We don’t talk about anything meaningful.”
“That doesn’t mean I know you.”
“The sad thing is, Kenzie, I think you might know me better than anyone else in this house.”
“That’s not true.”
“It is. No one else here sees me. But you do. The book is the least I can do for you considering you gave me that.”
Kenzie looked again at the book. “Thank you.”
“You’re welcome. There, that wasn’t so hard for us to get to, was it?”
Kenzie’s eyes shone as she smiled. “No. Can I hug you? In my family, it isn’t a proper thank you without one.”
Carolina didn’t remember the last time someone had hugged her. Or someone had touched her outside of the bedroom. “I don’t think that’s necessary.”
Disappointment flashed across Kenzie’s face, but she nodded. “Okay.”
As Kenzie turned toward the door, Carolina sighed and climbed to her feet. “Oh, very well. A quick one.”
The words sprang forth without much thought, but any awkwardness was chased away by Kenzie’s smile, the brightest Carolina had ever seen, as she stepped close and wrapped both arms around Carolina’s waist.
Carolina didn’t know what to do with her own arms, curling them around Kenzie’s shoulders but making sure to barely touch her.
The book pressed into Carolina’s back, and she nearly inhaled a mouthful of Kenzie’s hair. Still, it was nice to have someone’s arms around her, though the contact was fleeting—Kenzie pulled away after a few seconds.
“Thank you,” Kenzie said again, pausing a breath away from Carolina.
Even without her customary heeled boots, she still had a couple of inches on Kenzie, and Carolina had to look down to meet her blue eyes.
“This means so much to me. You have no idea.” With another soft smile, Kenzie slipped away, the door of Carolina’s bedroom clicking shut behind her.
Carolina’s skin still tingled where Kenzie had touched her. Was that just because it had been so long? Or was it something else?
Climbing back into bed, Carolina tried to shake the thoughts away, but they lingered in her mind.
Kenzie was right. Carolina wouldn’t have bought that book for anyone else. She didn’t do thoughtful—didn’t pay attention long enough to try. But with Kenzie…it had just made sense. Carolina had wanted to get her something. Wanted her to feel appreciated, because she deserved it. Because she was smart, and kind, and funny, and incredibly stubborn, and pretty when she smiled—
Oh, fuck.
Carolina had thought Alice was way off base with her suspicions, but had she been able to see what Carolina was too blind to? Never before had Carolina taken such an interest in someone. She’d thought it was because Kenzie could act like Carolina’s equal, and not like she was terrified of her, but was it more than that?
With a bitter laugh, Carolina scrubbed a hand across her face. Had she really managed to start falling for someone after twenty-four years? And not just any someone—her niece’s twenty-something-year-old girlfriend?
God, that was pathetic.
What was that saying? You want what you can’t have? Was there anyone more unattainable than Kenzie? Or was that one of the reasons Carolina liked her so much? Protecting her heart by wanting someone who could never be hers?
No matter.
In a couple of weeks, Carolina would leave Sintra and Kenzie behind, and within a matter of days she’d have forgotten all about her.
Of that, Carolina was sure.
 



Chapter 14
IN THE BACK OF MARIANA’S rental car on Boxing Day, Kenzie stared out of the window as they wound their way along the hills. Their destination was a ranch that allowed treks by horseback through the gorgeous Portuguese countryside.
“Alice said you used to ride, Kenzie?” Mariana said from the passenger seat.
David was driving, no doubt because Mariana’s head was feeling delicate. The woman had drunk a lot of red wine on Christmas Day.
“Yes, when I was younger. My mom’s friend had a horse, and she’d let me ride him in exchange for helping out on the yard.” Major had been the best—a gentle giant. Kenzie had been devastated when he’d passed away. “A few of the other owners in the yard let me do the same with their horses.”
“You must be good, then.”
“I was, but it’s been a few years.” Kenzie had never felt ready to go back in New York—too many painful memories of her mother. But a change of scenery would be good. And Kenzie would love to explore Sintra’s beautiful countryside on horseback. “I’m hoping it’ll be like riding a bike.”
“You’ll still probably be better than me,” Alice said cheerfully. “I usually enjoy a leisurely walk.”
“Oh, phew.” Jonathan looked relieved, sitting on Alice’s other side. “I’ve only been a couple of times, and I was worried I was going to be slowing everyone down.”
“When we’ve been before, we usually split into groups,” David said. “Beginner, medium, and advanced. You can pick whichever one you feel most comfortable in. Though we don’t usually have anyone in the advanced group.”
“Carolina will be,” Mariana said. “Even if it’s just so she can go off by herself. She always was the best of us, though. She spent so much time here when we were teenagers.”
“I can’t wait.”
Out of the car window, Kenzie took in the sweeping views as they descended a steep hill. She was amazed by how green everything looked, plants and trees thriving even in the winter weather. In the distance, she could see the colorful buildings of Lisbon, and beyond it the glittering water of the Tagus river. Behind them, at the top of the hill, the gothic spires of Sintra loomed large and proud.
Kenzie couldn’t wait to get back on a horse. Alice had taken her out exploring a few times—on long and winding hikes through rugged greenery and past ancient buildings—but the trek would give her a different point on view.
The ranch was well off the beaten path. The car’s wheels kicked up dust as they bounced along a dirt road. Wooden fences set the boundaries for different fields, and horses were dotted about, their heads lowered to graze on the grass.
Theirs was the first car to arrive, and Kenzie could only stand and watch as Mariana spoke in rapid-fire Portuguese with one of the workers who came out to greet them. It was clear from the way they embraced they were old friends.
They were ushered into a room to find a riding hat that fit, along with proper riding boots once their group was complete. Doing up the clip of her hat under her chin, a thrill of excitement ran down Kenzie’s spine.
“I know most of you know the drill, but it’s been a few years, and I see a couple of new faces so I’ll go over the ground rules for their benefit.” The owner of the ranch—Juan—was a jovial man in his late fifties, judging by the dusting of gray in his jet-black hair. His skin was browned from spending many hours outside, his hands covered in callouses. “We pick you a horse, you get on-board, and we will do some checks to make sure everyone is happy. Once we all are, you can head off in groups. There will be a guide with the beginner and medium groups—either myself or my sister, Julia—but the advanced group are free to go where they like, so long as they follow the trails.”
Juan inclined his head toward Carolina, who smiled. She hovered near the back of the group, her black jodhpurs form-fitting and a pair of elegant riding gloves on her hands, no doubt to protect her manicure. Carolina looked more content than Kenzie had ever seen her.
Julia stood beside her, and Kenzie watched her lean in close to speak into Carolina’s ear. Her interest was piqued. The two of them looked comfortable together, Carolina throwing her head back to laugh at something Julia said.
Curious—as was the hand Julia brushed across Carolina’s hip before she walked away. The touch seemed too familiar to be mere acquaintances. Did they have history?
Kenzie doubted she’d ever find out. Though Carolina had started opening up to her more and more. Thinking of their conversation the night before made her stomach flip. Carolina looked good in her riding gear, but it was nothing compared to the glimpses of that damn slip she’d kept getting beneath her bathrobe.
And the hug, the fleeting feeling of Carolina’s warmth pressed against her? The softness of her breaths against Kenzie’s forehead when she’d stepped close? The fact Carolina had said Kenzie was the only one in the house who truly knew her?
It was a miracle Kenzie was still standing.
She’d barely slept, replaying it all over and over in her head, desperately trying not to read into anything.
But oh, it was hard.
Juan clapped his hands. “Let’s pair you all up with a horse, shall we? Have we got any confident riders here?”
Carolina raised her hand.
“Anyone else?” Juan glanced around the group.
Alice grabbed hold of Kenzie’s elbow and raised her hand. “Kenzie’s trying to be modest, but she’s an excellent rider.”
“Hm.” Juan appraised her. “I think Alteza will be a good match for you. Wait there a moment.”
Once he was gone, Kenzie whirled around to face Alice, panic flashing through her. “What are you doing? I told you I haven’t been for ages!”
“You said it was like riding a bike.”
“No. I said I hoped it was like riding a bike. What are you playing at?”
“Oh, you’ll be fine. And you should be thanking me.” Alice lowered her voice. “I bought you an hour alone with Carolina.”
Kenzie threw Alice a sharp look because no matter how quietly she spoke, the risk of being overheard was always there. “So it’s got nothing to do with the fact you and Jonathan can spend some time together?”
Alice shrugged. “We both get what we want.”
“Or I’m going to fall on my ass,” Kenzie said. “And if I do, I’m going to kill you.”
“That’s a risk I’m willing to take.”
Shaking her head, Kenzie was glad to see Juan waving her over to one of the stables in the barn.
Inside, a gorgeous dapple gray horse was snuffling at a net of hay. Big, brown eyes stared at her as she paused by the stable door, and Kenzie sucked in a breath.
“You like her?” Juan said.
“She’s beautiful.”
“Excellent.” Juan undid the bolt on the stable door. “I’ll get her ready for you, but feel free to spend some time getting acquainted.”
As Juan disappeared into the room at the back of the stable, Kenzie held out a hand toward Alteza’s nose. She snorted, breath warm on Kenzie’s skin, before a long tongue licked a wet stripe across her palm.
“Why thank you,” Kenzie said, hoping that meant Alteza liked her.
She stroked Alteza’s neck as Juan adjusted her saddle.
“I didn’t know you could ride.”
Kenzie jumped at the sound of Carolina’s voice. She leaned on the stable wall beside Kenzie, looking better than anyone had any right to with a riding hat strapped to their head.
“Yeah. Not for a few years, but I used to go four or five times a week when I was younger.”
Carolina pursed her lips. “You’d better be able to keep up with me.”
Oh, Kenzie’s mind went to a dirty place, and she cleared her throat. “I’m sure I’m more than capable.”
“Hmm. We’ll see. I’ll meet you outside.”
“Can’t wait.”
“Take no notice of her,” Juan said, sliding Alteza’s bridle over her head. “Carolina is a softie at heart. She used to spend a lot of time here with the horses when she was younger.”
“You’ve known her a long time?”
“Oh, since she was tiny. I think she was six the first time they came. Even then, she wasn’t afraid to stand up for herself.” Juan did the final buckle on the bridle and gave Alteza a fond pat. “There we are. Come, I’ll take you outside and you and Carolina can get going. It will be a while before everyone else is ready.”
Kenzie trailed behind Juan as he led Alteza out of the barn and into the sunlight. Outside, Carolina was already sitting astride a magnificent black horse, its mane fluttering in the gentle breeze as it tossed its head.
“This is Soberana,” Juan said, giving Carolina’s horse a pat. “She and Alteza get along well.” He turned to Kenzie. “Give me your foot, I’ll give you a leg up.”
Alteza was bigger than the horses Kenzie was used to riding—or had it been too long?—because the ground felt far away once she was sitting on Alteza’s back. She swallowed any sense of trepidation, though, knowing it wouldn’t serve her well.
Horses could smell fear, and Kenzie wasn’t risking it.
“There we are,” Juan said, once he’d adjusted Kenzie’s stirrups and was satisfied they were both ready to go. “Off you go, then. Look after her, Carolina. I trust you remember the trails?”
“Like I could ever forget. And I’ll try not to lose her, but I make no promises.” Urging Soberana into a brisk walk, Carolina turned to glance at Kenzie over her shoulder. “Try to keep up!”
Carolina broke into a trot, and Kenzie took a deep breath and gathered her reins, giving Alteza a gentle nudge to follow.
Hurrying to keep up with Carolina, Kenzie relaxed as their speed increased, cantering through the nearest field and heading toward the nearby trees. It was nice to be back on a horse, to feel the wind whipping through her hair, her cheeks warm and her breathing even as she let Alteza set the pace.
Gliding across the ground, Kenzie felt free, and she never wanted the feeling to end.
* * *
Carolina had been hoping for a nice quiet gallop through the countryside, trying to gather her scattered thoughts.
She’d been out of sorts since Kenzie had left her room last night. No matter how hard she tried not to think of Kenzie, and to remind herself she only had to suffer through a couple more torturous weeks around her, Carolina hadn’t been able to stop replaying that damn hug.
At least Kenzie seemed content not to talk, following along behind Carolina. And she was keeping up. She hadn’t looked confident when she’d first climbed onto Alteza, but as they splashed through a small stream and cantered up the bank the other side, diving deeper into the trees, she seemed to be growing into it.
“We’ll slow here,” Carolina said, turning to look back over her shoulder. “The trees get thicker and harder to navigate.” She eased Soberana into a walk.
“Okay.” Behind her Kenzie slowed too, her breathing heavy and her cheeks rosy red.
“Enjoying yourself?” Carolina said, though the answer was obvious.
“Yes. I’m not slowing you down too much, am I?”
“You’re…adequate,” Carolina said.
Kenzie huffed out a laugh, “You really know how to compliment a woman, don’t you?”
“I’ve never had any complaints.” The chirping of birds echoed around them, and twigs and leaves crunched beneath the horses’ hooves. As a teenager, Carolina had loved this trail, loved disappearing into the muted darkness of the forest, feeling like she might never make it out to the other side again.
She was glad it hadn’t changed, even after so much time.
“I’ll bet. Hey, can I ask you something?”
So much for Carolina’s nice quiet ride. “You just did.”
“Something else.”
When no question was forthcoming, Carolina sighed. “Well? Spit it out.”
“I was wondering about Juan’s sister,” Kenzie said.
Blindsided by the topic of conversation, Carolina’s shoulders tensed. “Julia? What about her?”
“You looked cozy together before.”
Carolina hadn’t been aware Kenzie had been looking. Then, she should have guessed. Kenzie seemed to notice too damn much. “And?”
Silence.
Had Kenzie lost her nerve?
“Are you asking me if I’ve slept with her?” Carolina said, turning to glance at Kenzie when she said it.
Kenzie spluttered, her cheeks flaming red. “I wasn’t going to put it like that, exactly.”
“Well, there’s no need to skirt around the subject. Be direct if you’re going to be nosy.” Carolina patted Soberana’s neck as she snorted at a low-hanging branch. “But yes, I have. I spent a lot of time around here when I was younger. We grew close, and yes, had the occasional roll in the hay, if you will.” Julia had been her first, but Kenzie didn’t need to know that. “Happy?”
Kenzie cleared her throat. “Sorry. It’s none of my business.”
“No, it’s not.” Carolina titled her head, eyeing Kenzie curiously. “So why did you ask?”
“I don’t know. Making conversation?”
Carolina blinked in disbelief. “You think my sex life is a good topic of conversation?”
Kenzie squirmed. “Okay, when you put it like that…”
“Shall we talk about yours, instead?” Carolina said. “Have you ditched Mariana’s ridiculous rule yet?”
Kenzie’s cheeks were red before, but it was nothing compared to the glow on them as she frantically shook her head. “N-no. I told you, it’s disrespectful—”
“And I told you, no one would notice.” It was good for Carolina to remember Kenzie was with her niece. Good to not become too familiar—the last thing she wanted to do was blur the lines any further. Even if thinking about Kenzie with Alice made her heart clench. “And if you’re worried people might hear, the walls are so thick that—”
“Okay, okay.” Kenzie looked like she’d rather be anywhere else in the world. “I get it. No more talk about sex.”
“Good.” As the line of trees broke, Carolina tightened her hold on the reins. In the distance, the ranch stood proud, the only building around for miles. “Want to race back to the ranch?”
“Okay.”
Soberana flew across the ground.
Kenzie kept pace well, leaning forward in the saddle and loosening her reins to urge Alteza on faster—and overtaking Carolina as they closed in on the ranch.
Unacceptable.
With a growl, Carolina urged Soberana on faster—and then disaster struck.
Alteza spooked as a bird shot out of a bush as they passed. She jerked to one side—and Kenzie toppled over the other, hitting the ground with a hard smack.
“Oh, shit.” Carolina pulled Soberana up, turning her back to rush to Kenzie’s side as Alteza continued to gallop back to the ranch. “Kenzie?”
Carolina leaped off Soberana, bending her knees as she hit the ground and wincing. There had been no rainfall for a few days and it was solid underfoot.
“I’m okay.” Kenzie’s groan as she moved said otherwise.
“Stay still.” Dropping to her knees beside Kenzie, Carolina settled a gentle hand on her shoulder. “That was some impact. Where does it hurt?”
Kenzie had dirt streaked across her cheek, dust all over her clothes, and a dazed expression as she struggled to suck in air.
“Think I’m winded,” Kenzie said, wincing as she pressed a hand gingerly to her ribs. “But I don’t think my ribs are broken.”
“What about any other bones?” Carolina ran her hands over Kenzie’s arms, feeling for lumps and bumps. “And your head? Did you hit your head?”
“Yeah, I think I did. Though I don’t really remember.”
“Did you pass out?” Carolina caught Kenzie’s chin between her thumb and forefinger, staring into her eyes. “You could have a concussion.”
“No, I don’t think I blacked out. And are you going to figure out if I have a concussion from staring at me?” Kenzie shifted uneasily beneath Carolina’s touch. “I’m okay. Just going to have one hell of a bruise in the morning.”
Carolina was still stuck on the noise of Kenzie hitting the ground, of the few achingly long seconds when she’d lay prone in the dirt, and the terror that had clawed up her throat and made it hard to breathe.
“Carolina.”
Realizing she was breathing quickly—too quickly—from the panicked timbre of Kenzie’s voice, Carolina forced herself to take deep breaths. It had been years since she’d last had a panic attack.
“Are you okay?” Kenzie frowned at her, concern in her eyes. Kenzie shouldn’t be comforting her—it should be the other way around. “You’re paler than usual. Which is saying something, considering you have Portuguese genes.”
“Spending twelve to fourteen hours a day cooped inside an office will do that to you.” Carolina still had hold of Kenzie’s chin. She let her hand fall to her waist. “Can you stand?”
“I think so.”
Watching Kenzie’s face closely, Carolina helped her up.
She winced when she put weight on her left leg.
“Come here.” Carolina wrapped an arm around Kenzie’s waist. “Put your arm around my shoulders and I’ll help you. It isn’t too far back to the ranch.”
“I’m going to get you all dirty.”
“I think that’s the least of our worries.”
With a grumble, Kenzie obeyed, leaning her weight into Carolina’s side. Soberana stood a few feet away, blinking at them with wide eyes.
“At least one horse stuck around,” Kenzie said. “Will Alteza be okay?”
“She’ll be fine. She’ll know the way back.” Carolina grabbed Soberana’s reins with her free hand, and the three of them began an agonizingly slow journey back to safety.
* * *
“This is unnecessary,” Kenzie said, as a light was shone in her eyes.
Trust Julia of all people to be a trained first-aider. Kenzie was uncomfortable enough being prodded and poked by a medical professional normally—never mind someone who Carolina had slept with, even if it had been many years ago.
“You don’t think you blacked out?” Julia said. “You remember how you fell?”
Her fingers were cold where they pressed into Kenzie’s jaw to tilt her head—nothing like the warmth of Carolina’s touch, even through her riding gloves.
“Alteza spooked at a bird,” Kenzie said. She remembered its squawk, remembered Alteza veering, remembered losing her balance and the breath being knocked out of her as she hit the ground.
Most of all, she remembered the complete and utter embarrassment of making a fool out of herself in front of Carolina.
And the panic in her eyes as she’d rushed to Kenzie’s aid.
“Alteza went one way, and I went the other.” Her left side was going to be colored black and blue for the next week at least. But Kenzie had broken bones and bruised ribs before—it wasn’t the first time she’d suffered a bad fall—and she knew she’d done no lasting damage. “I really am fine.”
“Does your head hurt now? And please don’t lie because you think it will get you out of here quicker.”
From behind Kenzie’s shoulder, Carolina snickered.
Kenzie scowled. “A little.” She touched her fingers to her temple. “Here. I think that’s where it hit the ground.”
“It’s likely just a small concussion,” Julia said, “but I think you should get checked out by a doctor, to be sure you don’t have a more serious brain injury.”
Kenzie groaned. “But I feel fine.”
“Many people do.” Julia leaned back and raised an eyebrow. “And then they go home and they slip off into a dreamless sleep and never wake again.”
“We used to have a private physician here,” Carolina said. “My mother must have had one. I’ll get Mariana to give them a call.”
Kenzie turned to face her. Carolina’s shoulders were tight with tension, her expression strained—she still looked worried, despite Julia’s once-over.
“And drag them away from their family on the holidays?”
“I assure you they will be paid handsomely for it.”
Kenzie wanted to argue, but it would be futile, so she bit her tongue instead.
Julia was watching her curiously—enough for Kenzie to think it wasn’t in a purely professional capacity. Was she wondering why Carolina had been so shaken? Did she think there was something going on between them? Was she sizing Kenzie up because she thought she was her competition?
Maybe Kenzie did have a concussion, because where was the competition? Julia was gorgeous, at least five eight with curves to die for, the muscles on her arms pronounced as she folded them across her chest.
Kenzie was nothing compared to her.
Alice, Jonathan, Mariana and David strolled through the door of the barn, all of their eyes widening when they saw Kenzie. With dust clinging to her clothes and all over her arms, there was no disguising what had happened to her.
“Kenzie?” Alice was the first to hurry to her side. “What happened?”
“Took a tumble,” Kenzie said, managing a smile though her whole body was aching. How good would it feel to soak in the huge tub in the Costas bathroom with some of the expensive bubble bath Clara had gifted her? “But I’m okay.”
“She might have a concussion,” Carolina said. “Mariana, do you still have the number for a physician here?”
“Of course.” Mariana didn’t hesitate to pull out her phone and make a hushed call while Alice fretted over Kenzie’s injuries.
“He’ll meet us back at the house within the hour.” Mariana slid her phone back into her pocket. “Why weren’t you more careful, Carolina?” Bustling over to Kenzie’s side, Mariana shot Carolina a reproachful look. “You poor thing.”
“It wasn’t Carolina’s fault,” Kenzie said. “It was no one’s fault. An accident.”
“How fast were you going?” Mariana said.
“Not that fast,” Kenzie lied.
She didn’t need to know about the race.
“Well, let’s get you back home, shall we?” Mariana said. “We have everyone in our car, and we can meet the others back at the house. Alice, Jonathan, help her up.”
“That’s not—” Kenzie bit back the words as Alice took her left side and Jonathan her right. Maybe if she let it happen, it would be over sooner.
Slinging an arm around both their shoulders, Kenzie let them help her shuffle to the car.
Before she climbed inside, she glanced behind her. Carolina stood in the barn doorway, eyebrows knitted into a frown and her lips pinched.
Kenzie wished more than anything it was Carolina taking her home, Carolina looking after her, Carolina’s hand squeezing her own instead of Alice’s, and the knowledge it never would be was more painful than her bruised and aching muscles.
 



Chapter 15
CAROLINA FROWNED WHEN SHE EMERGED from the library after holing herself up for a few hours, desperately trying to concentrate on work, to find Alice and Jonathan laughing in the kitchen. It was late, the sky outside dark. They were making popcorn, judging from the smell emanating from the humming microwave. They were also standing far too close together, a dopey smile on Jonathan’s face as he gazed into Alice’s eyes.
“Where’s Kenzie?” Carolina said, her voice enough for the two of them to spring apart like they’d been caught doing something they shouldn’t.
Hmm.
“She’s in bed resting,” Alice said.
“Alone? Shouldn’t you be with her? You’re not supposed to let people with a head injury sleep.”
“That’s outdated advice,” Jonathan said. “Sleep is supposed to help them recover.”
Carolina gave him one of her signature cold stares. “I wasn’t aware you were a medical professional.”
He paled. “Oh. I, um, I’m not. But I used to play rugby, and I got hit on the head a few times.”
“Yes, that much is obvious.”
“There’s no need to be rude, Aunt Carolina,” Alice said, mouth twitching in disapproval. “And if you must know, Kenzie told me to go away. She didn’t want me to watch her sleep. And the doctor said if she does have a concussion, it’s mild—a couple of days rest and she should be good as new.”
Carolina appreciated the update more than she could say. It had been torture to watch Mariana whisk Kenzie away to the house. By the time Carolina had gotten back with the others, Kenzie was already in her bedroom with the doctor, and Carolina wasn’t going to reveal her hand by asking him—or anyone else—for Kenzie’s diagnosis.
Still. If Kenzie were her girlfriend, Carolina wouldn’t leave her side until she felt better.
She’s not though, is she? And she never will be, either.
“She’s fine, Aunt Carolina,” Alice said. “If you don’t believe me, go and check on her yourself.”
“Well, someone should.” Without another word, Carolina left the room and walked to the stairs.
Just a peek. She’d take a peek inside Kenzie’s room, reassure herself Kenzie was still breathing, and she could go back to work without the niggling seed of doubt in her mind that something was seriously wrong.
The halls were silent. Carolina didn’t knock on Kenzie’s door, not wanting to wake Kenzie if she was resting. Instead, she pushed it open a crack, and was surprised see Kenzie sitting in bed, back pressed against the wooden headboard, her face illuminated by the lamp on her bedside table. A book was open in her lap.
“You should be asleep,” Carolina said.
Kenzie blinked at her, a dazed look in her eyes. “Hello to you, too.”
Carolina hadn’t expected to be caught checking on her, and felt a flicker of embarrassment.
“You can come in if you want,” Kenzie said. “Instead of hovering in the doorway.”
What would her family say if they caught her in the hall? Worse—if they saw her disappearing into Kenzie’s bedroom?
Carolina refrained from glancing over her shoulder to see if anyone was watching as she stepped inside. She was checking Kenzie was okay. That was all.
“Hovering one step inside the room isn’t much better.” Kenzie patted the bed beside her. “Sit.”
“How are you feeling?” Perching on the edge of Kenzie’s bed, Carolina folded her hands in her lap.
“Like I got run over by a train.” Kenzie managed a smile. “Doctor gave me the all clear, though. Have to take it easy for a day or two, but there’s no lasting damage.”
“I’m not sure the “all clear” is reading a book after a head injury,” Carolina said.
“I’m cleared for light mental activity, and I think this counts.”
“Still. Sleep is the best medicine.”
“I tried,” Kenzie said. “But my head pounds when I lie down.”
“Did the doctor not give you any painkillers?”
“Yes, but they haven’t helped much, even though he said they were strong. But maybe they haven’t kicked in yet. I don’t feel too out of it. I almost didn’t take them.”
Carolina titled her head. “Why?”
Kenzie shrugged, avoiding Carolina’s gaze. “I don’t know. Afraid of what I’d say.”
“To Alice?” After seeing her with Jonathan in the kitchen, Carolina would like to say a lot of things to Alice.
“To anyone.” Kenzie’s teeth worried at her bottom lip. “To you.”
Carolina’s interest was piqued. “And what, exactly, would you be afraid of saying to me? And how did you know I’d come to see you?”
“I had a hunch,” Kenzie said. “You looked shaken when I fell.”
Carolina wished she hadn’t been so obvious, but she’d done a poor job at hiding her feelings. She didn’t miss that Kenzie had skirted around the things she was afraid of saying, but Carolina chose not to press.
“I couldn’t return you here broken,” Carolina said. “Mariana would think I did it on purpose.”
Kenzie laughed—then winced. “Okay, don’t make me laugh. But you didn’t return me broken.” She reached for one of Carolina’s hands. “I’m fine.”
A blue bruise bloomed on her temple, and she had a scrape on her elbow Carolina hadn’t seen earlier. But her fingers were warm against Carolina’s skin, reminding her she was there, she was okay, and she was still breathing.
God, when was the last time Carolina had cared so much for someone else? How had Kenzie managed it? Slipping beneath her walls, taking them apart brick by brick, until Carolina was surrounded by rubble with an ache in her chest she didn’t know how to heal, and no idea how she’d gotten there?
Pathetic, but Carolina didn’t pull away. She should, but Kenzie’s touch was nice, calming, even though Carolina had no right to be upset.
“I can’t believe Alice left you alone.”
“Why?”
“If I were her, I wouldn’t leave your side.” Was Carolina the one who had taken strong painkillers? What was she doing? “I certainly wouldn’t be flirting with my ex-boyfriend in the kitchen while you were lying here injured.”
“I’m hardly an invalid.”
Carolina couldn’t understand why Kenzie brushed her off whenever she brought up Alice and Jonathan. With every passing day, she was sure something was going on between them.
“Besides, I told you—I got the all clear. I’m fine. No need for someone to stay here and watch me sleep.” Kenzie’s gaze darted to Carolina’s face. “Though there is a spot open, if you want it.”
Carolina’s breath caught.
The look in Kenzie’s eyes…
If Carolina didn’t know any better, she’d say that sounded like a come on. The air was thick with tension, and Carolina struggled to breathe beneath the weight of Kenzie’s gaze.
“Is that one of the things you were afraid to say?” Carolina said, keeping her voice quiet, scared of saying the words too loud.
Kenzie looked away. “Maybe.”
“Kenzie…”
“I’m sorry. It’s inappropriate. But in my defense, I did hit my head today, and apparently one of the side effects of this medication is not being able to keep your mouth shut when you really, really should.”
“Is that what the doctor said?” Carolina tried to keep her voice light, tried not to dwell on Kenzie’s words, on the fact she’d practically asked Carolina to spend the night beside her.
Her niece’s girlfriend. At least Kenzie’s head injury gave her an excuse.
Carolina had no such excuse for how desperately she wanted to say yes.
“I’m paraphrasing.” Kenzie’s lips quirked into a smile.
“I should go,” Carolina said, too terrified of what might happen if she lingered another second. “Leave you to rest.”
Disappointment flashed across Kenzie’s face. “I’m sorry. I’ve made things awkward.” With a groan, she fell back against her pillows and covered her face with her hands. “I should learn when to be quiet.”
Gently, Carolina pried Kenzie’s hands away. Doing so meant leaning into Kenzie’s space, meant breathing her in, meant fighting the dizzying temptation of Kenzie’s parted lips. Were they as soft as they looked? As soft as the skin beneath her fingertips? Carolina clenched her jaw. “You don’t need to apologize.”
“I do, though. I shouldn’t have said that. What must you think of me?”
I think you’re the most remarkable woman I’ve ever met. Taking a deep breath, Carolina pushed the thought away. “I think you’ve had a long, difficult day, and can’t be held responsible for what you say.” Carolina squeezed Kenzie’s hand. “Get some sleep. I hope you feel better in the morning.”
“Night, Carolina.”
Carolina climbed to her feet, forcing herself to walk away from the warmth of Kenzie’s bed—and the warmth of Kenzie’s touch. Her heart was racing in her chest, her palms sweaty, and, as she closed Kenzie’s bedroom door quietly behind her, Carolina knew she was in much deeper trouble than she’d originally thought.
She thought she was falling, but had she already fallen? Had she already stepped over the ledge, and was tumbling onto the rocks below?
Scrubbing a hand over her face, Carolina returned to the library, knowing she wouldn’t be able to sleep a wink that night. Knowing all she’d be able to think about was Kenzie, alone in her room, and the temptation she offered.
* * *
Kenzie managed to snatch a few hours of fitful sleep.
Whenever she rolled onto her left side, where she’d hit the ground, the wave of pain woke her. Thankfully, she was exhausted enough to fall back to sleep each time, her dreams hazy and filled with untamed curls and piercing gray eyes.
When she woke at nine thirty, she decided to stay awake, dragging herself into a sitting position and gulping two more painkillers when her head swam.
Vague memories of Carolina ran through her mind, and Kenzie couldn’t tell if they were real or imagined. Had she been in Kenzie’s room last night? Had she sat on her bed?
Had Kenzie really suggested Carolina spend the night beside her?
No, surely not. Surely that was a dream.
Kenzie’s stomach rumbled, reminding her she’d hardly eaten yesterday. If she hurried, she could still make it in time for breakfast.
Though hurrying wasn’t in her repertoire since the fall—even walking to the bathroom left her exhausted. Once she’d freshened up, she stood at the top of the stairs and stared at the ground floor. Had there always been so many steps?
As she was debating the merits of going back to bed, Alice appeared at the bottom, her face brightening when she saw Kenzie.
“Hey! You’re awake. How are you feeling?”
“Like walking downstairs might finish me off.”
With a chuckle, Alice jogged up to join her.
Kenzie was jealous of the easy way she moved, knowing it would be a couple of days at least before she could manage that.
“Need a hand?” Alice said.
“Yes, please.”
With Alice’s assistance, Kenzie made it to the hall and shuffled into the dining room, empty aside from Mariana and Carolina.
“Kenzie! It’s good to see you up and walking,” Mariana said, smiling warmly at Kenzie as she settled into her usual chair.
Alice sat beside her, a pastel de nata already halfway to her mouth.
“Walking is a loose term.” Kenzie winced as she reached for a glass of orange juice. “But it is nice to be out of bed.”
“How is your head?”
“I feel like I’ve got a wicked hangover,” Kenzie said. “But I know it could’ve been worse.”
“And the rest of you? Your arm looks more bruise than skin.”
Kenzie glanced at her elbow. “Yeah, it’s sore. But at least I didn’t break anything.”
“No, that’s true.” Mariana shot Carolina a baleful look. “Much as my sister might have tried.”
“For the last time, Mariana,” Carolina said, “Kenzie’s fall had nothing to do with me.” She sounded exhausted, and she clutched her steaming mug of coffee like it was her lifeline.
She also refused to look Kenzie in the eye.
A prickle of fear ran down Kenzie’s spine. Oh, God, she had asked Carolina to spend the night with her, hadn’t she? She shouldn’t have taken those stupid painkillers.
Carolina was never going to speak to her again.
“Well, it wouldn’t have hurt to be more careful, would it? You’d better be next time.”
“Next time?” Carolina said—at the exact same time as Kenzie.
“I assume Kenzie will be coming along to the next family vacation.” Mariana glanced Kenzie’s way. “You’re welcome anytime.”
“Oh.” Unease fluttered through Kenzie’s chest. She’d never expected to be welcomed so warmly—or be treated with any kindness at all from Alice’s family. “Thank you.”
“You don’t need to thank me, dear.” Mariana climbed to her feet and gently patted the back of Kenzie’s hand. “I have to go. David and Chris are flying back today, and I need to drop them at the airport. Make sure you rest up.”
“I will.”
“And I need to be…anywhere other than here.” Carolina hurried out of the room—still without glancing Kenzie’s way.
Alice wiggled her eyebrows at Kenzie. “Okay, what was that?”
“What?” Kenzie grabbed a spoonful of eggs and a sausage.
“My aunt hightailing it out of here. Did something happen when she came to see you last night?”
Her knife slipped out of Kenzie’s hand. “What do you know about that?”
“She was aghast I had dared leave you alone, despite the doctor saying you were fine—and you telling me to go—like, seriously, Kenz, you should have seen the way she looked at me! It’s a miracle I’m still standing. She said she was going to check on you because “someone should”.” Alice’s air quotes were exaggerated. “So, what happened?”
“I…don’t remember.” It was only half a lie. Though she had a good guess, Kenzie didn’t know for sure. “I took the pain pills the doctor gave me. I was out of it for most of the night.”
“Oh. Maybe she saw you were asleep. But I don’t know why that would make her act like that this morning. She’s got it in for me and Jonathan, though.”
“Yeah, because she thinks you’re cheating on me with him,” Kenzie said, keeping her voice low.
“She wouldn’t give a shit if she didn’t want you all for herself. She wouldn’t have even noticed.”
Before Alice had finished speaking, Kenzie was shaking her head. “You have no idea what you’re talking about.”
“No, you don’t. I’m telling you—”
“Alice, I’ve told you a thousand times, I don’t want to hear it,” Kenzie snapped. She’d had a fitful sleep, she was in pain, and she’d said something to push Carolina away. She was not in the mood to listen to Alice’s wild theories where she tried to make herself feel better about what she was doing with Jonathan. “Just drop it.”
“Fine.” The legs of Alice’s chair scraped over the floor as she pushed herself to her feet. “But with an attitude like that, maybe you belong together.”
Alice left her to finish her breakfast alone.
Once she’d gone, Kenzie sighed. She shouldn’t have taken her bad mood out on Alice. No matter—she’d make it up to her later.
If she managed to hobble her way through the house to find wherever she’d stomped off too, anyway.
 



Chapter 16
CAROLINA WAS SO DESPERATE TO get out of the house in the days following Kenzie’s accident—and not to let her path cross Kenzie’s—that she accepted Mariana’s offer to accompany her and Clara for afternoon tea in a Lisbon café on December 28th.
By the time they returned to the house, Carolina was ready to slink off to the sanctuary of the library and lock the door. Her social quota had been well and truly reached for the day.
Except as she wrapped her hand around the handle, leaving the others to retire to the kitchen to stash away their leftovers, a noise caught her attention from the closest lounge.
A woman’s giggle, followed by a low man’s laugh—and an unmistakable moan.
Both David and Chris were gone, which left only one man unaccounted for.
With fury coiled, hot and deadly, in her gut, Carolina crept toward the source of the noise. She knew what she was going to find—irrefutable proof there was something going on between Alice and Jonathan, and Kenzie would no longer be able to deny it.
The lounge door was open a crack, and Carolina barged inside. She was met with a squeal from the couch.
Alice and Jonathan sprang apart.
His shirt was unbuttoned, his hair ruffled, and both their cheeks flamed red.
“I knew it!” Carolina hissed, watching panic bloom across both of their faces. “I fucking knew it.”
“Wait, it—it’s not what it looks like, Aunt Carolina, please—”
“Not what it looks like?” Carolina stared at Alice in disbelief. “So, you’re what? Checking for a rash?”
“N-no.” Alice’s face had turned from red to white, her voice shaking. “Please, you can’t tell anyone—”
“Oh, you’d better believe I’m telling the whole goddamn house.” Spinning on her heel, Carolina strode back into the hall.
Pounding footsteps followed behind her.
“No, Aunt Carolina, please, you can’t!” Running past her, Alice held out her hands like she was going to physically stop Carolina in her tracks.
“You should have thought about the consequences before you spread your legs for your ex-boyfriend.”
Alice flinched as if Carolina had slapped her.
“Before she what?” Mariana stepped out from the kitchen, her face like thunder. “Alice, what is she talking about?”
“I…” Alice trailed off, her eyes full of fear.
Jonathan skidded out of the lounge door, still fumbling with the buttons of his shirt.
At the sight of him, Mariana’s face darkened. “Alice, explain yourself. Now.” Her raised her voice was loud enough to attract more attention.
Clara appeared over Mariana’s shoulder, with a confused frown.
And then the library door opened, and Carolina knew of only one person who could be inside.
Kenzie shuffled into the hallway, eyes widening as she looked between Alice, Carolina, Mariana, and Jonathan.
Oh, Kenzie.
Carolina hadn’t wanted her to find out like this. She hadn’t realized Kenzie was in there—wouldn’t have planned to go into the lounge had she known. Wouldn’t have dragged Alice out in the hall to confront her transgressions, but it was too late for any of that now.
“What…” Kenzie’s gaze darted again between Alice and Jonathan. “What’s going on?”
“Alice was about to tell us,” Mariana said, her arms staunchly folded across her chest. “I’m sure it’s all a misunderstanding.”
“A misunderstanding?” Carolina scoffed. “They were canoodling half-naked on the couch, Mariana. There is no misunderstanding to be had here.”
Her jaw clenching, Mariana’s gaze flicked to her daughter. “Alice, is that true?”
Alice raised a shaky hand to her face, looking like she wanted to sink through the floor. “Fine! Okay, yes, it’s true! Jonathan and I have been…reconnecting in the time we’ve both been here.”
Mariana and Clara gasped.
Jonathan gulped.
And Kenzie…Kenzie barely reacted at all.
“Alice!” Mariana looked appalled. “How could you do that to Kenzie?!”
“I haven’t done anything to Kenzie!” Alice whirled around to face her mother. “Kenzie and I aren’t together. We never were. It was all a lie. A stupid lie I told because I didn’t want to show up here in front of Jonathan single and alone. So I dragged her here with me, even though she didn’t want to come, and we pretended to be in a relationship. Okay?”
A humming sounded in Carolina’s ears. She mustn’t have heard Alice correctly. Alice and Kenzie’s relationship was…a lie?
Carolina had suspected something fishy was going on, but that had never crossed her mind as a possibility. Why would they do that? Why would Kenzie agree to such an idiotic idea?
“You…were never together?” Mariana’s eyebrows drew close together, her words slow, like she couldn’t comprehend them.
“No, we weren’t.” Alice rubbed a hand over her mouth—and her gaze caught Carolina’s. Anger flashed across her face. “And if there’s a secret relationship in this house you want to worry about, it shouldn’t be mine and Jonathan’s. It should be Kenzie’s and Aunt Carolina’s.”
Carolina felt the blood drain from her face.
How fucking dare she? How dare she try and deflect from her own mistake by trying to drag Carolina into the dirt with her?
Carolina refused to glance at Kenzie. Couldn’t risk it. Not with Mariana’s wide eyes locked on Carolina’s face—if Carolina looked, if she showed a hint of panic, or worry for what Kenzie was feeling, Mariana would see it.
Mariana would see it for the weakness it was, and she would start to pull at the thread, and Carolina…
Carolina would unravel completely.
* * *
As several pairs of disbelieving eyes turned toward Kenzie, she wished she’d never opened the library door.
Alice’s words rang in her ears—it should be Kenzie’s and Aunt Carolina’s—on a horrible, terrible loop.
What had Alice done? She knew there was nothing between her and Carolina. Knew she’d just tossed both her and Carolina under the bus, and for what? Because she couldn’t keep it in her pants?
Bile rose to the back of Kenzie’s throat, hard to choke down. She couldn’t look at Alice.
Not without wanting to scream at her.
Because it wasn’t just her Alice was affecting. It was Carolina.
“Carolina?” Mariana stared at her sister with her head titled to one side. “What is she talking about?”
“I have no idea.” Venom dripped from every word. “She’s clearly trying to deflect.”
“Am I, though?” Alice almost sounded taunting.
Kenzie wanted to shake her.
Mariana’s gaze flickered to Kenzie. “Kenzie? Do you have anything to say for yourself?”
“To…say for myself?” Other than get me the hell out of here?
“Yes.” Folding her arms across her chest, Mariana looked a lot like the cool, standoffish woman Kenzie had met the first time she’d set foot in the house. “For your part in this little scheme?”
Tears sprang to Kenzie’s eyes. She’d wanted to do Alice a favor, but she never should have agreed. She could see that now. She’d been stupid, careless, and she should have stayed home and enjoyed a quiet Christmas alone.
“Just that I…I’m sorry,” Kenzie said, wiping at her eyes. “I never wanted to hurt anyone. I…I never should have come here.” She needed to get out of there; she couldn’t handle the judgement. Couldn’t look at Alice, scared of what she’d say to her. “I’m going to go.”
“You’re what?” Carolina said. “You can barely walk.”
“I’m fine.” Brushing past her, Kenzie headed for the door and grabbed her shoes. She couldn’t look at Carolina either. “I’m sorry,” she said again, not even doing the laces as she scrabbled for the door handle. “I…I’m so sorry.”
Kenzie was two steps outside before footsteps sounded behind her.
But it wasn’t the person she wanted to stop her.
“Kenzie, wait.” Alice jogged up beside her, hands held pleadingly out in front of her. “Please, will you—”
“Don’t.” Kenzie wheeled away from her. “I can’t look at you right now, let alone talk to you. What the hell were you thinking?”
“I wasn’t thinking.”
“Clearly.”
Alice flinched. “I’m sorry! But she looked so smug, and I needed to wipe that look of her face.”
“Jesus Christ, Alice! Do you have any idea what you’ve done? You’ve made your whole family hate me, and you might have ruined Carolina’s relationship with them too. Do you know how difficult coming back here has been for her? And you might’ve messed it all up, and for what? Because you couldn’t keep your hands to yourself for another week?”
“I didn’t think anyone was home!”
“And that makes it okay? You both have a bedroom! With a door that locks!”
They were screaming at one another in the driveway, both breathing heavily and gesticulating wildly. Kenzie had thought the fight they had the other day was their worst, but this? This knocked it out of the park.
“I’ve said I was sorry!” Alice threw up her hands. “What more can I do? And isn’t this better? Now everything is out in the open, and we don’t have to lie anymore.”
“You don’t have to lie anymore,” Kenzie said. “And I’m sure your mother will throw you and Jonathan a parade. I am getting out of here.” Continuing her march down the driveway, Kenzie staunchly ignored her aching muscles.
An extra day in bed had done little to heal her bruises; so much for taking it easy.
“Where are you going?” Alice called after her.
“Anywhere other than here.”
* * *
The door slammed behind Alice as she chased after Kenzie, and silence rang through the hall, pressing into Carolina’s skull.
She needed a drink.
Several.
And fast.
“I-I’m going to go upstairs,” Jonathan said, edging toward the staircase. “I’m very sorry. I didn’t…I didn’t mean to upset anyone.” He fled without another word, footsteps retreating, leaving the three sisters alone.
“Well.” Clara was the first to break the deadlock, looking shellshocked. “That was interesting, wasn’t it?”
Interesting didn’t cut it. Carolina could barely believe what had happened.
Kenzie and Alice had been lying the whole time.
And Alice had tried to drag Carolina into their drama.
What had Kenzie told her?
Carolina’s stomach roiled. The vitriol in Alice’s words, the taunting look in her eye…she knew something of Carolina’s true feelings, that was clear.
“It certainly was.” Mariana’s lips were pressed together, her eyes never straying from Carolina’s face.
“I don’t understand why they’d pretend to be together,” Clara said. “It doesn’t make any sense.”
“It does if Alice has been hung up on Jonathan all this time,” Mariana said. “She knew he was coming here with a girlfriend. The thought of coming here alone and watching them together…I can see why it might have seemed a good idea to go along with this little scheme.” Marina was displeased, that much was clear. “What I don’t understand is what possessed Kenzie to agree.”
“She has no family of her own,” Carolina said, her voice quiet.
Clara sniffed. “And we all know how persuasive Alice can be when she wants to be. Poor thing didn’t stand a chance. I do hope she’s all right.”
Carolina was sure Kenzie was far from it.
The front door careened open, and Alice looked surprised—and scared, her head hanging low—to find the three Costa sisters still standing exactly where she’d left them.
“Where’s Kenzie?” Mariana said.
Alice closed the door quietly behind her. “She’s gone.”
A flutter of panic stirred in Carolina’s chest.
“What do you mean gone?” Mariana said. “Gone where? She should be resting. She’s still healing.”
Alice shrugged. “I tried to get her to stay, but she didn’t want to listen to me.”
“Gee, I wonder why?” Carolina couldn’t resist the barb.
Alice turned to glare at her. “This is all your fault.”
“Really?” Carolina had never wanted to throttle someone as much as she wanted to throttle her niece at that moment. “Me? I’m the one who decided fucking my ex-boyfriend in the family lounge was a good idea?”
“You’ve been sniffing around me and Jonathan for days, ever since Beth left. I bet you couldn’t wait to sneak up on us earlier, so you could reveal the truth to Kenzie and act like her hero—”
Carolina snarled, surging toward Alice to wipe that smug look off her face.
Only Mariana, recognizing the danger and inserting herself in between Alice and Carolina, holding a hand out to each, stopped Carolina from striking her.
“Enough, both of you!” Mariana said, face white with anger. “It doesn’t matter who’s at fault here. What matters is Kenzie is out there upset and alone, nursing a head injury and God only knows how many other bruises.”
Mariana was right. Kenzie shouldn’t be out there, alone in the cold. Where could she possibly go? What if something happened to her? Carolina shuddered at the thought.
Mariana turned to Alice. “You, get out of my sight before I let Carolina loose. I can’t believe you pulled a stupid stunt like this, Alice. What were you thinking?”
Alice bowed her head. “I’m sorry.”
“Sorry doesn’t cut it. Upstairs. Now.” Narrowed eyes watched Alice ascend the stairs with heavy steps.
As soon as she was gone, Carolina inched toward the door.
“And where are you going?” Mariana’s voice stopped Carolina in her tracks.
“Someone needs to go after Kenzie.” Carolina tried to adopt an air of nonchalance, unwilling to reveal why, exactly, she wanted to.
For several long moments, Mariana stared her down, unblinking.
All Carolina could hear was the pounding of her own heart in her ears.
“There’s truth in Alice’s words, isn’t there?”
Behind Mariana, Clara drew a sharp breath.
Carolina’s throat was tight, like a hand was clasped around it, squeezing harder with every second her sister’s gaze scrutinized her face. “That is ridiculous.”
“Is it?” Mariana raised an eyebrow.
Carolina wondered if she could see the frantic beat of her pulse, hear her shallow breathing as she fought to keep a wave of panic at bay. The weight of keeping parts of herself locked away and carefully hidden, protected at all costs, was heavy on her heart and her shoulders. “Yes.”
Mariana curved her lips into a sad smile. “I don’t believe you. I’ve seen you with her and seen a change in you as the weeks have passed. The only person I’ve ever seen you like that with was Rebecca.”
Carolina flinched, but Mariana didn’t seem to notice.
“And the look on your face when she hurt herself…” Mariana shook her head. “That’s when I knew for certain.”
“You don’t know anything.”
“Oh, but I think I do.”
Denials leaped to Carolina’s throat, but she was tired. She was so fucking tired.
Twenty-four years on, her feelings for a woman were being revealed to her family once again. But this time, Mariana wasn’t looking at her with disgust and derision. Mariana wasn’t calling her a degenerate. Mariana wasn’t even pointing out Kenzie’s age.
Instead, she reached out a hand to squeeze Carolina’s hand. “It’s okay. Go. Go and find her. I promise there will still be a place for you here if you do.”
Blinking back tears, knowing Mariana was thinking of the past just as Carolina was, Carolina grabbed a jacket—and a spare one, for Kenzie, who had left without one—and her car keys, and rushed out the door.
 



Chapter 17
EACH STEP WAS AGONY, BUT Kenzie forged onwards.
She didn’t have a destination, but she followed the road in the direction of Sintra town center. Whenever a car roared past, going too fast for the narrow and winding lanes, Kenzie flinched.
The air was cold, and shivers wracked her body as she walked, making everything more painful, but still, Kenzie didn’t turn back.
She couldn’t.
Couldn’t go back to the disappointed faces of the Costa family, to the betrayal in Carolina’s eyes.
So, she ignored the pain, and she walked, and she hoped she’d find somewhere to go before it got dark.
Kenzie glanced at the sky, where the sun was starting to sink. She didn’t have long.
Quickening her pace, Kenzie frowned when a car pulled up alongside her—and then she recognized the sleek silver Audi. Carolina put down the passenger side window and leaned across the center console.
“Get in the car, Kenzie.”
Kenzie couldn’t believe Carolina had come to find her. She had expected Carolina to steer well clear, to avoid her like the plague, to be angry and enraged Kenzie had lied to her.
“I’m not going back there.”
“I’m not asking you to. I don’t want to go back there myself,” Carolina said quietly.
Kenzie swallowed, wondering what had happened after she ran out. Had her sisters questioned Carolina about what Alice had said?
Still, Kenzie hesitated before moving toward the car.
Carolina heaved a sigh. “Get in, Kenzie. That’s the last time I ask nicely—if you’re not in here within the next sixty seconds, I will use force. And I’m stronger than I look.”
Kenzie didn’t doubt that. Giving in, she pulled open the passenger side door and climbed in, breathing out a grateful sigh as she was surrounded by warmth and the scent of Carolina’s perfume.
“What were you thinking running out like that?” Carolina’s eyebrows were knitted together. “You’re supposed to be taking it easy.”
“I couldn’t stay there for another second.” Kenzie held her hands out toward the car’s vents to warm her tingling fingers. “Not after that. I’m so sorry, Carolina. I didn’t want you to get dragged into this mess.”
“Little late for that, isn’t it?” Carolina’s voice was light, but barbs were hidden beneath the surface. “Did you…did you tell Alice anything? About me? About…us?”
Kenzie jerked her head around to meet Carolina’s eyes. “No! No, God no, Carolina, I didn’t say anything.”
“Then why is she so convinced there’s something going on between us?”
Throat tight, Kenzie swallowed. No matter how much she wanted to, she couldn’t admit the truth and tell Carolina that she wanted her. She’d laugh in Kenzie’s face. “I…I don’t know.”
Carolina’s lips twitched, and her eyes turned cold. She was annoyed, deservedly so. “I thought, after everything that’s happened today, we might have dispensed with the lying.” She sounded more disappointed than anything, which only devastated Kenzie further.
With a shake of her head, Carolina put the car into drive and pulled back onto the road.
“Where are we going?” Kenzie said after a few minutes, noticing they were driving past the turning for Sintra’s town center.
“For a drink. God knows I need one.”
Carolina didn’t elaborate, and Kenzie didn’t know what she could possibly say to make the heavy silence in the car easier to bear.
Instead, she stared out of the window as darkness fell, lights twinkling in the distance as they pulled onto the main highway and headed toward Lisbon. When they arrived in the city center, Carolina navigated through small side streets and busy roads with ease.
Carolina then pulled into a tight parking space in a bustling area downtown, and Kenzie looked around with interest. Pride flags hung outside bars and clubs alike.
Kenzie followed Carolina out of the car. “Is this somewhere you come a lot?”
“I used to, when I was younger. I was seventeen the first time I snuck out. It was the first time I’d ever been to a gay bar.”
Kenzie imagined her as a wide-eyed teenager, finding like-minded people in her long summers at the Costa holiday home.
Carolina made a beeline to a bar tucked away down a side-street, and Kenzie hesitated, not sure whether or not to follow. This could be one of Carolina’s sanctuaries, after all. Maybe she didn’t want Kenzie to intrude. Maybe she didn’t want anything to do with Kenzie anymore at all.
“You don’t have to come with me if you don’t want to,” Carolina said, “but don’t loiter in the street.”
Well, that was as close an invitation as Kenzie was going to get. She followed Carolina inside.
It was small, with only a handful of tables dotted around. A fire roared opposite the bar, chasing away the chill in the evening air, and quiet jazz music played through speakers. One of the tables was occupied by two men who sat laughing, their heads pressed close together and their hands clasped on the table.
Carolina made a beeline for the bar.
Behind it, a solitary bartender rested his hands on the wooden countertop. “What can I get for you?”
“A whiskey, please.”
He nodded, turning his back to fix the drink.
Kenzie came to a stop at Carolina’s side. Their shoulders brushed, and she could feel the tension held tight in Carolina’s body.
“One whiskey.” The bartender passed Carolina a full glass, before turning to Kenzie. “And what can I get you?”
“A Diet Coke, please.”
“Coming right up.”
Carolina dropped a crisp twenty euro note on the bar before taking her whiskey to the table close to the fire, leaving Kenzie to wait for her own drink.
Once she had it, Kenzie sat opposite Carolina, folding herself into the comfortable armchair, letting her face be warmed by the flames. “What happened after I left?”
Gazing into the fire, Carolina tapped her nails against the side of her whiskey glass. They were painted blue—Kenzie recognized the shade of the polish she’d persuaded Alice to buy, and her heart ached.
“Why should I give you honesty, when you refuse to do the same?” Carolina refused to turn to look Kenzie’s way.
Lowering her head, Kenzie stared into her glass of Diet Coke like it held all the answers she was seeking. She took a deep breath. Carolina was right—she did deserve the truth.
“You asked me in the car why Alice is so convinced there’s something going on between us. There are a few reasons,” Kenzie said. She didn’t look away from her glass, but out of the corner of her eye, she saw Carolina tilt her head. “One, she was annoyed at you for sticking your nose in hers and Jonathan’s business.”
“I thought she was cheating on you!” Carolina hissed. “And if she didn’t want to attract any attention, she shouldn’t have been so bloody obvious about it.”
“Yes. I know.”
“That still doesn’t explain where she got the idea in the first place.”
“No.” Kenzie traced the swirls in the wooden tabletop with her index finger. “She…she said it because…” There was no easy way to say it. “Because she knows how I feel about you.”
Opposite her, Carolina froze, staring at the top of Kenzie’s head. “And how might that be?”
“Isn’t it obvious?” Kenzie said, annoyed she was having to spell it out. Wasn’t this whole situation embarrassing enough?
When she finally glanced up, Carolina was watching her with narrowed eyes. “No.”
Kenzie sighed. “I like you, okay? I have feelings for you. There. Are you happy? Have I humiliated myself enough for one day?”
Carolina blinked, her face twisting into a frown. “You what?”
“You heard me.” She wasn’t saying it again.
“…Why?” Carolina looked like she couldn’t comprehend it.
Kenzie wanted the floor to open and swallow her whole. “You want me to lay it out? Fine. You already know you’re my type—stupidly gorgeous older women are kind of my thing. Even more so if they’re smart and don’t treat me like I’m an idiot because I’m younger than them. You put on a front like you hate everyone and everything around you, but I can see through it. You care. You care more than you want to admit. You barely know me and yet you bought me the greatest gift anyone has ever given me, just because. You see me, maybe more than anyone else ever has.” Kenzie took a deep breath.
Carolina sat unmoving, red lips parted in a perfect little ‘o’, and her pulse hammering in her neck.
“And I know none of that matters,” Kenzie said, trying not to sound bitter. “I know nothing will ever happen between us. That you’d never feel the same way about me. Alice disagrees, though. That’s why she said what she said. Because she’s got it in her mind that you like me, too, like that makes what she’s done okay.”
Still, Carolina said nothing, and Kenzie’s leg bounced in a nervous rhythm beneath the table. She hated awkward silences, and this? This was the most awkward moment of her life to date.
“Look, will you please say something? Anything. You can yell at me if you want,” Kenzie offered. “Or hell, you can throw your whiskey over me. I’d deserve it.”
That, at least, got Carolina’s attention. “I’d never waste good whiskey like that. Why would you deserve it?”
“Because I’ve kind of ruined your family vacation?”
“You haven’t ruined anything, Kenzie.” Seeming to remember she had a drink, Carolina titled her head back and downed the rest of her glass in a single gulp.
“I have, though.” Kenzie knitted her hands in her lap. “Your sister must hate my guts.”
“Mariana is concerned about you.”
Kenzie couldn’t hide her surprise.
“It’s true. Her issue lies with Alice, not you. She knows it wasn’t your idea. And she’s quite taken with you. You seem to have captivated the whole family.”
“Apart from you.”
Carolina looked away. She ran a finger over the rim of her glass, teeth flashing white as she worried at her bottom lip. “No. You’ve managed to captivate me as well.” Carolina’s gaze flicked to Kenzie. “Alice isn’t wrong, you know.”
Kenzie fought the urge to shake her head, because she couldn’t be hearing things correctly.
There was no way in hell Carolina was admitting she felt the same way.
“I…” Carolina trailed off. “I seem to have become rather fond of you.”
Blood roared through Kenzie’s ears, her pulse racing and her thoughts scrambling to keep up with Carolina’s words.
“You’re…fond of me?” Kenzie said, her eyes wide.
“Yes.” The corners of Carolina’s mouth were downturned. “It’s a problem.”
“A problem?”
Irritation flashed across Carolina’s face. “Are you going to repeat everything I say?”
Kenzie gulped. “S-sorry. I just…I can’t believe this is happening.”
“No.” Carolina collapsed further into her chair, lolling her head back to stare at the ceiling. “I can’t, either.”
“Can I ask…” Kenzie hesitated, desperate not to say the wrong thing. “If we both feel the same way…what’s the problem?”
“Because it won’t work,” Carolina said, so matter-of-factly it made Kenzie flinch. “How could it? You…you are wonderful, Kenzie. You’re a breath of fresh air, and I…I’m rotten to the core. I’ll destroy you.”
“You’re nothing of the sort.” Kenzie knew Carolina thought she was speaking the truth, knew that Carolina didn’t have a high opinion of herself. “You might think you are, but I know you’re not.”
“You barely know me. You’ve had a snapshot.”
“Maybe. But I’ve seen enough to know who you are. To see your heart. And it’s not rotten, Carolina. Far from it.”
“You’re not the first person to try and convince me of that,” Carolina said, her voice low as she stared at the flickering flames. “Nor the first to try and convince me a relationship would be a good idea.”
“I don’t want to convince you of anything,” Kenzie said, offended. “And I’m not going to beg you to be with me. You either want me or you don’t.”
“I don’t.”
Ouch. Though Kenzie had expected it, the blow still stung. Especially after the brief flutter of hope that had stirred when Carolina had said she returned Kenzie’s feelings.
“Not…not in the ways you want me to. Not in the ways you deserve.” Carolina curled her arms around her waist, looking small. “I couldn’t live with myself if I hurt you. And I will hurt you.”
Clenching her jaw in an effort not to cry, Kenzie reached for her drink with a shaking hand. “Yeah, well. You already have.”
Carolina flinched. “I’m sorry. But it…it’s better this way. Better to do it now, before things become too involved. A clean break.”
God, Carolina was talking like she was making a business decision.
Kenzie could argue. Suspected she might be able to talk Carolina around, but the energy had been sapped out of her, and she’d meant what she said—she didn’t want to have to convince Carolina of anything.
“Okay.”
Carolina nodded to herself. “Okay. I should take you back to the house.”
“I’m not going back there.” No way in hell.
“What? Where are you going to go?”
Kenzie shrugged. “I don’t know. Can’t go home, because I can’t afford to change my flight.” Flights leading up to New Year’s Eve were stupidly expensive, and Kenzie couldn’t afford to splash out on the difference between that and her original flight if she wanted to be able to eat for the next month. “I might see if there’s a cheap hostel somewhere in Lisbon to stay until then.”
Horror crossed Carolina’s face. “You can’t do that.”
“I’d rather do that than go back to the house. I don’t want to be around Alice right now. And as much as you say Mariana is okay with me, if she had the choice she’s going to choose her daughter over me. And I don’t…” Kenzie looked away. “I don’t know if I can be around you right now. It’s too painful. And it’s not exactly a clean break if we see each other every day, is it?”
“No. I suppose you’re right.” Carolina drummed her fingers on the table. “I can pay for a new ticket for you.”
“I can’t ask you to do that.”
“You’re not. I’m offering. And if it makes you feel any better, it’s for purely selfish reasons, because you’re right. Continuing to see one another will be…difficult.”
“So, you’re going to send me away?”
“Isn’t that what you wanted?”
It was, but it wasn’t how she’d wanted it to happen. But if it meant she could get out of this place, put some distance between her and Carolina, and start to mend her broken heart? Kenzie would be an idiot if she turned it down. “Okay. If you really don’t mind.”
“I don’t.” Carolina reached for her phone, long fingers tapping at the screen. “There’s a flight to New York tonight. I can book you onto it right now.”
Tonight. So soon. And yet maybe exactly what Kenzie needed. “Would I make it?”
“If we went back now to get your things I think you might.”
“Then let’s go.”
* * *
“Oh, good, you’re back,” Mariana said when Carolina and Kenzie returned to the house. “We were starting to worry.”
Mariana tried to catch Carolina’s eye, but Carolina determinedly looked away. The last thing she needed was Mariana digging into her feelings.
“Not for long,” Kenzie said, putting on a brave face. It was the first thing she’d said since they’d left the bar.
Not that Carolina blamed her.
For all of Carolina’s desires not to hurt or break Kenzie, she had. She shouldn’t have said anything, shouldn’t have admitted the way she felt, should have let Kenzie confess her own feelings and politely brushed her off.
That would have been the kinder thing to do, rather than offer her a glimpse of hope only to snatch it away.
Carolina shouldn’t have let Mariana get into her head, and should have kept her mouth shut.
“Why, where are you going?” Mariana looked between Kenzie and Carolina with a frown.
“I’m taking Kenzie to the airport,” Carolina said. “She wants to go back to New York. Her flight leaves in a few hours.”
Mariana’s mouth opened and closed a few times. “You’re leaving?”
“Yes.” Kenzie inched her way toward the stairs. “Thank you for your hospitality, Mariana. I appreciate you letting me stay here, and for welcoming me into the family with open arms—even if it was under false pretenses. But I think it’s time for me to go.”
Before Mariana had the chance to argue, Kenzie all but sprinted to her bedroom.
“She’s leaving?” Mariana turned to Carolina. “And you’re taking her?”
“Yes. And yes.”
“What the hell happened out there? Did you tell her how you feel?”
“Will you be quiet?” Carolina said, the words little more than a whisper. “I don’t need the whole goddamn house knowing my business.”
“Relax. Clara has made herself scarce, and Alice and Jonathan are yet to resurface.”
That didn’t make Carolina feel any better.
“And you’re avoiding the question,” Mariana said.
“Because I don’t want to answer it.” Folding her arms across her chest, Carolina leaned against the wall and checked her watch, hoping Kenzie was a quick packer. “She’s leaving, okay? Clearly the conversation didn’t go well.”
“Obviously.” Mariana rolled her eyes. “But I’d like to know the details.”
“Why?”
“Because I think you’re terrified of letting someone in, and really, I can’t blame you. Look at what happened with Rebecca. But mother is gone, and though her shadow may linger—”
“I’m not terrified of anything.”
“You are. You’re terrified of her.” Mariana pointed toward the stairs. “Terrified of the way she makes you feel. I can see it on your face. Why won’t you give her a chan—”
“We are not talking about this. What’s done is done.” Carolina needed to cut Mariana off, needed to shut her out, because if she listened, if Mariana started to make sense, Carolina’s resolve would splinter and crack, and she’d race up the stairs to Kenzie and ask her to stay.
And Carolina couldn’t do that. Couldn’t risk it. She wasn’t strong enough to, and Kenzie deserved someone who was.
Kenzie deserved the world, and Carolina wasn’t the person to give that to her, no matter how much she wished she was.
“She’s leaving, and she isn’t coming back, and that’s better for the both of us.”
“Is it? Because all I see are two people who are hurting for no good reason, Carolina.”
Footsteps sounded on the landing, and Kenzie skittered into view with her suitcase and a backpack slung over her shoulder. Thank fuck. Another hour, and Kenzie would be gone, and Carolina…
Carolina could fall apart in private, and start to build up the shattered pieces of herself again.
* * *
The car ride to the airport passed in silence.
Carolina’s knuckles were white on the steering wheel, her face drawn into a permanent scowl. Staring out the window, Kenzie watched the scenery flash by, unable to believe the rollercoaster she’d been through in her three short weeks in Portugal.
She’d been a wholly different person on the drive into Sintra than the woman she was leaving it.
Would Kenzie have changed any of it? If she could go back in time, would she refuse to agree to Alice’s ridiculous idea, and instead spend the holidays in New York alone?
No, probably not. Because no matter how much pain Kenzie felt now, it had been worth it. Worth it, to get to know Carolina. To see all the different parts of herself she tried so hard to keep from the world.
To know the curve of her mouth when she smiled, the sparkle of her eyes in the sunlight. To see her exasperated, annoyed, happy and sad. To experience her sharp wit, and her generosity, and everything else Kenzie had been lucky enough to see.
Carolina pulled into a space outside the airport, and Kenzie watched a plane take-off, relieved she’d soon be on one, racing into the sky and on her way home.
She hadn’t cried yet, though it would come. Tears had threatened when she’d been shoving her things into her suitcase, alone in the dim darkness—but she hoped she could keep them at bay until she was ensconced in a duvet burrito in the safety of her own bedroom.
It wasn’t the first time Kenzie had suffered from a broken heart, but this hurt more, because it was filled with the potential of what could have been, if Carolina was only willing to try.
“Do you need any help with your bags?” Carolina said as she turned off the ignition, the first words she’d spoken since offering to drive Kenzie to the airport.
“No, I can manage.”
Carolina’s eyes met Kenzie’s, and the air was thick, heavy with the weight of all the words left unsaid.
Kenzie had never wished she could read minds, but in that moment, she ached with the desire to know what Carolina was thinking, to be able to peer behind her mask and see whether all hope was really lost.
“Thank you for the ride.” Kenzie curled her fingers around the door handle. “And for changing my flight.”
“It’s not a problem. Like I said, it’s not unselfish.”
No. Carolina wanted to get rid of her as soon as possible.
Which was fair. Kenzie wanted to get out of there as soon as possible.
“I…” Carolina hesitated, clenching and unclenching her hands, curled in her lap. “I’m sorry things worked out this way. I wish it could be different.”
Drawing a deep breath, Kenzie forced away the tears that sprang into her eyes. “Yeah. I wish it could be, too. But thank you. For making this a Christmas I’ll never forget.”
“Even if it’s for all the wrong reasons?”
Against her better judgement, Kenzie snaked a hand across the center console and reached for one of Carolina’s. Her skin was soft beneath her fingertips, warm, despite the chill in the air. “It’s for some right ones, too.”
“Thank you.” Carolina squeezed her hand, the contact fleeting before she pulled away. “I hope you manage to finish your thesis.”
It was the farthest thing from Kenzie’s mind, but at least it would give her something to focus on.
“Thanks. I’d say I’ll see you around, but I guess I won’t, huh?”
“No.” Carolina looked away. “I wouldn’t have thought so.”
“Okay.” Kenzie took a deep breath, steeling her resolve—she needed to, or she was never getting out of the car. “Bye, Carolina.”
“Goodbye, Kenzie.”
Kenzie hurried out of the car and grabbed her bags from the trunk. As she walked into the terminal, she didn’t look back.
She couldn’t.
Or she’d fall apart completely.
 



Chapter 18
CAROLINA SPENT THE DAY AFTER leaving Kenzie at the airport avoiding everyone in her family.
She had to, because she couldn’t stand the way her sisters looked at her: Mariana, with thinly-veiled disappointment; and Clara, with deep-rooted concern.
So, she hid in her bedroom, squirrelling herself away, all but chained to her laptop.
But after only a single day of wallowing in misery, Carolina decided she couldn’t do it anymore. She needed to get out of the house, go home and leave Sintra behind.
Needed to stop seeing Kenzie everywhere she looked.
It was the reason she wasn’t working in the library. She had tried, but kept finding herself staring at Kenzie’s desk, expecting her to appear in the doorway dressed in a ratty old sweater with her signature lopsided smile.
Flights back to New York were easy to come by, and it was simple enough for Carolina to change hers to one leaving Lisbon the morning of December 30th. She could be in the office by 3 p.m. if she wanted.
Deciding it would be rude—though not altogether unexpected—for Carolina to disappear without telling anyone, she slinked downstairs, sure she’d catch most of the Costas for the end of dinner.
Sure enough, everyone sat in the dining room when Carolina entered.
Alice and Jonathan were holding hands, and Carolina had to refrain from glowering at them. After all, technically, they’d done nothing wrong.
“Carolina.” Mariana looked surprised to see her. “I didn’t think you’d be gracing us with your presence this evening.”
“Needed to refuel.” Keeping her gaze averted from the chair where Kenzie had sat, Carolina slid into her usual seat. Her stomach rumbled at the sight of the spread on the table, and she served herself a juicy lamb chop along with a generous heap of roasted vegetables. She’d miss João’s cooking once she was back home. “And I wanted to tell you I’m leaving in the morning. My flight is at ten.”
Mariana barely blinked. “Okay.”
“You don’t look surprised,” Carolina said around a mouthful of lamb.
“No. We expected you to leave last night,” Mariana said. “It’s clear you don’t want to be here.”
“It’s not that I don’t want to be here. I…” She swallowed thickly around the lump in her throat. “I’ve enjoyed the holidays more than I have in a long, long time. Thank you for inviting me.”
Mariana reached out a hand to squeeze the back of Carolina’s, the contact fleeting. “Thank you for coming. I know it wasn’t easy. And I hope this isn’t the last time we see you for another twenty years.”
When she’d accepted her sister’s invitation, Carolina hadn’t known what she was truly seeking. But this…the chance to have a family again, to make happy memories in Sintra to replace the bad…Carolina had found more than she could have hoped.
Not to mention the Kenzie of it all. Much as it ached, knowing Carolina would never see her again, she wouldn’t erase the last few weeks.
“It won’t be,” Carolina said. “It would be nice to do this again.”
“Well, how about coming back next year?” Mariana raised her wine glass to her lips. “Let’s make it an annual thing.”
Carolina liked the sound of that.
“You won’t be spending New Year’s Eve alone, will you Carolina?” Clara fretted with the edges of her napkin. “That’s no way to ring in the New Year.”
It was exactly the way someone like Carolina should ring in the New Year. After all, it was what she was used to. “You don’t need to worry about me, Clara. I’ll be fine in my own company.”
The purse of Mariana’s lips made it clear she had feelings about that, but she was wise enough not to say anything.
Carolina knew Mariana thought she was an idiot for letting Kenzie go, but Carolina’s resolve in that matter had never wavered. Because as many times as she’d looked for Kenzie, or wished she were still around, Carolina knew she’d made the right decision.
Kenzie was better off without Carolina.
Carolina had accepted that, and with time, Mariana would too. When they next saw one another, Mariana would probably barely remember Kenzie’s name.
If only Carolina could be so sure she’d feel the same. But she had a feeling Kenzie was going to linger, her name etched in Carolina’s heart, for a long time to come.
No matter.
Carolina had withstood worse, and this time, too, she would come out the other side standing tall.
Once she’d eaten her fill, Carolina rose to her feet. The conversation around her was too chipper; she needed to wallow for a while longer. But she was barely two steps into the hall before footsteps followed behind her. Turning, she was surprised to see Alice standing in the dining room’s doorway.
Alice wrung her hands, mouth opening and closing a few times like she couldn’t decide what she wanted to say. “Can we talk?”
A part of Carolina wanted to scoff, turn on her heel and stride away. But a bigger part of her wanted to know what Alice had to say. “Okay.”
She stepped toward the lounge door.
“Um, maybe not in there,” Alice said, her cheeks warm, no doubt remembering being caught in that room in Jonathan’s arms. “The library?”
Carolina winced, thinking of Kenzie. “I’d rather somewhere else.”
They ended up in one of the lounges further down the hall. Carolina flicked on a lamp, her and Alice’s shadows dancing across the stone floor. She padded over to the window and perched against the wooden ledge, eyes on Alice as she waited for her to speak.
“I wanted to start with an apology.” Alice’s eyes were on the floor, her fingers tugging at the sleeves of her sweater as she hovered near the couch. “My mum finally told me everything that happened all those years ago.. I…I haven’t treated you fairly. I thought you were the one who had done something wrong. I am sorry for the things that I said. I never should have brought you and Kenzie into things.”
It didn’t do anything to quell the irritation that hummed beneath Carolina’s skin whenever she looked at her niece. “Then why did you?”
Alice’s shoulders dropped as she sighed. “I don’t have an excuse, other than I wasn’t thinking. I wanted to get some of the heat off of me and Jonathan, and I was angry at you—even though I had no right to be—for finding out about us.”
“You weren’t exactly being subtle.” Carolina was amazed no one else had noticed.
“No. I know.” Alice sank onto the couch and ran a hand across her face. “If I could go back I’d do a lot of things differently, believe me. I know I’ve been selfish and immature. Not to mention a terrible friend.”
Selfish summed up her actions from the last few weeks. Dragging Kenzie into her ridiculous scheme in the first place, only to blindside her by falling for Jonathan. Then hurling Kenzie’s feelings out in front of everyone as a distraction. “You’ve made a lot of mistakes. I’m not going to stand here and make you justify them all. I’m also not going to forgive you so easily.”
Though she must have expected that, Alice winced.
“But if these four weeks have taught me anything, it’s that rifts in this family can be mended, no matter how deep. I think what you should be focusing on is how on earth you’re going to make this up to Kenzie. You and I don’t know one another. Not really. And I can blame myself for that—while I’m not at fault for not being in your life until now, I haven’t exactly made much of an effort to get to know you this holiday. But Kenzie is supposed to be your best friend.”
With a sigh, Alice shrank even further into herself. “I know. I never meant to hurt her—or you—but I know I did. And I didn’t get the chance to speak to her before she left. She won’t answer my calls; I don’t even know if she got back safe or not.”
A spark of panic fluttered to life in Carolina’s chest, but she pushed it away. Kenzie was fine. If Carolina was in Kenzie’s place, she wouldn’t answer Alice’s calls, either.
“It’s likely she just needs some space. And, once she’s ready to talk, some groveling.”
“Yeah. I will. Believe me. She’s the greatest thing that’s ever happened to me—I don’t want to lose her.”
Carolina swallowed, her throat feeling tight. “Yes. She’s certainly a remarkable woman.” Her words were soft, and spoken with enough feeling for Alice to raise her head, eyes meeting Carolina’s for the first time.
“Look, I don’t know what’s going on between the two of you—”
“Nothing.”
The word was vehement enough for a flash of fear to cross Alice’s face. “Oh. Okay. Well, it’s your loss.” Alice climbed to her feet, but paused before she left the room. “I know you live in Manhattan. We live in Brooklyn. If you change your mind…let me know. I bet she’ll want to see you.”
With that, Alice left her alone. Like dangling that temptation was nothing. Like it wouldn’t consume all of Carolina’s waking thoughts.
She shook her head. No, she’d made her decision, and she was going to stick with it. She’d meant what she said—Kenzie was remarkable. She deserved someone who could give her their all.
And Carolina wasn’t sure she’d ever be able to.
* * *
When Kenzie got back to her apartment, jet-lagged, exhausted, and desperate to have a good sob fest, she crawled into her bed, cocooned herself in her covers with some snacks on her bedside table, and barely moved for two days.
Zoning out watching the TV—and staunchly ignoring her phone—was cathartic, and emerging from her chrysalis on December 30th, Kenzie felt better.
Or she would after a shower, anyway.
 She dragged herself to the bathroom, but didn’t dare look at her reflection in the mirror. She knew what would stare back at her—red-rimmed puffy eyes, splotchy cheeks, limp, dull hair—and didn’t want to face the mess she’d become.
Not to mention the multicolored array of bruises littering her torso after her fall. Turned out barely moving for two days was good for healing, though. The ache in her muscles had lessened.
Showering eased her injuries further, and she felt more like a human being as she emerged from the bathroom in a cloud of steam.
Kenzie reached for her phone, turning off flight mode—she’d never bothered to after landing in New York—and winced when she saw she had upwards of twenty missed calls from Alice, along with a dozen texts. The last one had been sent a few minutes ago.
Just please tell me you’re alive. Please.
With a flash of guilt, Kenzie padded into the living room and sat on the couch, curling her knees to her chest as she lifted her phone to her ear.
“Oh, thank God.” Alice answered on the second ring, relief palpable in her voice. “Do you have any idea how worried I’ve been, Kenzie? I know you’re pissed at me, but please don’t do that again.”
“I’m sorry. I know I should have texted you to say I’d gotten back safely, but it just…it slipped my mind. I haven’t been thinking clearly the past few days.”
“I suppose that’s fair. Are you…okay?”
Kenzie mulled the question over before answering. “No.” She didn’t see the point in lying. “But I’ll get there.”
“I’m so sorry.” Alice’s voice wavered, and Kenzie knew her well enough to know she was likely blinking back tears. “I need you to know that, Kenz. I know I hurt you. I never should have said what I did—never should have dragged you and Carolina into things.”
Kenzie sighed. “Yeah. You shouldn’t.” She wondered what would have happened if Alice hadn’t opened her mouth. Would Carolina still have pressed Kenzie into confessing her feelings?
It seemed unlikely, considering how thrown she’d been. She’d had no idea how Kenzie felt.
Because she thinks she’s completely unlovable.
Kenzie swallowed. The sting hadn’t lessened, and she so wished things would have been different.
But there was nothing she could do to change it. And while Kenzie knew it hadn’t been Alice’s intentions to get everything out into the open, in a way, Kenzie was glad they were. She’d gotten closure, at least. Even if it had left her heart aching.
“I’ll spend every day for the rest of my life saying sorry, Kenzie. Though I get it if you don’t ever want to speak to me again.”
“Well, considering we live together, that might be awkward.”
“I’ll move out if you want me to.”
“I don’t want you to move out, Alice.”
“Even if I’ve been a terrible friend?” Uncertainty underlined every word.
“I still love you.” Kenzie’s anger toward her best friend had faded since she’d left Portugal. “We all do stupid things sometimes. Usually when love is involved.” At least it had worked out for one of them.
Alice must have sensed Kenzie’s mood. “Do you need me to come back? You shouldn’t be on your own.”
“I’m fine. It’s been kind of nice to have a few days to myself, actually.” Kenzie didn’t need Alice around; she’d only fret. “Besides, you should be spending as much time with Jonathan as you can before you have to go your separate ways.”
Alice paused, the only sound her quiet breathing. “Yeah. About that…”
“You’d better not be about to tell me you two have broken up already,” Kenzie said. “Because if all of this has been for nothing, Alice, I’m going to ki—”
“No!” Alice cut her off. “It’s nothing like that. We’ve just been talking, and…Jonathan’s been thinking about leaving London for a while. He might be coming back to New York with me, and seeing if he can transfer to the office there.”
“Oh. Wow.” Kenzie relaxed further into the couch and stared at the ceiling. “That’s fast. You do know it’s lesbians who are supposed to U-Haul, right?”
Alice laughed. “Shut up. He’s not moving in.”
“Then where is he going to live when he gets here?”
“At a hotel, probably. Or maybe with us for a couple of days until he can find somewhere to stay. We’ve both agreed we’re not ready to live together yet, and it wouldn’t be fair on you, either.”
“You’re not ready to live together, but he is prepared to move across the Atlantic for you? That’s a big step, Alice.”
“I know. Do you think it’s too fast? That I’m being stupid?”
“No.” Kenzie didn’t have to consider her answer. “I think you maybe never fell out of love with him all those years ago, and you should give it a fair shot. Which will be easier if he’s not in another time zone. And it’s not like he’s moving here solely for you—I can understand why he wants a change of scenery.”
“Thanks. You’re always my voice of reason, even when I don’t deserve it.”
“The truth was going to come out eventually.”
“Still. We should have been more careful. And again…I should never have said what I did about you and Carolina. You didn’t deserve that. Either of you.”
“There’s nothing we can do about it now. What’s done is done.”
“If it makes you feel any better, Carolina’s been moping, too.”
At the mention of her name, Kenzie’s heart skipped a beat. If only two days had been enough for her to get over it. “Oh?”
“Yeah. She left this morning. Do you…do you want to talk about what happened?”
Would it help to lay it all out? Probably. But…Kenzie didn’t think Carolina would appreciate it if Kenzie told Alice the whole sordid tale. Some things were better kept private. “Maybe one day,” Kenzie said. “But not right now. All I’ll say is I told her how it felt, and it didn’t work out.”
“I’m sorry, Kenz.”
“Yeah.” Kenzie closed her eyes. “Me too. But hey, enjoy your last few days over there, okay? And I’ll see you soon.”
“I’ll call you every day.”
“You don’t have to.” Kenzie knew she would be feeling guilty. “I’ll be fine, Alice. Go, enjoy your time with Jonathan. And say hi from me.”
“I will. You’re a good friend, Kenzie.”
“Yeah, I know.” Kenzie managed a smile.
Kenzie hung up the phone and tossed it onto the coffee table, feeling better after talking to her friend.
It was midday, and her stomach rumbled, reminding her she hadn’t eaten a proper meal in days. Kenzie glanced out the window. The clouds were gray-yellow, suggesting snow was imminent, but it hadn’t started yet.
Maybe she should venture out, get some fresh air—and some hot food.
Decision made, Kenzie shuffled into her bedroom to change out of her sweats and into a pair of jeans. Time for her to face the world again and stop hiding away.
* * *
“Thank you for agreeing to see me,” Carolina said, focusing her gaze on her hands, knotted in her lap, instead of on Jada’s face. She needed to repaint her nails; they were chipped, the polish cracked. “I know it’s the holidays.”
“I’m available whenever you need me, Carolina, you know that.” Jada’s concern was clear in her voice. “Now, do you want to talk about what’s wrong? What happened with your family?”
Carolina laughed, a brittle noise in the otherwise quiet room. The irony—she’d been so scared of going to Sintra, getting hurt again by her sisters, but the real pain had come from the most unlikely of sources. “It’s nothing to do with my family.”
“Oh.” She stared at her, frowning. “When was the last time you slept?”
Perhaps coming to Jada’s office straight from the airport hadn’t been the best idea. But Carolina had needed to talk to someone, needed someone to convince her she’d made the right decision, and Jada was the only person who knew all the sorry details of her life.
“Sleep is for the weak.” Carolina couldn’t remember the last time she’d had a decent night’s sleep. Not since Kenzie’s fall, and that had been four days ago.
“So, a while ago.” Jada tilted her head. “And?”
Carolina’s smile lacked humor. “I don’t think you’d ever guess.”
Carolina felt rattled by the feelings careening through her body. Any thought that leaving Sintra might chase away the ghost of Kenzie were quickly evaporating.
Because Kenzie was still everywhere. She was constantly on Carolina’s mind. Carolina wondered where she was, what she was doing. She wondered if she ever came into downtown Manhattan, if their paths would ever cross. Would Kenzie come over to Carolina if they did? Or would she turn the other way and pretend Carolina didn’t exist?
Why couldn’t Kenzie live in a different city? Boston, LA, or better yet—London, with the rest of her family. The fact she could be mere blocks away from Carolina at any given moment presented a temptation she’d never expected to have to deal with.
So much for out of sight, out of mind.
“Carolina?” Jada sounded concerned. “Talk to me.”
Leaning back in her chair, Carolina pressed her fingers to her temples; a migraine had been threatening since that morning, and Carolina was sure it was about to hit with a vengeance. “I…met someone while I was out there.”
It was testament to Jada’s impeccable training that she didn’t react. Because Carolina knew it was a bombshell—she’d never expressed a desire for companionship in the past five years, and Jada knew how vehemently against a relationship Carolina was.
“She was my niece’s girlfriend.”
A well-timed cough disguised Jada’s noise of surprise, though she couldn’t hide the widening of her eyes.
“Or at least, I thought she was,” Carolina added hastily. “But they were just pretending to be together as part of some idiotic scheme I’m still not sure I understand the reasoning of.”
“So, you and her were…”
“Nothing happened.”
“But you wanted it to.”
It wasn’t a question, but Carolina nodded anyway.
“Okay. I’ve known you for a while now, Carolina, and I’ve never seen you express an interest in someone before. Can I ask what was so special about this woman?”
Pursing her lips, Carolina considered the question. “She was never afraid of me,” she said softly. “Nor intimidated. People always are, but she didn’t hesitate to put me in my place. She’s so smart, and quick-witted, and she…she saw me. The real me. She didn’t let me scare her away. Every time I pushed, she came back. She’s been through so much—she could be bitter and jaded and angry at the world like me—but she’s one of the kindest people I’ve ever met. And she lives here in New York.”
For once, Jada’s pen didn’t scribble over her notepad, making note of everything Carolina said. Instead, her eyes remained fixed on Carolina’s face. “So, you met someone who made you feel something for the first time in years, someone who lives nearby, yet you’re here in my office looking devasted. What happened? Does she not feel the same way?”
“No, she does.” Carolina rubbed at her temples again as her head swam. “The problem isn’t with her, it’s with me. The problem is I have no idea how to be in a relationship. The problem is I blacken everything I touch, and I couldn’t bear it if I did that to her. The problem is she deserves someone better than me—”
“Okay.” Jada held up a hand. “I think that’s enough of the pity party, don’t you?”
Carolina’s eyes flashed. “This is no such thing.”
“It is, though, isn’t it? I know you think you don’t deserve to be happy, Carolina, but you do. Whether that’s with this woman or not, I don’t know. But are you going to let this chance slip away because you’re scared?”
“I am not scared.”
Jada merely arched an eyebrow.
Carolina sucked in a breath. Jada was right. Losing Rebecca had ruined her, wrecked her so thoroughly Carolina had sworn to never open her heart again.
And that had been easy. She didn’t need a partner, nor a lover aside from to scratch the occasional itch, and was never more comfortable than in her own company.
But Kenzie… Kenzie made her want things she hadn’t thought about in years.
“You think I should try with her,” Carolina said.
“What matters is what you want. And what she wants.”
“I…I think I want to try.” The words were hard to say, sticking in her throat, but Carolina knew in her heart they were the truth.
“Then, there you go,” Jada said, voice gentle, like she was talking to an animal who might bolt at any moment. “May I make a suggestion of what you should do now?”
“I suppose.”
“First of all, I suggest you go home and sleep, because you look like you need it. And tomorrow, you’re going to take the day off work so you can meet with this woman, and you’re going to see if the two of you can work things out.”
Carolina swallowed, the idea of seeing Kenzie again dizzying.
But right.
Carolina could see that now. She shouldn’t have let fear creep in. She should trust herself to try and make it work—and trust Kenzie to do the same.
“Okay.”
 



Chapter 19
CAROLINA WOKE BLEARY-EYED ON NEW Year’s Eve.
It took her a few minutes to get her bearings—and to remember she was in her New York apartment, and not still in Sintra.
She hadn’t expected to sleep, her mind a whirl of jumbled thoughts, but the exhaustion of the last few days must have caught up with her. Glancing at the clock, Carolina realized with a start she’d slept for nearly nine hours.
She couldn’t remember the last time she’d managed more than six.
Rolling onto her back, Carolina stared at her ceiling and tried to come up with a plan of action for the day ahead. She needed to speak to Kenzie, that much was clear, but Carolina didn’t have her number, and had no idea where she lived.
Though she knew there was one way to fix that. Carolina didn’t have Alice’s number, but she did have Mariana’s. She’d just have to hope Alice was nearby.
“Calling so soon? Did you leave something behind?” Mariana said, though she couldn’t hide the pleased tone of her words.
“No. I…was hoping to talk to Alice. Is she there?”
All Carolina heard for at least a minute was the sound of Mariana’s breathing. “Why do you want to talk to Alice?”
“None of your business.” Mariana would only gloat if she knew what Carolina was planning. “Is she there or not?”
“She is, but I’m not handing over the phone until you tell me why.”
Carolina growled. She didn’t need this nonsense—she’d rather resort to some good old fashioned internet stalking. “You know what? Never mind.”
“Oh, you’re no fun,” Mariana said. “I’ll put her on, give me a second.”
Rustling echoed over the phone. “Hello?” Alice sounded confused. “Aunt Carolina?”
“Hi, Alice.” Carolina paused. Was she really going to do this? Was she really ready to do this? She thought about Kenzie, about seeing her again, and felt her resolve strengthen. She’d do anything for the chance to make things right. “I was hoping you might be able to give me your address.”
“To see Kenzie?”
“No, to send you a belated Christmas card.” Carolina pinched the bridge of her nose. “Of course to see Kenzie. I need to see her. To…to apologize to her in person. Try and right some wrongs.”
“Oh,” Alice said softly. “I…I think she’ll be really glad to see you.”
Carolina swallowed, trying not to let too much hope fill her heart. She’d hurt Kenzie terribly; she wouldn’t blame Kenzie if she slammed the door in her face. “Have you talked to her since she got back?”
“Yeah.”
“And…how is she?”
“I think that’s something you should ask her yourself.” Alice’s tone suggested the answer wasn’t good. Then she rattled off a Brooklyn address Carolina wrote carefully on the notepad beside her bed.
“Thank you, Alice.”
“It’s okay. It’s the least I can do for you after what I did.”
“Is that the only reason you’re helping me? To make amends?”
For a long time, Alice didn’t speak. When she did, her voice was quiet. “No. I think…I think you might be good together. She really likes you. And I don’t think you’d be talking to me right now if you didn’t really like her, too. I don’t want it to be my fault that you don’t give it a shot. Not if it makes her happy. And…you do.”
Carolina’s heart beat so loudly in her ears that it was hard for her to hear. “T-thank you.”
“Yeah. Good luck, I guess?” Alice phrased it like a question. Then again, this must be weird for her. Would anyone be happy for their aunt to date their best friend and roommate?
Well, it was too late to worry about that now. Carolina had decided on a course of action, and once she’d set a plan in motion, she had to see it through.
Alice hung up without any further ado.
Carolina sagged back into her pillows, holding the address reverently between her fingers.
She had a plan.
But first things first: she needed a shower.
And then, it seemed, she was going to Brooklyn.
* * *
Kenzie spent most of New Year’s Eve in a coffee shop.
She preferred working outside of her apartment—it helped her separate work and home life, though sometimes the lines did get blurred—and with campus and all of the nearby libraries closed for the holidays, it left her with few options.
But nestled into a comfy armchair in the corner of Espresso Yourself, keeping herself hydrated with a steady stream of americanos and chocolate muffins, Kenzie blasted through two of her remaining chapters. She was quietly confident she’d finish her final chapter within a few weeks.
She had a spring in her step as she headed back home, bounding over the threshold with an enthusiasm fueled by all of the caffeine she’d consumed throughout the day. When she noticed a small white card sitting in the hallway, she skittered to a stop.
It had been slid under the door, and Kenzie reached for it.
She nearly dropped it when she realized what it was. A business card, with Carolina Costa, CEO of Caro Technology Incorporated written in shiny black letters.
Had Carolina been here? Had she visited while Kenzie had been out?
A smudge of ink caught Kenzie’s eye, and she turned the card over. On the other side, a message had been scrawled in small cramped letters.
Kenzie, I’m sorry I missed you. You must be out somewhere, probably working, knowing you. I’m sorry for the way I’ve acted. I’m sorry I pushed you away. I’m sorry for a lot of things; too many to fit on this card. I’d like to talk, if you’d be willing to hear me out. I’ll be home all day.
Beneath the message was an address for downtown Manhattan.
Kenzie could barely breathe. Carolina had been here. Carolina wanted to talk. Carolina was sorry.
And Carolina had asked Kenzie to come to her home.
Oh, that was too much. Her brain was dangerously close to short-circuiting, and part of her wondered if the business card was a mirage, conjured after a sleepless night and too many shots of espresso.
Kenzie blinked, but the card was still there, Carolina’s messy scrawl balanced between her fingers.
Okay.
Not a mirage.
Very much a reality, though it seemed to have come straight from one of Kenzie’s wildest dreams.
She couldn’t believe it. Kenzie dropped her laptop bag onto her couch and hurried to her bedroom, wanting to change out of the over-sized sweater she’d practically been living in the past few days.
What did one wear when invited into the home of the woman she had a hopeless crush on, three days after said woman decided nothing could happen between them, only to maybe change her mind?
No rulebook existed for this scenario, though Kenzie wished there were.
In the end, Kenzie decided to shrug on one of her nicest blouses, a gauzy black she’d bought a few months ago, and her cleanest pair of jeans. She spent some time in front of the bathroom mirror, trying to hide the worst of her lingering bruises, before hurrying out the door.
The subway was packed full of revelers off for a night out to ring in the new year, excited chatter swelling all around her. Kenzie clutched her hands in her lap and tried hard not to think about what awaited her—and what Carolina wanted to talk about.
Kenzie had been convinced she’d never see Carolina again, so the prospect of spending the evening at her home was inconceivable.
Don’t get ahead of yourself. This might not mean anything.
And oh, that would crush Kenzie more than her conversation with Carolina in that Lisbon bar, because, try as she might to shove her wants and her dreams deep down, Kenzie couldn’t snuff out the last traces of hope.
At least until she stared, wide-eyed, at the building Carolina had directed her to.
She double-checked the address on the business card, clutched in her hand like a life-line. Yep, it was right.
Of course Carolina lived in a building with a grand lobby filled with sloping marble pillars, and a reception desk gilded in gold. Kenzie swung open a heavyset door with a bronze handle, unease settling in her bones.
She didn’t belong there.
From behind the desk, a security guard eyed her curiously, his shirt crisp and white, and a black tie fastened around his neck. “Are you okay there?” he said, voice genial, but a hint of suspicion in his eyes.
It was obvious to him she was out of place, too, and Kenzie’s cheeks grew warm. “Uh, yeah. I think I’m in the right place. I’m looking for Carolina Costa?”
“Ah.” Recognition flashed across his face. “You must be Kenzie. Ms. Costa said she was expecting a visitor.” He climbed to his feet, and waved Kenzie toward the elevators. Once there, he ran a key card over a scanner, and pressed the button.
The doors opened instantly, and Kenzie hesitantly stepped inside when prompted by the guard.
“Take the elevator to the twentieth floor.” He pressed the button for her. “Ms. Costa’s apartment is the door on the left.”
“T-thank you.” Well, she was in the right place, but Kenzie’s nerves increased tenfold as each floor ticked by.
It shouldn’t come as a surprise to her that Carolina was wealthy—she ran a tech empire, for God’s sake—but knowing about it in theory and being slapped across the face with it were two different things entirely.
Had this been a good idea? Should Kenzie have left the business card alone? How could someone who lived in a place like this want to entertain themself with a measly doctoral student like Kenzie?
The doors pinged open on the twentieth floor. Kenzie hesitated, wondering if she should go straight back to the lobby, before she shook her head.
She was being ridiculous. As grand as this building was, Kenzie knew Carolina. And Carolina wouldn’t have invited Kenzie over if she didn’t think she belonged there.
Resolved, Kenzie stepped into the hallway, her worn Vans sinking into the plush blue carpet. Identical wooden doors sat on either side of the corridor, and Kenzie lifted her fist to knock on the one on the left.
Footsteps echoed from the other side, and Kenzie took a deep breath, only to let it out once Carolina opened the door.
She looked frantic, her hair wild and mussed like she’d been running a hand through it all day. A long woolen cardigan hung off her elbows, revealing toned biceps, and the blue nail polish she’d been wearing when Kenzie had last seen her was chipped.
“Kenzie,” Carolina said her name like a prayer, some of the tension seeping out of her. “You came.”
“Of course I came.” Kenzie brandished the business card. “I couldn’t ignore a cryptic calling card.”
“Does it count as cryptic when it has my name, phone number, and address on there?” Carolina’s lips curved into a beautiful smile.
“Depends on your definition of cryptic. You coming to my apartment counts. I’m sorry I wasn’t there. Though maybe not, considering I haven’t cleaned since I got back.” Kenzie was rambling, but she always did when she was nervous. “Your place is probably pristine. Do you have a cleaner? This place looks like it should come with a cleaner.”
“I do,” Carolina said, looking bemused. “But it’s not included in the monthly rent. Are you going to come in? Or do you want to hover in the hallway for the rest of the evening?”
“I guess I’ll come in.” Kenzie stepped over the threshold. She kicked off her Vans and left them by the door, looking around with wide eyes.
Carolina’s home was magnificent. The living room alone was bigger than her and Alice’s whole apartment. Black leather couches sat around a wall-mounted TV, and a fireplace beneath radiated heat. It was open-plan, a giant marble island in the center of the kitchen, two stools tucked neatly underneath. Carolina’s laptop was set on top, a glass of wine beside it, the rim covered in red lipstick, the same shade that had faded from Carolina’s lips.
But it was the view that drew Kenzie in. Floor-to-ceiling windows ran along one edge of the living room and looked out onto the city beyond, lights twinkling in the distance as far as the eye could see.
“Wow.” Kenzie reached out a hand, fingers pressing against the cool glass. “This is beautiful.”
Carolina shrugged. “It’s okay.”
“Okay?” Kenzie turned to her in disbelief. “Now I’m even more relieved you never saw the inside of my apartment. Our view is of the building opposite. And it’s not even a nice building. But this is…” Spinning in a circle, Kenzie marveled at the high ceilings and the monochromatic decoration. “This might as well be a palace. I’ve never felt so out of place. One month rent here is probably more than my annual stipend.”
“It’s not exactly cheap, but you don’t need to feel out of place here. I only bought it because it’s across from my office building.” Carolina extended an arm to gesture at one of the buildings opposite. “My commute is less than five minutes. I’d have lived in a shoebox if it was nearby.”
“Still. I knew you were rich, but seeing it is…different.”
“Bad different?” Carolina looked vulnerable, wrapping her arms around her stomach, her cardigan fluttering like a cape behind her.
“No.” In Carolina’s presence, Kenzie felt more at ease with each passing second, like she was a balm to Kenzie’s tattered heart. At least until she thought about why Carolina might have invited her over, and butterflies flooded her stomach once more.
“Good. I don’t want you to feel uncomfortable.”
“I don’t. Yet, anyway. Whether or not that changes depends on why you wanted to see me.”
Carolina gestured toward one of the leather couches. “Why don’t we sit? Do you want a drink? I opened a bottle of wine.”
“Just water is fine.”
Kenzie sat, watching Carolina cross over to the kitchen and fill a glass. It was strangely domestic, and Kenzie smiled her thanks as Carolina handed her the water and sat beside her on the couch.
“I suppose I should cut to the chase,” Carolina said, her voice quiet, her gaze focused on the liquid in the glass in her own hand, sloshing as she titled it from side to side. “I run away when I’m scared of something. I always have. But it was coping mechanism when I was younger—better to flee than to stick around for the punishment.” Carolina twisted her mouth, bitterness in her eyes.
It made Kenzie ache.
Carolina drew in a deep breath. “I…haven’t been able to stop thinking about you.”
For all of her hoping, Kenzie hadn’t expected this. She had to refrain from pinching herself.
“I haven’t been able to stop thinking about you, either.” The words were easy to admit, even with Carolina’s watery eyes fixed on her.
“You make me feel things I haven’t felt in years.”
The mere suggestion was incomprehensible to Kenzie. How could someone like Carolina Costa be so shaken by her?
“And I…I would like to try, if you want to. I understand if you don’t. I’m not an easy person to be with. I’m seventeen years your senior, I’m practically married to my job, and I haven’t been in a relationship since I was twenty. And that’s just the tip of the iceberg of why I’d make a terrible girlfriend.”
“Is this your way of asking me to be yours?” Kenzie said. “Because I have to say, if you’re trying to sell it to me, you aren’t doing a great job.”
Carolina looked away, her cheeks tinged pink.
Kenzie had never seen her blush before. She liked it. “Hey, come here.” Setting her glass of water on a coaster on the coffee table, Kenzie shuffled closer to Carolina on the couch. Tentatively, she reached for Carolina’s hand. “I’m not as naïve as you might think.” It was hard to form words when Carolina slotted their fingers together. “I know this won’t be easy. No relationship ever is. I’m rusty myself—it’s been a while—but…I want to try. As long as you promise you won’t run at the first sign of trouble.”
“I won’t.” Carolina clutched at Kenzie’s hand like it was a lifeline, her fingers trembling. “I want this to be different. I want to be different, this time. But can you promise me something, too?”
“Depends what it is,” Kenzie said, though she wanted to say yes, anything.
“Promise you’ll be patient with me.” Carolina’s free hand brushed Kenzie’s cheek, the back of her knuckles warm against Kenzie’s skin.
Her heart raced in response to Carolina’s touch. “I can do that.”
Gentle fingers traced the bruise on Kenzie’s forehead; clearly Kenzie hadn’t hidden it as well as she’d hoped.
Carolina’s eyebrows furrowed. “How are you healing?”
“Okay. Still bruised, but I feel so much better.” Especially with Carolina’s hands on her. “So you don’t have to be gentle with me.”
Heat flashed across Carolina’s face, her gray eyes turning dark, and she swept her tongue along her bottom lip.
Kenzie’s breath caught. God, this woman was going to be the death of her. “Kiss me?”
Carolina slid her hand from Kenzie’s cheek to the back of her neck, drawing her close. Before she brushed their mouths together Carolina paused, centimeters away, her eyes lidded, and her breath warm against Kenzie’s lips.
It was Kenzie who surged forward, unable to bear waiting another second. Too eager, maybe, but Carolina laughed into the kiss, her thumb stroking the line of Kenzie’s cheekbone, and it was the most perfect sound Kenzie had ever heard.
Carolina’s lips were soft against her own, sure, and Kenzie melted into her. Settling a hand on Carolina’s waist, she leaned into Carolina’s space, breathing in her perfume. Her skin was searing to the touch, even through the material of her soft T-shirt.
Sighing into her mouth, Carolina traced her fingertips down the side of Kenzie’s neck and over her collarbones, pausing at the neckline of her blouse.
Kenzie shivered, goosebumps erupting over her skin. Carolina must be able to feel the frantic thud of her heart, but Kenzie didn’t care.
How could she care about anything, when Carolina was kissing her with such desperation?
She couldn’t remember the last time she’d been kissed so thoroughly. Within seconds, she was breathless, and when Carolina sucked at her bottom lip, Kenzie stopped thinking entirely.
Light flashed behind Kenzie’s closed eyes, and she dragged herself away from the temptation of Carolina’s mouth.
Around them on all sides, the sky was alight with fireworks shooting into the sky, the colors bathing Carolina’s apartment in hues of red, yellow and green.
In the glow, Carolina watched her with wide eyes and parted lips, a flush on her pale cheeks. Her fingertips were still pressed to Kenzie’s sternum; Kenzie’s were fisted into her shirt.
Another flash tore Kenzie’s gaze away from Carolina’s face. “It’s so beautiful.” Taking Carolina’s hand, Kenzie climbed to her feet and dragged her over to the window to watch the displays going on all around them. “Brings a new meaning to seeing fireworks when you kiss, doesn’t it?”
Moving to stand behind Kenzie, Carolina wrapped her arms around Kenzie’s waist. “It must be midnight.” Carolina’s lips were close to Kenzie’s ear, breath warm and making her shiver. “Happy New Year, Kenzie.” Carolina pressed a lingering kiss to Kenzie’s cheek. “Do you have any resolutions?”
Kenzie turned in Carolina’s arms, throwing her own around Carolina’s neck and enjoying the feeling of being pressed against her. “Does kissing you senseless count as one?”
“I like the sound of that.” Carolina ran her hands down Kenzie’s back, pausing dangerously close to her ass.
When Carolina backed her up against the window, Kenzie shivered. The glass was cool against her overheated skin.
“Too cold?” A frown creased Carolina’s eyebrows, and she shifted to move back.
Kenzie tightened her hold around Carolina’s neck. “No. It’s okay. Besides, I’m sure you can think of ways to warm me up…”
“Mm, gladly.” Carolina ducked her head, lips brushing Kenzie’s gently and then more insistently.
Kenzie buried her hands in Carolina’s hair—it was even softer than she imagined—and sighed when Carolina traced her lips over her jaw and down her neck.
Behind her, more fireworks illuminated the sky. Idly, Kenzie wondered if the two of them were visible from the street—and promptly decided that she didn’t care, because no part of her wanted Carolina to stop kissing her.
Warm hands settled at her waist, just beneath the hem of her blouse, as Carolina grazed her teeth over Kenzie’s pounding pulse.
“You feel even better than I imagined.” When Carolina lifted her head, her eyes were dark, and her lips pink.
“And just how often, exactly, have you imagined this?”
“More times than I care to admit,” Carolina said, her voice soft. “Though the first time I thought about kissing you was Boxing Day, when I came to see you after your fall. I can scarcely believe that was only a few days ago—do you have any idea how astonishing you are to have changed so much for me in so little time?”
“A lot has changed for me, too.” Kenzie felt dizzy with it, with the ups and downs of the last few weeks. But all of it had brought her here, ensconced in Carolina’s arms.
“Do you want to stay the night?”
“Oh.” Too buoyed by what had happened, Kenzie hadn’t thought about the time. “I probably shouldn’t. I didn’t bring anything with me.”
“It would have been awfully presumptuous of you if you had. You can borrow something to sleep in.” A flicker of uncertainty crossed Carolina’s face. “But you don’t have to stay. I’m not pressuring you to—and I do just mean to sleep. It’s late, and I know you have a long way to go, and people drink a lot on New Year’s, and—”
“You’re cute when you ramble.”
Carolina’s cheeks flushed scarlet. “I’ve changed my mind. I don’t want you to stay.”
“No? Because I was about to agree, but if you want me to leave, I’ll—”
“No.” Carolina tightened her hold on Kenzie. “Stay. If you want to. Please.”
“Okay.”
 



Chapter 20
CAROLINA STEPPED OUT OF HER ensuite bathroom to see Kenzie standing in the center of her bedroom, hovering at the end of Carolina’s bed in her borrowed clothes.
The plaid pajama pants were too long on her—she’d had to roll up the legs—and Carolina’s tank left Kenzie’s shoulders and collarbones bare; a work of art Carolina would love nothing more than to explore.
Her left side still bore bruises from her fall, but Carolina was relieved to see they looked like they were fading.
“You could have gotten into bed,” she said, enjoying the way Kenzie’s eyes drank her in.
The black silk slip sat high on Carolina’s thighs, the neckline sloping enough to reveal a hint of cleavage. She knew she looked good, but it was gratifying to have Kenzie gaze at her like she was starving, like she’d give anything to be able to reach out and touch her.
“I wasn’t sure if you had a side.” Kenzie valiantly tried to keep her eyes on Carolina’s face.
“I haven’t shared a bed with anyone in over twenty years, Kenzie. Pick whatever side you like.”
Kenzie looked dumbstruck. “Twenty years? You mean in twenty years, you’ve never…?”
“Had sex?” Carolina filled in the blank. “Of course I have, Kenzie, I’m not a nun. But I’ve never let them spend the night.”
“Oh.” A pause, then: “Are you sure you want me to stay?”
Carolina crossed the three strides to reach her, running a hand from Kenzie’s shoulder to her wrist. “Yes. I wouldn’t have asked if I didn’t.” Tangling their fingers together, Caroline marveled at the warmth of Kenzie’s skin. “Come on.”
Carolina tugged, and Kenzie went willingly, letting Carolina pull her over to the bed. “Which side do you normally sleep on?”
“The left.”
“Then that can be your side.” Carolina let go of Kenzie’s hand and slid beneath the covers, turning to face Kenzie when she followed suit.
In the dim light of her bedroom, Kenzie’s eyes burned bright. Carolina couldn’t stop looking at her, couldn’t believe she was there. Carolina hadn’t managed to ruin it; Kenzie wanted to try with her.
“What are you thinking about?” Kenzie whispered. Uncertainty was written across her face.
How long it would take for her to feel like she belonged in Carolina’s bed, stretched out beside her?
“How happy I am that you’re here.” It was easy for her to open up when the result was one of Kenzie’s dazzling smiles.
“I’m happy I’m here too. Though I do keep having to stop pinching myself to check I’m not dreaming.”
“This isn’t a dream.” Carolina settled a hand on Kenzie’s waist. The tank top had ridden up, and her skin burned beneath Carolina’s fingertips. “Though I have had some that started like this. Should I show you?”
When Kenzie nodded, Carolina pressed closer to Kenzie beneath the covers, tangling their legs together as she kissed her again, and again, knowing she’d never grow tired of it. Kenzie’s lips were soft and warm, her hand tightly grasping the back of Carolina’s neck as she parted her lips for Carolina’s tongue, her fingers tangled in Carolina’s hair.
Reluctantly, Carolina pulled away after a few moments, her breathing labored and her heart pounding. Kenzie looked at her with dazed eyes, lips glistening in the light, and the pulse in her neck throbbing. Carolina wanted to devour her, but knew she should hold herself back, didn’t want to push things too far too fast.
“We should sleep,” Carolina said, her eyes fluttering when Kenzie scratched her nails lightly over her scalp.
“Do you want to?”
“I’d like to do a great many other things, but I don’t want to rush this.”
“Okay. Though for the record, I would be on board with rushing some things.” Kenzie’s hand slid from Carolina’s hair to settle on her hip instead.
Sparks erupted across Carolina’s skin beneath the gentle press of Kenzie’s fingertips.
 “Especially while you’re wearing that.” Kenzie swallowed, her gaze darting to the neckline of Carolina’s slip. “Are you trying to kill me?”
“That is far from my intention. This is what I sleep in.”
“I dread to think what you wear when you’re trying to be sexy,” Kenzie said, a sparkle in her eye. “That might give me a heart attack.”
“I’ll do my best to forewarn you.”
Kenzie brushed her thumb along Carolina’s hip. “Can I ask you something?”
“Anything.”
Ducking her head, Kenzie avoided Carolina’s gaze. “I guess I keep wondering…why me? Someone like you could be with anyone. So…why do you want to be with someone as unremarkable as I am?”
Carolina cupped a hand around Kenzie’s cheek to tilt her head up. “First of all, you’re far from unremarkable. Don’t ever say something like that about yourself again.” She took a deep breath. “And as for why I want to be with you…where do I start? Granted, I didn’t have a high opinion of you when we first met, given you were drooling on my desk—”
“Technically it was only a third yours—”
“But after I scared you away, you came back. You came back, and you stayed, even when I tried my hardest to push you away. No one does that. They all just…leave. You saw me. And even that didn’t make you run away. And now, after how horrible I was to you, after I broke your heart…you came back.”
“I’ll always come back,” Kenzie said softly. “For as long as you want me to.”
“I believe you. You make me want to open up, you make me want to try, and that, Kenzie…it is remarkable, whether you believe me or not. And it’s not just me you managed to win over. You have the whole Costa clan wrapped around your finger.”
“I doubt that,” Kenzie said.
“Oh, you do. Mariana was most disappointed I—what were her exact words again, oh yes—‘couldn’t get my head out of my ass for long enough to get you to stay’. She has such a way with words.”
Kenzie froze beside her. “Wait, what? You told Mariana about us?”
“No. I didn’t tell Mariana a thing, but it seems she’s more observant than I thought.”
“Oh. And she…she approves?”
“She thinks you’ll be good for me.” Carolina rolled her eyes, but she was smiling. “But I mean it. You’ve made a good impression on everyone.”
“Despite lying the whole time I was there?”
“Well, there is that slight transgression,” Carolina said. “But I think we’re all past that now. I can’t believe I didn’t see the truth.”
“Why would you? Who would think we were lying?”
“I suppose you have a point there. But I, for one, am glad you were. I don’t think we’d be here if you’d actually been Alice’s girlfriend.”
“Probably not,” Kenzie said, her eyes starting to droop. “But I think things worked out perfectly in the end.”
“Yes.” Carolina brushed a strand of hair behind Kenzie’s ear as her eyes fell shut. “I think it did.”
* * *
Kenzie woke to sunlight streaming on her face, legs tangled in sheets far too soft to be her own.
Beside her, Carolina was sitting against the headboard, glasses perched on the end of her nose and a book held between her hands. She was a vision, with her hair a tangled mess of curls piled atop her head. The strap of her slip had slid off her freckled shoulder, revealing an expanse of pale skin that made Kenzie’s mouth dry.
“Good morning.” Carolina snapped her book closed and smiled at Kenzie. “How did you sleep?”
“Amazingly.” Kenzie hadn’t woken up once, which was unusual for her in a new place. But beside Carolina she’d felt warm, and safe, and had given into the exhaustion the last few days had left her with. “How long have you been awake for?”
“A couple hours.”
“What?” Kenzie was horrified. “That’s ages. You should’ve woken me.”
“But you looked so peaceful sleeping,” Carolina said. “And I don’t remember the last time I had a proper lie-in.”
“Lie-ins usually involve sleeping. Was it…did you sleep badly because I was here? Because you’re not used to sharing?”
“No.” As Carolina shifted to lie beside Kenzie, she reached out a hand to cup her cheek. “It took me a while to fall asleep, but once I did, I slept well. I just don’t tend to sleep more than six hours, which is something I’m afraid you’ll have to get used to if you spend the night often. I’ve never been a good sleeper.”
“Me either, usually. But this bed is ridiculously comfortable.”
“I’m glad you approve.” Carolina’s lips curved into a gorgeous half-smile. “What would you like to do today?”
“Is staying in bed an option?” Spending the day curled up beside Carolina sounded like heaven.
“It is, but I think we’d have to leave for food at some point. My cupboards are bare. I haven’t had a chance to pick anything up since I got back. We could go out for breakfast? Or”—Carolina glanced at the clock on her bedside table—“brunch, I suppose.”
Kenzie hadn’t realized it was nearly eleven. The prospect of venturing into the outside world with Carolina, of people seeing them together and knowing Carolina was hers, sent a thrill down Kenzie’s spine. “Brunch sounds nice. Do you not have to work?”
“My offices are closed today, but I will have to go back tomorrow.”
“That’s okay. Though I’m kind of curious to see where you work.” Kenzie couldn’t envisage Carolina anywhere other than the library in Sintra, and was interested to see her in her element, roaming the halls of the company she owned.
“Oh? Well, I could take you today if you like.”
“I thought you said the offices were closed.”
“They are, but being CEO tends to come with some perks—one of which is a master key.”
“I’d like that.”
“Very well.” Carolina pressed a quick kiss to Kenzie’s lips. “I’ll go and get in the shower, and then we’ll go for brunch and I’ll show you around my building. You’re welcome to shower too, if you like. Though it would have to be separately, because if you came in with me, I’m not sure we’d be leaving the apartment today.”
Not sure she’d survive the experience, Kenzie shuddered at the mere thought of showering with Carolina. It was a good thing Carolina wanted to go slow, because Kenzie feared she might combust the first time she saw Carolina naked. “I’m more of a night shower kinda girl. Means I don’t have to blow-dry my hair.”
“Okay. But you don’t have to wait in here for me—make yourself at home.”
As Carolina padded into the bathroom, Kenzie rolled out of bed. She went to the kitchen, relieved to see Carolina had a Keurig.
Rooting around in Carolina’s cupboards, Kenzie grabbed two mugs and fixed them both a coffee. She left Carolina’s on the marble kitchen island, and cupped her own between her hands as she walked over to the magnificent windows to gaze out at the city.
How had her life managed to do a complete one-eighty overnight?
Twenty-four hours ago she’d woken up alone and heartbroken, and now she stood in Carolina’s apartment, on the twentieth floor of a downtown skyscraper, after spending the night with the woman she’d fallen head over heels for but never thought she’d have.
Kenzie stood and watched the world go by until footsteps sounded behind her.
“Made you a coffee.” Kenzie pointed at the island, her breath catching at the sight of Carolina in a pair of tight blue jeans and a fitted sweater. “I’ll go and freshen up and get dressed.”
“Take your time,” Carolina said, a beautiful smile on her mouth. “We have plenty of it.”
* * *
Kenzie’s stomach was full of pancakes as she walked hand-in-hand with Carolina along the street.
She’d been surprised when Carolina had slotted her fingers through Kenzie’s, not expecting her to be tactile outside her apartment walls. Happily, Kenzie was wrong—Carolina was constantly brushing her fingers across the back of Kenzie’s hand at brunch, or her calf with her foot beneath the table.
“Are you sure this is okay?” Kenzie said, as Carolina brought them to a stop outside the building opposite her apartment. “If you don’t want to spend your day off here, I can come another time.”
“Well, I’m not planning on doing any work today.” Carolina produced a key card from her purse and swiped it against the scanner beside the door. “So, it’s all right. Follow me.”
Kenzie let Carolina pull her inside and toward the elevators. She could tell the lobby of this building was imposing, too, though the lights were off, casting the room in darkness.
“We’re on floor thirty-one and thirty-two,” Carolina said, swiping her card again in the elevator.
“How did you end up doing this? I get why you didn’t want to go into law, but why technology?”
“I found it fascinating. Data, algorithms, the rise of the internet and social media. I did a business degree, always knowing I wanted to own my own one day. One of my college professors helped me get an internship at a firm here in the city. After a few years I wanted more, so I decided to break away and start my own company. It took a while to build things up—we certainly didn’t start off grand enough to be situated in a building like this—but fifteen years has been long enough to build a reputation.”
Kenzie listened with rapt attention, fascinated by Carolina’s past. She wanted to ask more, but the elevator doors slid open before she had the chance.
No matter. There would be plenty of time for Kenzie to learn everything about Carolina. She wasn’t planning on going anywhere.
“Here we are.” Carolina ushered Kenzie out into a hallway with polished wooden floors. On either side, two opposing offices sat behind glass walls—one filled with rows of white desks and the other with large couches and beanbags surrounded by giant whiteboards covered in markings.
“Can you guess which side the creatives work in?” Carolina led Kenzie down the hallway.
Automatic lights flickered to life with their every step, revealing more and more details. “I didn’t have much to do with the design of the space. I left that to my employees and the head of each team. All I asked for was an office, sequestered away at the end of the hall. None of this open-plan glass walls stuff. I don’t want to sit in a fishbowl.”
“I don’t know. The walls of my lab and office are glass. You get to watch the people walking past as much as they watch you.”
“I think I inspire too much fear for that to be beneficial for anyone. I don’t have much to do with my employees. I leave that to my right hand, Andie. She’s much better with people than I am. I focus on the business side of things.”
“You’re the brains of the operation.”
“Of course.” Carolina swiped her keycard outside a door with “Carolina Costa: CEO” on the door, and waved Kenzie inside. “Into the lion’s den.”
The office was spacious, with a dark gray rug in the center of the room. Carolina’s desk was mahogany, three screens spread across its vast surface—it was thrice the size of the pitiful desk in Kenzie’s PhD office—the high-backed chair behind it pointed toward the large windows offering a view of the city skyline.
It even had its own private bathroom and a little kitchen, with a coffee machine sitting on the counter beside a toaster and a microwave.
“I wish I was joking, but I think this is nicer than my apartment.”
“Mm, as it should be, for the rent of this place.” She leaned against her desk, arms folded across her chest, and watched Kenzie explore her space. “Is your curiosity about my workplace satisfied?”
“Yes.”
“Maybe you can show me around your lab next.”
“It’s not nearly as impressive.”
Carolina caught Kenzie’s wrist as she walked past and pulled her in close. “I told you. You don’t need to impress me. You’re impressive enough as you are, and I’d like to see where you spend most of your time.”
Kenzie ducked her head. “Okay. But it’ll have to wait a couple of days—the university doesn’t re-open until the third.”
“Then that gives me an excuse to see you again.”
“You don’t need an excuse,” Kenzie said, leaning in close and settling a hand on the desk either side of Carolina’s hips, trapping her in place. “You can see me whenever you want.”
“Whenever I want, hm?” Carolina slid her hands into the back pockets of Kenzie’s jeans and squeezed.
Kenzie bit back a moan, embarrassed at how easily affected she was by Carolina’s touch. It wasn’t a feeling she was going to get used to anytime soon. “Pretty sure I’ll agree to anything if you keep touching me like that.”
Carolina’s chuckle was low and dirty, and Kenzie wanted to hear it again and again. She could barely believe this was a side of Carolina she was lucky enough to see.
Leaning on her tiptoes, Kenzie brushed their lips together. It didn’t take long for Carolina to flip their positions, pressing Kenzie carefully against the desk, and settling a thigh between her legs as she deepened the kiss.
Kenzie tangled her hands in Carolina’s hair. She tugged, gently, and was rewarded with a moan, Carolina’s mouth leaving Kenzie’s to press hot, open-mouthed kisses over her jaw and neck.
“Fuck.” Tilting her head, Kenzie offered Carolina more access.
“Language. This is a workplace.”
Kenzie laughed, turning breathless when Carolina’s teeth scraped against her skin. “And what would your employees say if—”
Behind them, as though it was divine intervention, the door creaked open.
Carolina whirled around and pressed her back against Kenzie’s front, like she was trying to shield her from the intruder, tension thrumming through her body. “Oh.” As the door swung fully open, Carolina relaxed. “It’s just you. Have you not heard of knocking, Andie? You almost gave me a heart attack.”
Andie—a five foot nothing Latinx with a black bob and bright green eyes—raised an eyebrow. “Judging from what I walked in on, I’m not sure I’m the reason for an increase in your heartrate, Carolina.”
“You saw nothing.”
To anyone else, it would be a threat, but Kenzie could see the affection between the pair of them.
“Uh-huh.” Andie looked amused. “Sure I didn’t.”
“What are you doing here? It’s New Year’s Day.”
“Left my phone charger here yesterday so came to get it.” Andie brandished the offending item toward Carolina. “Saw the light was on in here and came to check it out. The real question is, what are you doing here? I thought you were still in Portugal.”
“I came back yesterday.”
“And didn’t think to tell me? Though…” Andie’s gaze flickered to Kenzie. “It seems you might have been preoccupied. Decided your office was a good place for a quickie?”
A hint of a flush crossed Carolina’s cheeks. “That is not what we were doing.”
“Wasn’t it?” Andie’s brown eyes sparkled. “So, are you going to introduce us?”
“While I think it would be wise to keep her far away from you,” Carolina said, but she was threatening a smile, “Kenzie, this is Andie. She’s my pain in the ass right hand. Andie, this is Kenzie, my…girlfriend.”
She said it hesitantly, but the word sent a thrill through Kenzie all the same, because she could barely believe it was real.
“Wait, what?” Andie’s eyes bulged. “Okay, I’m going to need you to rewind and tell me what the hell is going on, because the Carolina Costa I know does not do girlfriends.”
Carolina turned her head to catch Kenzie’s eye, her smile soft and open. “Sometimes things change.”
“That is not a good enough reason,” Andie said. “And I’m going to need more details. What happened to you in Portugal?!”
“Can it wait until tomorrow?” Carolina took Kenzie’s hand in her own. “Because Kenzie and I have plans this afternoon that don’t involve you grilling me on my love life.”
Andie pouted. “Fine. But you’d better be ready to spill first thing in the morning.”
With that, Andie melted back into the hall, and Carolina kissed Kenzie’s cheek. “Sorry about that.”
“You don’t need to be sorry. Are you…okay with that? With people in your life knowing about me? About us?”
“I’m not planning on keeping you a secret, Kenzie,” Carolina said. “I’m all in on this. And you should know when my mind is made up, I am very dedicated.”
“Oh yeah?” Allowing herself to be pulled back into Carolina’s arms, Kenzie wound her own around Carolina’s neck. “Want to show me just how dedicated you are to you and me?”
Carolina was smiling as she leaned in to kiss Kenzie breathless, and Kenzie sighed, knowing she was exactly where she was supposed to be.



Chapter 21
CAROLINA KNOCKED LIGHTLY ON KENZIE’S front door.
“Shit!”
The cry came from within, and Carolina smiled. How much Kenzie had managed to work herself up over a simple dinner date?
It was sweet how hard she wanted to try. After spending nearly a week apart, with Carolina busy in the office and Kenzie busy with finishing the final chapters of her thesis, Carolina had eagerly agreed to Kenzie’s offer to cook for her.
As a frazzled Kenzie opened the front door, a stained apron wrapped around her waist, her hair a mess, and beads of sweat gathered on her forehead, Carolina wondered if she should have suggested they go to a restaurant, instead.
Even ruffled, Kenzie still managed to look beautiful. The rush of affection that flooded through Carolina as their eyes met didn’t scare her anymore. Instead, she let herself revel in it.
“Hi.” Carolina tried not to laugh at the look of panic in Kenzie’s eyes. “Cooking is going well, I take it?”
Kenzie flushed the most delightful shade of pink. “You weren’t supposed to hear that.”
“I’ll pretend I didn’t.” Carolina looked at Kenzie expectantly. “Are you going to let me in?”
“Oh! Yeah. Sorry.” Kenzie moved aside. “Come in. Make yourself at home.”
Carolina stepped over the threshold and shrugged out of her jacket, hanging it on one of the hooks by the door. The apartment was small but cozy, the kitchen looking out into the living room, where a green couch pointed toward a TV. The dining table was tucked into a corner, three seats crammed around it.
In the kitchen, two pans bubbled on the stove, the smell of spices and tomatoes filling the air.
“Do you need help with anything?”
“No, it’s all under control…I think.” A sheepish look crossed Kenzie’s face as she glanced at Carolina. “I can cook, I promise. I just…started overthinking everything.”
“I’m sure whatever you’ve made will be delicious.” Carolina leaned a hip against the kitchen counter. “How was your day?”
“Good. I finished my final chapter.” Kenzie’s beam was warming. “And sent it off to my advisor, so now I have a nervous wait to find out what he thinks. It does mean I’ll have more time available in the meantime, though. Sorry for being so busy this week. I hope you don’t feel neglected.”
“I can assure you it would take a lot for me to feel that way.” Over the course of their relationship, Carolina was sure she’d be doing her own share of laser-focusing on work.
The fact she was in a relationship was still sometimes hard for Carolina to believe.
“I understand that sometimes other things will need to come first,” Carolina said. “As I hope you do, too.”
“I do.” Kenzie drained a pot of pasta, steam wafting into her face. “I know you’re a busy woman, and I’d never want to compromise your work. As long as there’s always a space for me in your life, too.”
“There will be.” Already, Carolina was unable to imagine a life without Kenzie in it, despite knowing her for only a few short weeks. Their texts had been the highlight of her day for the past few days, and she’d been counting the hours until she could scoop Kenzie into her arms since they’d arranged their dinner date.
Carolina had never expected she could open herself up again, and let her softer side show, but Kenzie made her feel safer than anyone else ever had.
“Shall I get us drinks while you serve up?” Carolina said. “Just point me in the right direction.”
“Help yourself to anything in the refrigerator. I’ll have a can of Diet Coke, please.”
As she passed Kenzie, Carolina couldn’t resist settling her hands on her hips and pressing a gentle kiss to the tempting expanse of her neck. Kenzie exhaled sharply, and Carolina was gratified by the way her body shuddered, goosebumps erupting over her skin.
“Okay, you need to not do that when I’m holding something that could burn me.”
Carolina squeezed Kenzie’s hips before stepping away. “Can’t help it.” She couldn’t remember the last time she’d wanted so openly. Nor was she used to waiting—and she couldn’t deny that the past week had been torture. Too often she’d found herself thinking of Kenzie’s lips, of the softness of her skin, of the sounds she made when they kissed.
Now Kenzie was in front of her, keeping her hands to herself was going to be a problem.
The door of the refrigerator was covered with photographs, tacked on by magnets, of Kenzie and Alice in various different places and usually making silly faces.
“Have you spoken to Alice lately?” Carolina tried hard to keep her voice casual as she pulled out two ice-cold cans.
At the stove, Kenzie froze. “If what you’re really asking is if I’ve told her about the two of us…not technically. We haven’t talked much since I got back.” Kenzie spun around to face her, an anxious look in her eyes. “I will tell her, though. I don’t want you to feel like I’m keeping you a secret.”
Carolina waved a hand. “That’s not what bothers me. I worry about her reaction.” Though Alice had seemed encouraging when she and Carolina had last spoken, time might have changed that. And Carolina worried both Alice and Kenzie might not have thought through the logistics of it all. “I don’t want to strain the relationship between the two of you.”
“You won’t.” Kenzie sounded certain. “I know it’s awkward, and maybe uncomfortable for both of you. But…I think she’ll understand. She’s suspected our feelings were mutual for a long time.”
“Yes, but having her suspicions and knowing we’re actually together are two different things.”
Kenzie shrugged. “I don’t see it being a problem. But I guess that’s something to worry about when she gets back.”
“Which is when, exactly?” Carolina wanted to know when their fragile peace would be shattered.
“Um…” Pausing plating the pasta, Kenzie glanced at the calendar of cute kittens pinned to the kitchen wall. “Sunday morning.”
Two days. It wasn’t long, but Carolina wasn’t going to spend time worrying about the future—nor how fast it was approaching.
“I hadn’t realized it was so soon,” Kenzie said. “I think I lost track of all the days.”
“That does tend to happen during the holidays.” Carolina accepted a full plate of spaghetti Bolognese from Kenzie and followed her to the tiny table. “I still don’t feel like I’m fully back in the groove in the office.”
“How was your day?” Kenzie settled on one of the wooden chairs.
“It was fine. I finished by six, so that’s always a win. Though I did have an excellent reason to make sure everything was wrapped up in time for the weekend.”
“Oh yeah?” Kenzie’s eyes twinkled. “And what was that?”
“A dinner date with a beautiful woman.”
Ducking her head, Kenzie hid her face behind a curtain of hair. “Hopefully the food is okay.”
Carolina took a bite. “It’s delicious.”
“Really?” Kenzie’s face was full of suspicion. “You’re not lying?”
“Do you think I would?” Carolina raised an eyebrow. “I’m not in the habit of doing so to spare people’s feelings. Girlfriend or no.”
“I like hearing you say that. That I’m your girlfriend.”
“Good. Because I plan on saying it a whole lot more.”
* * *
Pretty Woman was playing on Kenzie’s TV, but Kenzie hadn’t watched it beyond the first thirty minutes, when Carolina had buried a hand in Kenzie’s hair and tilted her head back for a kiss that had stolen the breath from her lungs.
Kenzie couldn’t recall how they’d gone from that to lying flat on the couch, Kenzie being pressed against the back of it by the warm weight of Carolina’s body. But oh, she wasn’t complaining.
Because Carolina was an incredible kisser, leaving Kenzie breathless and wanting. Her heart raced as Carolina’s mouth trailed over her neck, warm hands splayed beneath the hem of Kenzie’s blouse.
An open-mouthed kiss was pressed to Kenzie’s pulse point, Carolina’s tongue tasting her skin, and Kenzie arched her hips. One of Carolina’s thighs fell between her own, and Kenzie’s eyes rolled back at the promise of some much-needed friction.
God, this was amazing. Carolina was amazing, and Kenzie was so, so glad she was there.
The stress of cooking dinner—which Carolina had insisted was amazing, despite it not being up to Kenzie’s usual standards—had been worth it for this feeling now. For being in Carolina’s arms once more.
Kenzie slid her hands over the defined muscles of Carolina’s back until she was cupping her ass, digging her palms into firm flesh.
Carolina’s fingers flexed against Kenzie’s skin, her breathing ragged. The next arch of Kenzie’s hips had Carolina groaning into the juncture of Kenzie’s neck where it met her shoulder.
“We should stop.”
“Or,” Kenzie said, desperately wanting to know what Carolina’s mouth would feel like elsewhere, “we could take advantage of this empty apartment and move this to the bedroom.”
Carolina lifted her head, and the sight of her dark eyes and swollen lips made Kenzie ache.
“Are you sure?”
“Yes.” Kenzie slid a hand from Carolina’s hair to cup her cheek, running her thumb along the arch of her cheekbone. “I want you. Never doubt that.”
Carolina’s lips parted, and she turned her head to kiss Kenzie’s palm. “Okay,” Carolina said, her voice low. “Lead the way.”
The temptation to rip Carolina’s clothes off then and there was strong. But Kenzie’s couch was tiny, so with reluctance she clambered to her feet, pulling Carolina along with her.
Glad she’d had the mental foresight to tidy her room and change her sheets, Kenzie led Carolina to her bedroom. Before she could open the door, Carolina pinned her to the wall beside it, her hands strong at Kenzie’s hips and her kiss filled with desire.
Kenzie moaned into Carolina’s mouth, looping her arms around Carolina’s neck to press their bodies together as she melted into the kiss.
Her legs trembled, desire fogging her brain as Carolina’s tongue licked into her mouth. She felt like she was burning from the inside out. The slow, deliberate slide of Carolina’s hands down her sides, gently brushing the swell of her breasts, was like throwing kindling onto an open flame.
Needing to feel bare skin, Kenzie’s hands tugged at Carolina’s soft sweater. “Off.”
“So demanding.” Carolina kissed her cheek, then her jaw, her breath hot on Kenzie’s neck. “I thought I’d be the one giving orders tonight.”
Biting her bottom lip to stop a whimper at the thought of Carolina ordering her to do anything, Kenzie tried to calm her racing heart. “Maybe later.”
With a chuckle, Carolina shrugged out of her sweater. She tossed it on the floor, and Kenzie’s breath caught at the sight of Carolina’s breasts encased in a red bra.
They were smaller than her own, and her nipples were hard beneath the lace, desperate for attention.
Kenzie was happy to oblige—though not before she took the opportunity to taste Carolina’s smooth skin. Splaying her hands on the small of Carolina’s bare back, Kenzie kissed down Carolina’s neck, over her pounding pulse, and paused to dip her tongue into the hollow of Carolina’s sharp collarbones, encouraged by the soft sighs falling from Carolina’s mouth.
Only then did Kenzie move lower, until her lips brushed lace. She ran her tongue along the cups of Carolina’s bra until an impatient hand wrapped around the back of her neck and gently steered Kenzie toward a straining nipple.
Carolina’s moan as Kenzie took it between her teeth was music to her ears. She arched her back, pressing herself into Kenzie’s mouth, and Kenzie glanced up to see dark eyes watching her.
Kenzie wasn’t sure she’d survive the night if Carolina kept looking at her like that; like she wanted to devour her, like she wanted to drown in Kenzie and never come up for air.
She swirled her tongue until the lace was damp, until Carolina was making breathless little noises, until the hand at the back of her neck wound through her hair and tugged her upright to kiss her deeply.
Carolina slid her hands over Kenzie’s thighs, and lifted one, encouraging Kenzie to wrap her leg around her waist.
Carolina sloped her mouth down Kenzie’s neck and over her collarbones, following the neckline of Kenzie’s blouse. “Your turn. Can you take this off?”
“Gladly.” Kenzie hoped Carolina didn’t notice the tremble in her fingers as she unbuttoned the blouse. She unhooked her bra for good measure, and Carolina’s eyes widened as Kenzie shrugged out of both. “Okay?”
“More than okay.” Carolina breathed the words against her skin, lips traversing the swell of Kenzie’s breasts until she took a nipple into her mouth. She circled her tongue, and Kenzie threw her head back, seeing stars.
Kenzie’s fingers returned to Carolina’s hair, holding her close, her hips restless against Carolina’s bare stomach. She was so wet already—wouldn’t be surprised if Carolina could feel it, even through her jeans—desperate and needy in a way she hadn’t been in a long, long time, like she wouldn’t know relief until Carolina drove her fingers between Kenzie’s legs.
At this rate, they weren’t going to even make it inside the bedroom.
“You’re so beautiful,” Carolina said, moving across to Kenzie’s other nipple, her hands reaching around to palm Kenzie’s ass and encourage the slow grind of her hips. “And you feel so good.”
Kenzie whimpered, sure she might be hurting Carolina with the grip she had on her hair. It seemed to spur Carolina on further, her teeth and tongue teasing at Kenzie’s nipple until she felt like she was going to explode.
“Please,” Kenzie said, not sure what she was pleading for.
“What do you need?”
“You.” Desperation led Kenzie to reach for one of Carolina’s hands and place it between her thighs, groaning when Carolina cupped her, palm pressing against Kenzie’s aching clit.
Carolina raised her head, panting against Kenzie’s mouth. “Are you sure?”
“If you don’t touch me right now, Carolina, I swear I’ll—oh.” Kenzie sighed as Carolina wrenched the button of Kenzie’s jeans open and worked her hand beneath Kenzie’s underwear.
The angle was against them, but Kenzie was so turned on it didn’t matter—a few circles of Carolina’s fingers against her clit had her twitching, eyes slamming closed as she came.
Kenzie would have been embarrassed at how long it took, if not for the wide-eyed and ravenous look on Carolina’s face when she blinked open her eyes.
“Okay?” Carolina said, her voice hoarse, her eyes so dark nearly all the gray had been swallowed by black.
Kenzie nodded. “Okay.”
“Good,” Carolina said, with a wicked smile, “because I’m not finished with you yet.”
* * *
Carolina landed on-top of Kenzie in a tangle of limbs on her bed.
She should probably take the time to glance around, to see the space Kenzie had made her own. But after Kenzie had come undone against her, Carolina’s focus was solely on feeling it happen again and again.
She’d have time to look later, but, as Kenzie gazed at her with flushed cheeks and glazed eyes, the only thing Carolina wanted to explore was the rest of Kenzie’s skin, finding all her weak spots.
But apparently Kenzie had other plans.
“You’re wearing too many clothes.” Impatient fingers tugged at the strap of Carolina’s bra. “Can you take this off?”
Carolina shuffled off the bed long enough to shrug out of her bra—along with her jeans and underwear, not intending to get up again—feeling Kenzie’s hungry gaze on her the whole time.
Kenzie’s shuffle out of her own jeans and underwear was less polished, but Carolina didn’t care.
She was so beautiful. Even in the darkness, Carolina could see the flush on her heaving chest, her rosy nipples begging to be touched. When Kenzie shifted, Carolina caught a glimpse of damp curls and glistening skin that made her mouth water.
Kneeling at the bottom of the bed, Carolina took in the sight of her, before carefully removing her glasses and setting them on Kenzie’s cluttered beside table. Then, settling back on top of Kenzie, she sighed in contentment at being skin-on-skin. It had been a long time since she’d taken anyone to bed, and the fact that it was Kenzie pressed against her only made it sweeter.
Kenzie ran eager hands along Carolina’s back as they traded heated kisses, and blunt nails scratched down her spine. When Kenzie’s fingers grazed the side of Carolina’s breasts she groaned, shifting to press a thigh between Kenzie’s legs, gratified by the wet heat that slid against her skin.
Flexing her thigh in return, Kenzie offered Carolina something to grind against. Kenzie circled her nipples with her thumbs, and kissed along her neck, sending sparks along Carolina’s skin, shooting straight to her core.
Carolina was soaked, knew she was painting the evidence of her arousal on the soft skin of Kenzie’s thigh with every rock of her hips, keen for Kenzie’s fingers to dip between her thighs.
But it seemed Kenzie didn’t share her urgency, content to map every inch of Carolina’s skin with her hands. She trailed them over her ribcage, traced each notch of her spine, curled them over her back, and dug them into her ass, leaving sparks in their wake.
“Kenzie,” Carolina groaned when Kenzie brushed her thumbs over her hip bones, dangerously close to where Carolina ached for her touch, before dancing away. “Stop teasing.”
A beautiful smile crossed Kenzie’s lips as their eyes met. Her hair was mussed, her eyes dark, and her cheeks flushed as she rested her head back against her pillows. “Stop being so impatient.”
“No.” Resting her weight on her forearm, splayed beside Kenzie’s head, Carolina ground her hips down against Kenzie’s thigh. “I need you.” The murmur slipped from her lips, but god, she meant it.
Carolina needed Kenzie to touch her, needed it like oxygen, needed it more than she’d ever wanted before. It didn’t terrify her like it once would have—instead Carolina sank into the feeling, let it wash over her, let it consume her.
At the next cant of her hips, she watched Kenzie’s lips part, watched her pupils blow wide, watched her throat bob as she swallowed.
Kenzie slid a hand between their bodies, and Carolina’s stomach tensed in anticipation. She rested her forehead against Kenzie’s, their labored breaths mingling as Kenzie’s fingers brushed damp curls.
At the first touch against her clit, Carolina whimpered. Kenzie kissed it from her lips as she dragged her fingertips over wet heat. It was soft, Kenzie’s touch reverent, like a form of worship, stoking the fire raging in Carolina’s stomach.
One finger slipped inside, then another, and Carolina’s kisses turned more insistent.
She wanted to drag it out.
She never wanted the exquisite feeling of Kenzie’s fingers sliding inside her to end. So Carolina forced herself not to sink deeper, not to press Kenzie harder against her—until Kenzie leaned away from her mouth and gazed up at her with dark eyes.
“Don’t hold yourself back,” she said, the huskiness of her voice only serving to make Carolina even wetter. “Let go.”
Carolina didn’t need to be told twice. She rocked her hips down, taking Kenzie deeper, the curl of her fingers making Carolina’s eyes flutter closed.
When she opened them again, Kenzie’s gaze was fixed between Carolina’s thighs, watching Carolina ride her fingers with wide eyes. The slick sound of it mixed with their gasping breaths, and when Kenzie’s palm skated across her clit on the next grind of Carolina’s hips, she saw stars.
Her eyes slammed closed, her toes curling as she clenched around Kenzie’s fingers, pleasure flooding through her every nerve for what felt like hours. When she came back to Earth, Kenzie looked at her like she was the most wonderous thing she’d ever seen.
Carolina kissed her as Kenzie slipped free, her fingers sticky against Carolina’s thigh. A noise of protest left Kenzie’s lips as Carolina shifted away from her mouth—soon replaced with a moan as Carolina kissed her way down Kenzie’s body, the restless shifting of Kenzie’s hips driving her wild.
Kenzie’s hands were back in Carolina’s hair. Carolina loved the way Kenzie grabbed her, like she never wanted to let her go, scratching her nails over Carolina’s scalp.
Carolina trailed her lips across the quivering muscles of Kenzie’s stomach. “I want to put my mouth on you,” she said, pausing with her mouth below Kenzie’s bellybutton. “Is that okay?”
“Oh, fuck.” Kenzie lifted her head from the pillow and leaned on her elbows to make eye contact, her pupils blown wide. “Yes. Please.”
She arched her hips for good measure.
Carolina could smell her arousal, but wasn’t finished exploring Kenzie yet—so after running her tongue along the jut of Kenzie’s hip bone, she moved to the inside of her thigh.
“Now who’s teasing? You’re going to kill me.” Kenzie was breathless, eyes still firmly fixed on Carolina’s face. “Do you know that?”
“I think you’ll survive,” Carolina said, before sucking a mark into the skin of Kenzie’s thigh.
The muscle trembled beneath her lips, and Carolina smiled, deciding she’d tortured the poor woman enough.
As she gently spread her thighs further apart, Carolina flicked her eyes back to Kenzie. Keeping their gazes locked, Carolina lowered her head and took her first taste. Kenzie fell back against the pillow, her hips arching into Carolina’s mouth.
Wrapping her hands around Kenzie’s hips to keep them still, Carolina closed her eyes and circled her tongue around Kenzie’s clit. Oh, she tasted even better than she felt, grinding against Carolina’s mouth. Her chin was soaked within seconds.
Hands gripped her hair hard enough to sting, but Carolina didn’t mind, gently taking Kenzie’s clit between her lips as she slid one finger, then two, inside her.
“Carolina—”
The choked way Kenzie said her name, already pulsing around Carolina’s fingers, drawing her deep, was almost enough to send Carolina tipping over the edge again, her hips grinding uselessly against the mattress.
Carolina barely let Kenzie recover before working her into a second orgasm, then a third, drunk on the feeling of her coming apart, on the sounds she made, on the way Carolina’s name fell from her lips.
Carolina could spend a lifetime worshipping between Kenzie’s thighs.
After a fourth, Kenzie tugged Carolina’s head back, her hips still twitching. “I can’t take anymore,” Kenzie said, an arm thrown over her face. She looked spent, her cheeks flushed and sweat sticking her hair to her forehead.
Carolina had never seen a more beautiful sight.
“Come here.” Kenzie pulled Carolina up the length of her body and into an open-mouthed kiss, tasting herself on Carolina’s tongue.
“Are you okay?” Carolina said, brushing gentle fingers over Kenzie’s cheek.
“Are you kidding? I’ve never felt better. Though I don’t think I can move my arms. You might have broken me.”
Shifting to lie beside Kenzie and slinging an arm across Kenzie’s stomach, Carolina laughed. “A sign of a night well done, if you ask me.”
“Mm.” Kenzie looped an arm around Carolina’s back, drawing her close. “Just give me an hour to recover, and I’ll return the favor.”
“You don’t have to.”
“Oh, I know, but I want to,” Kenzie said, one hand skirting Carolina’s side and wrapping around her hip. “Very much. I need to know what you taste like.”
Carolina shuddered at the mere thought. “Well, far be it from me to get in the way of what you want…”
Kenzie laughed, pulling Carolina into another deep kiss, and Carolina couldn’t remember the last time she’d been so content.
* * *
“Are you hungry? I could make pancakes.” Kenzie said, her head settled on Carolina’s stomach.
Carolina’s hands were in her hair, and Kenzie could still taste Carolina on her lips, chin sticky with her arousal.
Kenzie didn’t know if it was still morning—she’d woken up at eight a.m. with Carolina wrapped around her. When Carolina had blinked awake, both of them had been eager to pick up where they’d left off the previous night.
“Pancakes sound good,” Carolina said. “Do you mind if I shower first? And borrow some clothes?”
“I’ll see if I can find something that won’t be too short on you.” Kenzie pressed one last kiss to Carolina’s lips before rolling out of bed.
Kenzie shrugged into her pajamas, feeling Carolina’s eyes on her, before rooting around in her closet. She found an oversized NYU sweatshirt and a pair of sweatpants that would probably still ride up Carolina’s calves but were the best she could do.
After handing Carolina the pile, Kenzie freshened up in the bathroom before making her way to the kitchen. Humming under her breath, feeling like she was on cloud nine, Kenzie whipped up a batch of pancake batter and set the heat on the frying pan to high.
She was flipping her last pancake when the front door clicked, and Kenzie froze.
Only one person had a key.
A person who wasn’t due back into the country for another twenty-four hours.
Kenzie watched, helpless, as Alice rounded the corner, with a sheepish-looking Jonathan half a step behind her.
“Alice?” Kenzie couldn’t hide the panic in her voice. “Aren’t you supposed to be back tomorrow?”
“Hello to you too,” Alice said, setting her suitcase next to the couch. “And yes, I was. But my flight was fully booked, and we wanted to fly back together, so I changed it to be a day earlier. I did text you.”
Kenzie had been far, far too busy to bother checking her phone. “Oh. Sorry. I didn’t see it. Hi, Jonathan.”
He waved. “Nice to see you again. Your apartment is nice.”
Alice titled her head, pursing her lips as she looked at Kenzie. “You have sex hair.”
An undignified squeak left Kenzie’s lips. “What? No I don’t.”
“Yes, you do.” Alice cast her gaze around the apartment. “And the place is suspiciously clean. And there are two plates and two mugs of coffee on the counter.” Alice pointed at the offending items in question.
Goddammit.
The bathroom door opened, then shut, providing Alice with more evidence, and Kenzie was paralyzed, unable to open her mouth to call a warning to Carolina.
“You have someone over.” Alice’s eyes widened. “Wow, Kenzie. Don’t tell me it’s—”
Appearing in the hallway, Carolina froze when she saw Alice and Jonathan. With her hair damp from the shower and wearing Kenzie’s clothes, it was game over.
“Holy shit,” Alice said. “It is.”
Kenzie didn’t know whose eyes were wider—Alice’s or Carolina’s.
“Well.” Alice swallowed, then slowly shook her head like she was trying to clear her mind. “I…I guess I’m glad to see you two managed to work things out?” It sounded like a question.
“This wasn’t how I wanted you to find out,” Kenzie said.
“No.” Carolina recovered enough to cross over to Kenzie’s side, though she was careful not to touch her. “It is certainly not. I didn’t think you’d be back until tomorrow.”
“We had a change of plans,” Alice said.
Behind Alice, Jonathan looked like he would rather be anywhere else in the world.
“Look, I know it’s awkward.” Carolina was the most uncomfortable Kenzie had ever seen her. “But I care for Kenzie—a lot. And I know this might be difficult for us all to navigate, but…I’m sorry to say I’m not going anywhere—unless Kenzie wants me to.”
“Which probably isn’t going to happen,” Kenzie said, quick to reassure Carolina.
Alice pursed her lips, sizing Carolina up. Then she smiled. “I am happy for you guys. And you’re right—it is awkward—but I think I can get over it. On one condition. Don’t hurt her again? It’s a promise I intend to make, too.”
“I won’t,” Carolina said. “Not intentionally.”
“Okay.” Seemingly satisfied, Alice nodded. “Are there enough pancakes for us to have some, too?” She eyed the stack on the counter. “I’m starving. The plane food was terrible.”
Kenzie could tell Carolina couldn’t believe Alice’s acceptance had come so easily.
“I can make some more,” Kenzie said. “Make a start on those while I do, before they get cold.”
“You sure?” Alice said.
“Yeah. Consider it a peace offering.”
“Don’t have to tell me twice.” Alice speared a pancake with a fork and grabbed a plate, passing the first to Jonathan.
As Kenzie started on her second batch, she glanced at Carolina, who stood in the kitchen looking shell-shocked.
“Are you okay?” Kenzie said, keeping her voice low.
Carolina started, like she’d forgotten where she was. “I—yes. I just didn’t expect to see her. Or for her to take it in her stride.”
“See? I told you it would be fine.” Kenzie flipped a pancake and met Carolina’s gaze. “Nothing’s going to get in the way of me and you,” she said, without a trace of hesitation. “You’re stuck with me.”
Carolina looped an arm around Kenzie’s waist and kissed the top of her head. “Well, I think I can learn to live with that.”



Epilogue
TWELVE MONTHS ON, KENZIE GAZED at the Costa family home with none of the trepidation she’d felt on her last visit.
“Glad to be back?” Carolina said. Sitting behind the wheel of their leased car, hair tumbling around her shoulders, and with one hand resting high on Kenzie’s thigh, she looked as beautiful as ever.
Kenzie still couldn’t believe Carolina was all hers.
“Yeah.”
The front door opened a crack, and Mariana peered out at them.
“Do you think she’ll make us sleep in separate rooms?”
“She can try,” Carolina said, quirking her lips into a smile, “but I can assure you I have no intention of complying. I’m planning on thoroughly enjoying the next two weeks—and most of that involves you, me, and a king-sized bed.”
Grinning, Kenzie leaned over the center console to kiss those painted-red lips she loved so much. “Sounds like a perfect vacation to me.”
Mariana smiled as Kenzie and Carolina collected their bags from the car, with more warmth than Kenzie could have hoped from her. She still found it difficult to believe Mariana approved of their relationship, but the hug she pulled Kenzie into left no doubt in Kenzie’s mind it was true.
“Welcome back, Doctor James,” Mariana said.
Kenzie beamed; even though she’d held the title for months now, she didn’t think she would ever tire of hearing it. “Thank you.”
Once releasing Kenzie, Mariana embraced Carolina. “How was your flight?”
“Fine.” Carolina steered Kenzie into the house with a hand low on the small of her back. “Though I wish it were a few hours shorter.”
“You could always move to London,” Mariana suggested, closing the front door behind them.
Carolina made a face. “Not likely. Especially not now Kenzie’s secured a research grant in the city.”
“It was worth a try.” Mariana smiled. “Your room is made up and ready for you.”
“For both of us, I assume?” Carolina’s tone left little room for argument. “You’ve gotten rid of your idiotic rule?”
“I’d say I’m sorry about pulling that last year, Kenzie, but I imagine, given the circumstances, you didn’t mind it too much.”
Remembering her horror when Alice had tried to argue her case for her and Kenzie to share a bed, Kenzie laughed. “I didn’t. Though I would be glad if it wasn’t a rule this year.”
“It’s not,” Mariana said. “Not that Carolina would go along with it if it were.”
“Precisely. We’ll go and get settled,” Carolina said to Mariana. “Is there anything planned for today?”
“Just dinner at six. Alice and Jonathan are out exploring Lisbon, David and Chris are golfing, and Clara is working in the library, so it’s a quiet house. I’ll leave you to it.”
When Mariana headed into the kitchen, Carolina tugged Kenzie up the stairs.
Kenzie had only been in Carolina’s bedroom the once, in the dark on Christmas Day.
It looked bigger in the daytime, sunlight streaming in through the window. Not that Kenzie had much time to look around. The second the door was closed behind them Carolina pounced, drawing Kenzie close and kissing her hard.
Kenzie wound her arms around Carolina’s neck, letting Carolina walk her over to the bed.
The back of Kenzie’s knees met the mattress. “Someone’s eager.”
“I’ve barely seen you this week.” Gently, Carolina pushed so Kenzie sat on the edge of the bed and promptly straddled Kenzie’s hips. “Can you blame me?”
“Because someone’s been pulling twelve-hour days,” Kenzie said, tilting her head to allow Carolina to rove her lips along Kenzie’s neck.
“Yes, so that I’d barely have to touch my laptop once we got here.” Carolina’s breath was hot on her skin, her hands blazing as they slipped beneath the hem of Kenzie’s sweater. “And so we could spend more time doing this.”
Well, Kenzie couldn’t argue with that logic.
“I’m so glad you’re here.” Halting her kisses, Carolina pressed her forehead against Kenzie’s, breathing her in. “I could have never imagined, the last time I was in this room, that you’d be here with me now.”
“Me either,” Kenzie said. “Never in my wildest dreams.”
“I love you.”
It wasn’t the first—or the hundredth—time Carolina had said those words, but it still make Kenzie’s heart skip a beat.
“I love you, too.”
Carolina pressed her smile to Kenzie’s mouth, kissing her fast and hard. “Now, shall we test out how soundproof these walls really are?”
Kenzie thought that was an excellent idea.
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