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Hudson Frost thinks she has it all until her relationship is cut short. Unprepared for the end she didn’t see coming, she relocates to mend the pieces of her broken heart. Ariana Marks is out to prove she’s got what it takes to start a catering business and show her parents she isn’t a failure. When her business loan is denied, she’s left wondering if they’re right.

 

When Hudson’s and Ari's paths keep crossing, it feels like destiny. Hudson has the expertise to help Ari get her business up and running. Ari can help with Hudson’s awkward living situation. Both women want control over their lives—one to protect her heart, the other, her lifelong dream. Can they learn to give up control and give in to the growing attraction between them? Or will their reluctance to rely on each other prevent either from the life they’ve always wanted?
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Dedication

 

 

 


For Hudson,


and the memory of love that was hers


to give and take.


 


In a world of turmoil and tears,


she found peace.


Chapter One

 

 

 


Hudson grabbed her backpack from the seat and leaned against
the car, smiling. Her time with her students gave her a reason to be happy.
They were a special group of kids, and she’d been grateful for the opportunity
to know them. She was going to miss them when they moved on to the more
advanced class. She opened the driver door and retrieved a bouquet of flowers.
They’d been a gift from Michelle, one of her older students, who was moving out
of the area. The girl had been a clumsy, gangly youngster when they’d met. In
just shy of a year, she’d turned into a disciplined swimmer, graceful in and
out of the water. Michelle told her it was Hudson’s belief in her abilities
that had given her the confidence to do so well. 


Hudson held the flowers and closed her eyes, inhaling deeply.
When she opened them again, she looked up in gratitude. Clouds drifted across
the pink-tinged sky. The earth was coming alive after the harsh winter. A cool
breeze lifted the damp curls from her face as she watched two birds bathing in
an abandoned pail. Although she wanted to stay outside longer, she headed
inside the apartment. She was dreading spending another night with her younger
roommates at their shared home. Though if she thought about it, it had never
been her home
and never would be. It was where she slept and sometimes ate, but there wasn’t
one thing in the apartment that felt like home. Home was hundreds of miles
away. Where people knew and loved her. No one knew her in Albany. Certainly, no
one loved her. 


“I was just thinking about you.” Jill pulled out a chair from the
kitchen table. “We need to talk.”


“Not now. I really need a shower.” Hudson stepped into the
laundry room, shoved the damp gi
into her hamper, and strode toward the hallway but didn’t get far.


“You look sexy even when you’re sweaty. The shower can wait.”
Jill pointed to the chair.


Hudson didn’t feel sexy. She’d always been physically active and
her body was well toned. There were times her looks were a curse rather than a
gift. And she’d never been one to fall for insincere compliments. Actions spoke
louder than words. At least her breakup had taught her something useful.


“Okay, but I smell.” Hudson lifted her arm, sniffed, and wrinkled
her nose. She hoped Jill would let her escape, but when she glanced in her
direction, Hudson knew it was time to have the inevitable conversation. She’d
put if off long enough. Although her outward appearance was one of a confident,
secure woman—inside, she was the exact opposite.


Jill sat across from her at the table and folded her hands. “Tell
me what’s going on.”


“What do you mean?” Hudson tugged at a loose thread to avoid
looking in her direction. The melancholy she’d been battling the last few weeks
prevailed, but she hadn’t wanted to admit to her roommates that it was time for
a change.


“You know what I mean. What’s wrong?” Jill wasn’t serious often,
but when they made eye contact it was obvious this was one of those times.


Hudson wanted to find the right words and figured she’d stalled
as long as she could. “I’m grateful to you and Cathy for taking me in.”


Jill pursed her lips. “You make it sound like you were a stray
dog running amok in the streets.” They both laughed, breaking the tension. Once
Jill settled down, she waved a hand at Hudson. “I know what you’re trying to
do, handsome, and it’s not working. Enough with going off subject. Spill it.” 


“Wow. You aren’t going to let me get out of this are you!” Hudson
blew out a breath. “How did I get here?” she asked.


Jill stared at her with confusion. “You answered the ad, silly
woman.” 


Hudson sat back in a huff. “No, no. Not here.” She pointed to
the floor.


“Well, that’s what you asked.” Jill threw her hands in the air.
“What then?”


“This past year hasn’t been anything like I would have imagined.”


Jill reached across the table and ran a thumb over Hudson’s
cheek. “Life isn’t predictable. What did
you imagine it would be?”


Hudson’s heart ached. She’d quit her job and moved hundreds of
miles from everyone and everything she knew to get away from her ex—the woman
who’d ended their five-year relationship without batting an eye. It was time
for her to make a change, too. But this wasn’t how she’d planned on breaking
the impending news.


“World travel. Women falling at my feet. Winning the lottery.”
She grinned. “You know—the same thing every sexy butch with a fantastic
personality wants.”


“Sounds wonderful, except for the women thing ’cause, you know,
I’m into guys.”


“Eww.” Hudson wrinkled her nose.


“Hey! I can’t help it if I like…” Color rose in her cheeks.
“Never mind. See. Here we go again. Will you please just tell me what’s bugging
you so much?”


“I want…” Hudson paused, shaking her head. “I need to live alone and
figure that out.”


Jill’s face turned wistful. “That’s what I thought. Cathy and I
are young and—” Jill’s already pink face turned red before she rushed on. “Not
that you aren’t, but…”


“Oh, so now you think I’m an old lady?” Jill shrunk in her chair.


Laughing, Hudson slapped Jill’s arm. “I know what you meant, but
yeah, at thirty-six I’m not into all-nighters anymore.” The conversation hadn’t
been as bad as she thought it would be. “Although, if I suddenly become rich,
who knows.” Hudson hoped Cathy would be okay with the news, too. She’d been
very lucky to find such a sweet duo as roommates, even if they were a bit wild
at times.


“I told Cathy you weren’t going to be here much longer. You’re an
amazing woman and a good friend.” Jill stood and squeezed her hand. “We’re all
going to be fine.”


 


* * *


 


Three hours later, Hudson was frustrated. Her newspaper was a
mess of crossed out listings. There weren’t any apartments she could afford in
her neighborhood; all the studios were downtown, not anywhere near where she
wanted to be, and a decent one-bedroom in her current area was well over her
budget. With all the rental properties in Albany, there had to be one that was
right for her. All she had to do was find it.


Disheartened, she packed her gym bag. The dojo was the one place
she found refuge. A good workout would bring her life into perspective.


Master Jin moved across the padded surface, watching her. The
precision of his movements, along with the certificates hanging on the wall,
suggested he was well into his seventies, although his real age was anyone’s
guess. He was often mistaken as lacking real power, but new members learned how
wrong that assumption could be. She was still in awe of the physical control he
showed. Even now, as he scrutinized his students, his face remained composed. 


Hudson was sure he could tell how stiff her body was. The
uninterrupted flow of energy was missing in the repetitive movements she’d
performed thousands of times. When she’d asked to join eight months ago, he’d
made it clear he only admitted students who were serious in dedication, form,
and technique. Up until today, she hadn’t disappointed him. She struggled to
finish the sequence, out of breath and perspiring.


“Again.” His stern voice filled the room as he waved his hand,
indicating his displeasure. “Focus.”


He stepped beside her as she performed the opening movements,
leading her through the motion and projecting his calm energy. While she could
feel his aura pressed against her skin, her inner turmoil formed a barrier.
Again, she faltered.


“Stop. You need to meditate. You cannot be one with the world if
you are not one with yourself.”


If only it
were that easy.


Hudson knelt on a corner of the mat, closed her eyes, and focused
on her breathing. She struggled. Panic choked her. The dojo was the only place
she was ever able to escape the uncertainty of her life. The hopelessness
threatened to overtake her if she let her guard down. She searched for the
calm, centered space that allowed her energy to flow. Distantly, she heard
Master Jin’s voice. Search
inside yourself for the way. She could do this. She had to.


Forty-five minutes later, she opened her eyes and stood waiting
for Master Jin to acknowledge her. She’d concentrated on the good in her life.
Teaching youngsters to swim at the Y always lifted her spirits, and she looked
forward to her next class with renewed anticipation. Their innocence and
enthusiasm were infectious, and Hudson loved being around them, hoping someday
there would be children of her own. 


Master Jin faced her. “Much better, Hudson. Shall we begin
again?”


Chapter Two

 

 

 


Ari parked at the far end of the lot and slowed her racing
heart. This is it.
Even though she wanted to run inside to find out how soon she’d receive her loan
check, she took her time to enjoy the fresh air and sunshine. The day had
turned warm, and a breeze rustled the leaves on the trees and lifted hair away
from her face. She’d picked out a favorite skirt and silk blouse from her
limited wardrobe hoping to project a professional image. 


The extra steps helped settle her nerves, and she strode into the
National Trust Bank with confidence. She gave her name to the office
receptionist and reviewed a mental list. She had written a solid business plan
and completed the application. This was the last piece of the puzzle she needed
in order to get her catering business off the ground, and she was encouraged
when she received a call to set up an appointment to talk with a loan officer.
It all pointed to an approval for the money. Now, sitting across the desk, she
knew how wrong she’d been.


She stared at the loan officer in disbelief. “I don’t understand.
Are you sure you have the right application?”


The man handed her a piece of paper. “Is that yours, Ms. Marks?”


Ari looked over the form. There was no doubt it was her
application. The sinking feeling in her gut wasn’t her only reaction. She
stared a minute longer and forced the tears back, unwilling to show how upset
she felt. Nodding, she handed it back.


“Can you tell me why I was denied?” Somehow, she managed to keep
the disappointment from her voice.


“It’s nothing personal.” The agent appeared to regret being the
bearer of bad news. “The bank has tightened its financial belt, so to speak,
with the economy being what it is. You don’t have any collateral, so there’s no
guarantee of repayment.”


She wanted to scream! How could they expect someone asking for a
loan to have collateral in the first place? “I see. I appreciate your time.”
Standing on shaky legs, she stuck out her hand. “Thank you.”


“I’m very sorry. I wish I had better news.”


“So do I,” Ari said before ending the handshake. She turned and
hurried to the exit. Her mind raced. She’d asked her boss at the restaurant
where she worked and friends who owned businesses what her best options were to
obtain the funds she still needed to open her business. Their advice was to go
to the branch office right in Albany because they would be more motivated to
invest in the local economy. Perhaps she’d been wrong to trust anyone else with
such an important decision. Too
late for second-guessing. She had no choice. She’d think of some
other way to get things up and running. She had to. After spending the last six
years focused on her formal training and saving every cent she could, she
wasn’t about to give up.


The trip home to her one-bedroom apartment took less than twenty
minutes, but it felt more like an hour. Her hands shook as the disappointment
set in. Now what the hell
am I going to do? The answer was simple. She’d do the same thing she
always did when life fell short of her expectations. She tossed her purse and
keys on the table, curled up in the corner of the couch, and tucked her feet
under her while she waited for her best friend, Kara, to answer the phone. All
she needed right now was to hear a friendly voice.


“Hello?”


“Hi, Kara. How are things in the big city?” She tried to sound
casual.


“Good. How are things in the little city?” Kara lived in New York
City; any other town couldn’t compare in her eyes.


“They’re okay.” Despite her best effort, her voice cracked.
They’d been friends since the second grade and grew up in a rural neighborhood
in the northern region of New York. It wasn’t long before they became
inseparable. Even during high school, if there was a pep rally, dance, or
party, they always went together. They also didn’t have any secrets between
them. She still remembered the night she’d told Kara she liked girls and had
been shocked when Kara said, “I was wondering when you were going to figure
that out.”


When Kara had been accepted at Pace University in the city, Ari
had been left to decide whether to follow her dream of being a chef or settle
for a career of her parents’ choosing. Her mother had taught her how to cook
and bake, but Ari longed to cultivate a finer palate and sharpen her skills,
inspired by TV cooking shows. Kara had been gone a whole semester before she
applied to the Culinary Institute of America. Her parents didn’t have any idea.
They were convinced she was filling out applications for nursing school and
business colleges, which she did if nothing more than to buy herself some time.
Ari was convinced, if she were accepted at the CIA in Hyde Park, they would
give in and support her. Every day, she raced to the mailbox in hope of finding
an acceptance letter.


And when it finally arrived, she couldn’t contain her excitement.
Her parents, however, didn’t share her joy. In the end, she wasn’t given a
choice. She left her parents’ house and moved in with Kara, where she stayed
until she earned her degree. Moving upstate to the Capital District had been
one of the hardest decisions she’d ever made. Kara told her it was about time
she got out from under her wing and even helped her move, assuring her living
in the twenty-first century meant they could visit each other often.


“Tell me what’s wrong, and we’ll figure it out.”


She held her head in her hand. “The damn bank turned me down.”
Clattering noises over the phone meant Kara was on the move.


“I’m coming for a visit.”


Kara always knew what to say to make her feel loved. “You don’t
have to do that. I can figure this out.” Spending time with Kara was enticing,
but with working in the medical billing office and hosting at the restaurant
nights, she couldn’t afford to take time off. Especially now.


A growl came through the phone. “I know I don’t have to and I know you
can figure out what to do. It’ll just happen quicker and be a lot more fun if
we do it together.”


“You know I’d love to see you. Are you sure you can get away?”


“They owe me. I got them out of a big jam, and they’d do just
about anything to keep me happy. No worries.”


“I won’t be able to take much time off.” She tried to remember
her schedule at the restaurant for the coming week.


“Whatever time you have will be great. You can show off your village.”


“Hey! I’ll have you know, it’s a real city. A very pretty one, I
might add.” Ari picked up old newspapers and empty food containers as she moved
around her small apartment. She’d been working so much she hadn’t had the
energy to clean, but she didn’t want Kara to think she’d turned into a slob.
Thinking of her impending visit, she felt the corners of her mouth lift. The
future, at least her immediate one, looked a little brighter.


Chapter Three

 

 

 


Ari pulled Kara into a bear hug. “God, it’s great to see
you.”


Holding her tight and smiling, Kara spun her around before
letting go. “I’ve missed you, too.” She picked up her discarded suitcase.


“I’m parked right outside.”


They hooked elbows, turned from the crowd of train passengers,
and headed toward the exit to take the quickest route back to Ari’s place. Less
than twenty minutes later, Kara plunked on the sofa and got comfortable.


Ari needed a drink if she was going to relive the events of the
last six months. She handed Kara a glass of wine and paced as she talked. The
worn carpet under her feet reminded her of all she’d gone without since earning
her degree. Even with two jobs she never spent money unless she absolutely had
to, and those times could be counted on one hand. Like when the zipper broke on
her well-worn black pants. Or the pair of living room curtains she’d found in a
bargain bin. The apartment was filled with mix-matched items. Not that it
mattered. Kara was the first person to visit her apartment. She didn’t have
much energy left at the end of a day for a social life either. 


“You know how hard I’ve been working to save enough money to open
my own business.” Ari thought about the long hours she spent developing flavors
while she’d been at CIA. Every imaginable ingredient had been at her disposal.
Her instructors marveled at her drive and told her it had been a long time
since they’d seen a student with such passion for cooking, encouraging her to
embrace the feeling. “I’ve even been making all these different recipes and
bringing them to My Fare, where I’m a hostess, for the customers to try.” Ari
grabbed a stack of papers in protective sleeves. Some of the recipes were
fairly common. Others she’d developed along the way, tweaking the flavors until
she was happy.


Kara flipped through the top few. “This one looks good. Will you
make it for me?”


Ari promised before continuing, telling her everything she’d
done, including writing a woman-owned, start-up grant proposal and a small
business loan application. By the time she finished talking, she felt better
than she had in weeks. Sharing with someone who cared eased her fears.


“There must be something more you can do.”


Ari shook her head. “I’ve tried everything. The only thing more left is to keep
saving and hope for the best.” She hated sounding resigned. She’d worked so
hard for so long, and now her dream seemed even further away.


Kara held her hand. “Hey, I didn’t come here for you to give up
so easy. We’ll think of something. Okay?” She pulled Ari in for another hug and
rubbed her back. A loud grumble made them both laugh.


“I can’t think when I’m hungry.” Kara rubbed her stomach.


“Everything is close by,” Ari said. “We can walk the neighborhood
and get something to eat.”


Ari took Kara’s bag to her bedroom. “This is it. You can either
bunk with me, or I can sleep on the couch.” She turned. “Either way, I’m glad
you’re here.”


“Me, too. Let me change out of these grungy clothes, and we’ll
take that walk.”


 


* * *


 


Ari pointed out some of her favorite shops along Carriage Way.
Two of her favorites were Fancy Pants, a vintage clothing boutique, and I’ll Be
Dangled, a funky handmade jewelry store with a window display of whimsical
scarves and hats. She was happy to have Kara by her side while they pawed
items, just like when they shopped together as teens. It was good to hear
Kara’s folks were doing well. They had been more supportive over the years than
her parents ever were.


She’d forgotten about the easy rapport she shared with Kara. They
talked as they strolled along the edge of the park, soaking up the last few
hours of the June sun. Kara pointed to a shop and they ducked inside. Ari
picked up a pair of particularly interesting earrings several times before
finally putting them down. At least her frugal ways didn’t take away from
enjoying Kara’s company.


In the next block, they checked out a pottery shop. Kara
purchased a small bowl with pale blues and greens as a gift for her mother, who
was coming to visit her in a few weeks. Kara said her dad was a bit harder to
buy for and decided to keep looking.


“Are you shopped out yet?” Ari asked.


She looked at Ari in disbelief. “You know that’s not possible,
but I am famished.”


They stepped through the door of Lacey’s Bistro and were greeted
by the scent of pine. A smooth, polished bar ran the entire length of the building
with an impressive display of wine in floor-to-ceiling racks. Ambient lighting
and warm colors filled the long, open space. Candles on every table and in many
of the nooks and crannies added to the overall atmosphere.


“This okay?” Ari asked, pointing to one of the small cocktail
tables with padded seats.


Kara turned in a slow circle. “It’s beautiful.” A painting
displaying a semi-nude woman hung on the wall. “Is this a lesbian bar?”


Ari leaned close and whispered, “I think so, but don’t tell the
owners.”


Kara wrinkled her nose. “Funny,” she said.


“Actually, it’s owned by a lesbian couple, but the patrons are
mixed. Eclectic, like the decor. Every dish is an original creation. Sarah
invited me to cook with her one afternoon, and I learned some of the finer
points of fusion cuisine.”


Kara raised her glass. “I’ve missed the shit out of you. Whatever
the problems are, I know you can figure them out. I love you.”


“I love you, too,” Ari said. 


Ari’s friend Rae approached their table. 


“Hello, Ari.” She kissed Ari on the cheek.


“Rae! It’s been a long time. Where have you been?” Ari turned in
her seat and gave her a hug.


“Running a business isn’t all it’s cracked up to be at times, but
I wouldn’t have it any other way. I’ve had to change my gym time to evenings.
Are you still going?” Rae asked.


“It’s been a while.” 


“I’m going for a swim at the Y on Saturday if you want to join
me.”


Ari hesitated. “Okay.” She wasn’t enthused with the idea. 


“Good.” Rae glanced at Kara. “And who is this lovely woman?” Rae
asked.


Ari made introductions. Rae asked where things stood with the
plans for opening her business. Ari shared the disappointing news.


“I’m sorry to hear that,” Rae said before her eyes brightened.
“Have you considered buying a house?”


“What?” Ari leaned closer.


“Buy a house. It will give you collateral, and if you find the
right one, you can run the business from it and write it off as an expense.
Win-win.”


“Oh, Rae, I don’t know.”


“Rae’s right,” said Kara. “It’s worth considering.” She looked at
Rae. “What could it hurt?”


“Just promise me you’ll think about it,” Rae said.


Ari sighed in resignation. “Fine. I’ll think about it.” 


“Great. My job here is done. Kara, it was a pleasure to meet
you.” Rae took Ari’s hand and brushed her lips over the back, then she winked
over her shoulder as she strode out the door.


Kara picked up her glass before motioning to Ari to do the same.
“To a great solution from a sizzling hot woman.” 


“So, how do you know the looker?” Kara asked. 


“She owns her own business in town. And she’s a regular at the
restaurant where I work. I’ve picked her brain a time or two for ideas.”


“Uh-huh. I’m sure you have,” Kara said. “How regular?”


Ari pursed her lips and picked up a menu. “Let’s order. I’m
starved.”


 


* * *


 


Tugging at the shirring of her one-piece suit, Ari tried not to
let her discomfort show. It had been a long time since she’d been swimming, and
the bathing suit felt too snug. People milled about nearby, but they didn’t
seem to notice her fidgeting. A group of children splashed around at the far
end of the pool, their cheers and laughter echoing off the tiled walls. Rae had
texted saying she was running a little late and to start without her. Ari sat
on a bench and waited for adult swim time, taking it all in. 


A head broke the surface, and a tall figure emerged from the
shallow water. The woman gathered the children around her and demonstrated a
stroke. Clearly defined muscles flexed in her shoulders and arms, highlighted
by the water’s reflection. Wet tendrils of dark, wavy hair clung to her face
and neck. A feeling stirred deep in Ari’s center, one she’d all but forgotten.
Her heartbeat quickened as she continued to stare, mesmerized by the
dark-haired woman, and forgetting all about her discomfort.


The shrill sound of a whistle made her jump. The children
scrambled out of the pool shaking off water as they went. The woman followed
them toward the locker room, heading in Ari’s direction. Their eyes met and the
woman smiled. Ari was mortified at having been caught. Heat rose up her neck.
She broke their connection by turning away, looking anywhere but in her
direction. When she was sure the coast was clear, she glanced at the doorway.
The heat in her face began to subside. If
swimming instructors looked like that when I was a youngster, I’d have a gold
medal by now.


 


* * *


 


Ari handed Kara a glass of Riesling.


“How was your swim?” Kara lounged at one end of the couch, a
cooking magazine open on her lap.


“It was fine until I tried to do an underwater flip and ended up
swallowing half the damn pool.” She flopped on the other end of the couch,
looking forward to a much-deserved break. The rest of the morning had her
running errands, including the dreaded grocery store. Unless she was shopping
for ingredients for a new recipe, she rarely stocked her refrigerator. Kara’s
arrival meant she needed to have food in the apartment, and wine was always on
the list. She also picked up the items to make the recipe she’d promised Kara.


“It did have an upside though.”


“What was that?” Kara asked.


“There was a very attractive swim instructor.” Ari envisioned the
toned body. She pressed her thighs together and tried to ignore the unexpected
throbbing.


“Well, as I live and breathe! You haven’t mentioned a woman that
way in ages. A little eye candy for your swim? Did you talk to her?”


“Of course not.” She drained her glass. “She had a group of kids
with her, and they left the pool right after I got there.” Ari waved her hand
dismissively. 


Kara tossed the magazine on the table. “Shit. You’re going to
have to go for another swim.” She waggled her eyebrows, making Ari laugh.


“Maybe. I’ll be pretty busy house hunting and working.” She
stared into her empty goblet. The prospect of buying a home scared her to
death. Even with a decent down payment, the mortgage would most likely prove to
be too much for her to handle.


Kara scooted closer and put an arm over her shoulder. “Don’t you
dare be sad. I know you can find the perfect place. Then you can tell the bank
to go fuck themselves.” Kara always did have a way with words. “As long as I’ve
known you, you’ve never backed down from a challenge, including the really big
ones. You’re going to make this work, you hear me?”


Kara was right. There’d been many challenges in her life, and
she’d conquered each one. This was just one more.


“I’ll drink to that. Hell, this isn’t nearly as scary as that
time we went careening down the hill and crashed into that car.” She laughed at
the memory. They’d been insane to try the daredevil stunt, but they’d been kids
and the element of danger was exciting to them back then.


“Tell me about it.” Kara giggled. “I still have the scars to
prove riding on your handlebars wasn’t as cool as we thought!”


 


* * *


 


The newsstand held dozens of papers from the region, as well as
an array of free house hunting guides and open house flyers. Ari stacked them
in her arm and kept searching, not wanting to miss any. She had an appointment
the next afternoon with Sally, a Realtor that Rae had recommended who wanted to
have an idea of what she was looking for and how much she could spend. Sally
told her it was a buyer’s market, meaning she could negotiate a better price if
she found a house she liked. The news was encouraging. She hoped a sizeable
chunk of her savings would be left for the business. She was going to need it.


Ari spotted more magazines on the bottom shelf, and when she
leaned over, the precarious stack slipped and shot across the floor.


“Damn it.”


A pair of black western boots stepped into view and the person
wearing them handed her a couple of magazines that had slid out of her reach.


“Thanks,” Ari said before looking up. Oh, my God. It’s her. She stared into the captivating
eyes of the instructor from the Y. It took a minute to realize the woman was
offering her outstretched hand to help her up. The muscles in her arm flexed,
just like they had in the pool. Ari swallowed hard. The fire low in her stomach
smoldered to a slow burn.


“You’re welcome.” The woman looked around. “I think that’s all of
them.” She smiled, displaying dimples. She tapped the stack Ari had finally
managed to straighten. “Looks like you’re going to be busy.”


Off-kilter from the sudden rush of attraction, all Ari could do
was nod before finally finding her voice. “Yes. Looks like you are, too.” She
pointed to the renter’s guide in the woman’s hand.


“Yeah. Time to find someplace I can call my own. Good luck.” The
woman turned and headed for the door.


“Wait!” Ari’s sudden outburst drew stares. The woman looked back,
and her friendly features turned to confusion.


She fumbled, knowing she needed to come up with a reason for calling
after the woman. “Can I buy you a cup of coffee?” Now what do I say? “As a thank you?”


“That’s very nice of you, but it was just a couple of magazines.”


“Still,” Ari said, “one good deed deserves another.”


Chapter Four

 

 

 


Sitting so close to the woman was unnerving. Ari didn’t know
where the sudden impulse to pursue the woman had come from, but staying mute
would make her look more foolish than she already felt. While one part of her
brain was glad the woman accepted her invitation, another wondered what the
hell was wrong with her.


She stuck out her hand. “I’m Ari. And thank you again.”


The woman clasped her hand and gave a gentle squeeze. The warmth
against Ari’s cool skin sent a shiver up her spine. The light sweater she wore
didn’t ward off the reaction.


“My pleasure. I’m Hudson.” She blew across her steaming coffee
before taking a tentative sip.


Ari watched her soft looking lips, unable to stop staring at them
until Hudson spoke, then she pretended a sudden interest in the contents of her
cup.


“Are you looking to move into the area?”


Ari shook her head. “I already live in the southwestern part of
town. I moved up from NYC a couple of years ago.” She sipped on her latte. “I’m
looking to buy a home in my neighborhood.”


“You have a little whipped cream on your lip.” Hudson pointed to
her own mouth.


Ari quickly dabbed her lips with a napkin. “Smooth, aren’t I? So
much for making a good first impression.”


“Is that what you’re doing? Trying to impress me?”


“No! I…” Of course that’s what she was doing, although she
couldn’t imagine why. She’d been with any number of women in dozens of
situations, but none had thrown her into such a tailspin.


Hudson laughed and touched her hand. The heat she left in its
wake should have scorched her skin. What
in the hell is wrong with me?


“I was only teasing you. You’re doing fine. So that’s the reason
for all the flyers and magazines?” Hudson glanced at the renter’s guide on the
table before turning her attention back to Ari. 


“Well, I’m actually looking for a multipurpose place. One I can
live in and run a business from.”


“What kind of business?” Hudson sat back, looking like she had
all the time in the world.


Ari wondered if telling Hudson about her personal life was going
too far. After all, they’d only just met. She considered how much she should
share, knowing once she got started it would be harder to stop, but she
couldn’t come up with a good reason not to. If Hudson was like her parents,
she’d see it as nothing but a foolish venture. Here goes nothing. 


“Catering. I have a master’s in culinary arts, and I’d like to
start using it, but so far it hasn’t gone quite the way I planned.” The truth
wasn’t far off the mark, and she felt better for not lying about her goals.


“I know what you mean about things not going as planned.”


Hudson took a breath as though she was going to say more, but
nothing came out, and Ari picked up the conversation. “What about you?” Ari
asked. She drained her mug, remembering to lick her upper lip clean. No need to
embarrass herself any more than she already had.


“I live with a couple of roommates. Not the ideal situation.”
Hudson glanced at her watch. “Thanks for the coffee and the chat, but I’ve got
a class to teach soon.”


Ari took the opportunity to find out more. “You teach swimming at
the Y, right?” Hudson’s face became wary, so Ari went on. “I think I saw you
there a couple of weeks ago right before the adult swim.” 


Hudson’s features relaxed. “That’s it! I thought you looked
familiar, but I couldn’t remember from where. You were near the locker room
entrance.”


Ari perked up and nodded. She
remembers me. “That was me.”


Hudson stood. “Maybe we’ll run into each other again.” 


Ari hoped so, but she couldn’t tell Hudson her body hummed, and
she wanted more time together. A lot more. Hudson’s mouth and full lips begged
to be kissed, and she didn’t want to stop there. Ari’s gaze moved along her
strong jawline and continued to the indentation at her neck, traveling over the
wide shoulders before ending at the bulging bicep flexing as Hudson shoved her
hand in her jeans. Hudson cleared her throat, ending her fantasy. 


“I’d like that, without me being on the ground.” I’d much rather be in bed.
Ari feigned interest in the slow-moving traffic to hide her nervousness before
saying good-bye. 


 


* * *


 


Thoughts of Hudson came at the most inappropriate times and this
was definitely one. The papers Ari held would soon bear her signature. She had
to concentrate to keep her hands from shaking. Hope swelled inside and her
lofty dreams felt closer. She’d run out of patience and given in to Rae’s
suggestion.


Sally Huron sat across the table waiting for her to sign the
contract. 


Ari had done her research. The commission rate was fair and the
language concise. She signed the paper and the deal was done.


“I know you’re worried about finding just the right house. All I
ask is for you to keep an open mind when we look at properties.”


Kara had told her the same thing. 


“It might not be your idea of perfect, but it might be perfect
for you.”


Ari nodded, shaking Sally’s hand. “I will. I don’t want to be one
of those clients.” Sally’s head tipped to one side. Ari bit her lip. “The kind
that must drive you crazy with unreasonable expectations.” She didn’t want to
be a pain in the ass, but she couldn’t help feeling pressured to make the right
choice for her business—and her life. If Sally’s expression was meant to put
Ari at ease, it worked.


“Somehow, I don’t think you’d ever fall into that category, but
I’ll keep it in mind.”


When Ari got back to her car, her nerves were still on edge.
There was no way she could drive. She pressed the speed dial number. When the
familiar voice said, “Hi,” she took a deep breath.


“I did it.”


“I left too soon. This calls for a celebration,” Kara yelled
through the receiver. 


“Don’t you think that’s a little premature? All I did was sign
the contract.”


“Come on. You haven’t let loose in so long, I’ll bet your undies
are in a bunch.”


“They are not!” She hated to admit it, but she hadn’t really had
time to relax since she’d made the move almost two years ago. There was always
something to worry over, or plan, or calculate. She’d squirreled away every
penny. Treating herself was a luxury.


“Stop.”


“What?” Ari asked.


“Stop worrying about money. At least for tonight. Okay?”


“How do you know what I was thinking?”


“Unless you’ve been replaced by an alien, I know you, Ms. Marks,”
Kara stated matter-of-factly.


Kara was right. She hadn’t changed her ways in years. Maybe that was part of the
problem.


 


* * *


 


Hudson stared at the ledgers spread in front of her. A cursory
glance told her they weren’t as much of a mystery as they were a mess. As an
independent financial auditor and accountant, she liked that she could set her
own hours. But there wasn’t a guaranteed paycheck, and she’d taken a second job
for its steady income. She hung her blazer over the back of the chair, then
rolled up her sleeves. It took her an hour to get through the first few pages
of incomprehensible numbers and untraceable entries. A couple of hours later,
she pushed away from the desk and rubbed her eyes. She was desperate for a cup
of coffee.


Can I buy
you a cup of coffee? Ari’s voice. Soft as velvet. She hadn’t wanted
to accept until she’d seen the silent plea in her eyes. Sitting and talking had
been enjoyable. No expectations. No flirting. Just two people having a casual
conversation. The same way she and Pam had started. Goose bumps prickled her
skin. It was a good thing they hadn’t exchanged numbers. She didn’t want a
repeat of that fiasco.


Determined not to linger on thoughts of Ari, she stood and
stretched her back. She’d promised Jill and Cathy she’d join them for dinner
and drinks. She was already running late. She could be at the bar in less than
twenty minutes and dialed Jill’s cell to let her know. The loud music almost
drowned out the voice on the other end.


“Hi, Hudson.”


“I’m leaving work now. Where are you?”


“We’re a few doors from Cagney’s. We were in the mood for greasy
pizza. You want to meet us here?” Jill yelled over the noise.


“No, that’s okay. I’ll catch up with you later. I need a little
down time.”


“Okay. Later.” Jill ended the call.


Her anger flared. It
was just like them to change their minds. She took a breath. I did the same thing when I was
their age. She turned the key and then backed out of the lot. She
was looking forward to a quiet dinner. At least she hoped it would be quiet.


 


* * *


 


Hudson walked through the door and braced for pounding music to
hit her. When it didn’t come, she took a seat at the bar and let the quiet jazz
soothe her earlier irritation away. This wasn’t the type of place her roommates
were known to frequent. Now she understood why they had backed out.


“What can I get you?” the bartender asked.


“A good glass of red wine with some dark fruit and spice
flavors.”


“The Franck Balthazar Cornas Cuvee 2007 is our best, but it’s
only sold by the bottle.” 


What the
hell. I deserve it. “I’ll take it.”


The rich burgundy liquid coated the glass as she swirled it. The
first sip made her taste buds come alive. She ordered food and was pleasantly
surprised by how well it paired with the perfectly cooked lamb chops. She
pushed her empty plate away as her cell phone vibrated.


“Hello?”


Giggling and shushing came through the phone. “Hudson, it’s Jill.
I don’t think we’re going to make it. There’s a big group of our college
friends here, and no one wants to leave. Do you want to join us?”


“I think I’ll pass. I’m going to finish my drink and head home.
Have fun.”


Just as
well. I’m pretty beat. The half bottle of wine was more than she
should have had, but it was too good to go to waste. Maybe she could take it
with her. She was about to ask the bartender when a beautiful butch with dark
blue eyes and curly dark hair caught her eye. The response of her rapidly
beating pulse startled her right before her inner voice yelled, “No.” She’d
reacted to Pam in much the same way. A flood of angst made her shiver. Beads of
moisture formed on her upper lip. The visceral reaction to the woman made her
stomach flip. She needed to get out of there. Quick. She abruptly pushed her
chair back, which caught the bartender’s attention.


“I have to leave. Can you give the rest of this to the woman in
the white shirt?” She pushed the bottle toward him.


“Sure. Everything okay?”


Hudson swallowed the bile rising in her throat. “Yes. Just an
urgent matter.” She forced a smile. “Thanks.” She settled her check and hurried
out.


When the cool air hit her she was able to breathe. She hurried to
her car. Frustrated, she banged both hands on the steering wheel. What the hell is wrong with me?
She had no control over the irrational panic, and it scared her to death.


 


* * *


 


Ari plopped on the loveseat with a grunt. She enjoyed interacting
with the restaurant’s customers, but the long hours and little sleep were
taking their toll. Her head pounded and her feet screamed to be free of the
confines of her fashionable yet well-worn shoes. She needed a new pair and
dreaded spending so much money on comfort. She could wait another few weeks
until they went on sale. Every penny counted. She’d prove to her father she
wasn’t a failure. She didn’t want to ever have to admit he was right. Not like
that time in grade school.


Her sixth-grade class had performed a short production of Alice in Wonderland,
and she’d been chosen to play the Cheshire Cat. Her mother had quietly
encouraged her and even snuck in moments here and there to help her memorize
her lines. Her father had pissed and moaned during the days leading up to the
play. He had better things to do than spend an evening with a bunch of misfits.
On the ride to school, he glanced in the mirror and growled at her. “I hope you
don’t embarrass your mom and me, or there’ll be hell to pay.” 


Ari had done okay until she made the mistake of looking at the
audience like the teacher had instructed them during rehearsals. The first and
only person she saw was her father. He wore a snarl on his weathered face, and
she froze when it came to remembering her next line. All she could think of was
the promise her father had made if she embarrassed him. And that’s exactly what
she was doing. Luckily, her friend was standing next to her and nudged her into
action, whispering her line. After that, she didn’t dare look anywhere but at
the other cast members. When it was over, she found her mother in the crowd.
Her father wasn’t with her.


“Where’s Father?” she asked.


Her mother’s face was tense as she helped her get her coat on.
“He’s in the car. It’s best if you don’t say anything to him.”


Ari knew she would most likely be punished. She slid into the
backseat and kept her eyes lowered. 


Her father pulled out of the parking lot and slammed his hand on
the steering wheel. “I knew damn well you’d screw up.” His eyes were full of
fire as he stared at her in the rearview mirror. “You’ll never amount to
anything. Don’t ever ask me to come to school again, you hear me?” he yelled.


All she could do was nod. She was trembling so much that she
didn’t trust her voice, but she wouldn’t cry. She never let him see her cry.
That night she had buried her face in her pillow and sobbed until the hurt
dulled. His words cut her deeper than any spanking ever could, although she was
glad he had never touched her. Ari believed he didn’t want to soil his hands.
He had never wanted children. And he had let her know every chance he got.


It had taken a lot of encouragement from Ari’s friends to survive
his verbal abuse. Her mother hadn’t been much help. She’d cowered under his
hard stare, always the dutiful wife who did what she was told. This was her
chance to show him she could excel despite his discouragement. But still, there
was always the ingrained doubt. What if she couldn’t find a house she liked?
What if the zoning laws wouldn’t let her run a business from her home? What if?
Her life was full of what-ifs right now. Crunching the numbers didn’t help with
her anxiety level. There were too many pieces to fit into the financial puzzle.
Student loans took a fair chunk of her income—thanks to her parents’ lack of
support.


Exhaustion took over and she fell into bed. Her brain was fried.
As she drifted off, all she remembered was remarkable gray eyes. Hudson’s eyes.
She wished they’d exchanged numbers. Not that she had time to call. Or date. Or
have sex. But still…


Chapter Five

 

 

 


Hudson flipped through the want ad magazine. She really
wanted her own kayak, but she needed a place to live first. Students milled
around outside the entrance to the YWCA as she searched. She was fortunate in
having such a great group of kids. Her time with them was a pleasure and
reminded her of when she was an eager student with a group of enthusiastic
teammates. She tossed the magazine aside and headed in their direction.


“Hi, Hudson! Can we do the butterfly today?” Jocelyn, the one
with potential, always asked what stroke they’d be practicing. Hudson had been
the same at her age.


She tried to school her reaction as she ruffled Jocelyn’s hair.
“I don’t know. Does everyone else want to do the butterfly?” The entire group
cheered. “Okay. Okay. The butterfly it is,” she said. “Now everyone go inside
and suit up. I want to see some good stretching before we hit the water.”


When her students had completed two warm-up laps, she blew the
whistle.


“Okay, everyone gather around.” She slid into the pool.
“Butterfly time.” Hudson spread her arms like wings and pretended to be a
butterfly. The kids cheered and splashed each other before settling down.


“Who wants to show the group how it’s done?”


Hands flew in the air. “I do. I do!”


Patrick stood off to the side. He was new to the group, having
joined a few weeks ago. He had talent but remained quiet. Hudson hoped he’d
come out of his shell with some encouragement. 


“Patrick?”


The lanky boy looked up. “Yes, Ms. Frost?”


Hudson admired his good manners. She motioned him to stand beside
her. “Call me Hudson. Okay?” He nodded shyly. “How about you show us your
butterfly?” She looked at the group.


Timmy spoke up first. “Yeah, Patrick. You’re good at it.” Soon
more voices followed, cheering Patrick on.


She put her arm around Patrick’s shoulder. “What do you say? Want
to give it a go?” Even though his cheeks turned rosy, she could tell when his
eyes met hers, he was excited to lead the group.


“Okay.” Patrick took off and swam to the other side of the pool.
He returned and stood with his teammates. They congratulated him with excited
praise. He was beaming.


Hudson put them through a rigorous routine before her final
whistle signaled everyone should get out of the pool and head for the locker
room.


Becka rounded the lockers a few minutes later, but she didn’t
look at Hudson.


“Hi, Becka. Do you have a question?” Hudson sat on the bench so
they were eye level.


Becka bit her lower lip as she looked up. “How come you aren’t
afraid to let girls see your body?”


“Well, we’re all girls for one thing. Every girl’s body has the
same parts; they just look different at certain times as we grow. No one should
be ashamed of the way they look.”


“Yeah.” Becka nodded. “Are you ever mad you don’t have big
boobies?”


“No.” Hudson suppressed any urge to laugh. “I try to take care of
the body I have.”


“You sure do that. My momma says she’d pay good money to have a
body like yours. Bye.” Becka skipped out the door.


Hudson shook her head. She couldn’t help but grin and wondered
how many of the other mothers made her the topic of conversation.


 


* * *


 


“Hud, what’s up, girl? Haven’t seen you in a while.” 


“Hey, George. I’ve been here and there, keeping busy.” George
leaned on the counter, ignoring the tall stool nearby. Hudson suspected he was
trying to give his back a break but was too proud or too stubborn to use the
stool. She rounded the counter, pulled the stool closer, and handed him a cup
of his favorite specialty coffee. She and George had developed a fondness for
each other. She felt guilty for not stopping in more often. Hudson wandered the
short aisles and picked out a couple of items. When she returned to the
counter, George looked like he had something to say.


George tipped his head in her direction. “Maybe I could ask a
favor?”


“Sure.”


Grinning with a few missing teeth, he tipped his chin to the
narrow hallway leading to the back. “There’s a box in the kitchen. I can’t get
it no farther. My back…” He gestured behind him.


“No problem, George.”


“You be careful. She’s a heavy one,” he called after her.


Hudson hefted the box loaded with books. George stood next to the
counter when she returned. “Where do you want it, George?”


“Here, here. Put her down, girl.” George pushed an old chair
toward Hudson and pointed. “Appreciate it.”


“Where’s it going?”


“That church down the street. I’ve read them all a few times.
Almost know ’em by heart by now.” George chuckled before sipping from the cup,
a satisfied sigh escaping his cracked lips.


“I’ll toss it in my car and drop it off.”


“You’re busy. No need me adding to it.” George put her goods in a
bag. “Eight dollars,” he said and slid the bag toward her.


She placed a ten-dollar bill on the counter, tossed the bag on
the box, and winked at him.


“Least I can do for a friend.”


 


* * *


 


Ari looked at her workload. The medical billing office paid well
and provided health insurance, which was the main reason she stayed. The
thought of having to pay for her own coverage when she quit was another thing
she tried not to think about.


“Want to do lunch?” Rhonda edged a full hip onto the corner of
her desk. Her curvy friend wore silk better than anyone she knew. It hugged
Rhonda’s body in all the right places, and they often joked about the unwanted
attention she received because of it. Her husband was the jealous type, and
Rhonda discouraged the men in the office from overstepping friendly boundaries.
She also wasn’t about to hide under ill-fitting clothes. “I have a right to
show off what God gave me. It doesn’t mean I have to put up with being pawed,”
she’d said after someone tried to get a little too friendly. She and Ari had
soon developed an easy camaraderie. She picked up a stack of papers. It would
be easy to get lost in the sincerity of Rhonda’s companionship and turn her
attention away from her financial worries to the more pleasant topics she and
Rhonda talked about. 


Hudson was a pleasant distraction, too, able to divert her
attention to more intimate thoughts, along with turning her center to liquid
fire. Heat rose to her cheeks. She was grateful Rhonda didn’t know what she was
thinking.


“I’d love to, but I have to leave early and wasn’t planning on
taking a lunch.” Ari saw Rhonda’s disappointment. “Can I have a rain check for
next week?” 


Rhonda’s eyes rolled in exasperation. “Girl, you work too much.
Do you ever have fun?”


Ari couldn’t remember the last time she’d relaxed and had fun
before Kara’s visit. She knew she couldn’t continue to ignore being good to
herself and enjoy life more. She didn’t want to drive herself into an early grave.


Rhonda patted her hand and stood. “It’s okay, honey. Next week is
fine.” She turned to leave and paused. “Don’t run yourself ragged. Everyone
deserves a break, including you.”


 


* * *


 


Ari didn’t understand her disappointment. There wasn’t room in
her life for a relationship. It made no sense to look for Hudson. Then why do I keep doing it?
She stepped into the water after deciding all she wanted was a friend. Everyone needs friends, and Kara
isn’t here anymore. She swam lap after lap and tried to concentrate
on her strokes. Every time she found her rhythm, Hudson’s warm smile filled her
vision.


A few minutes later, she gave up, knowing she was only kidding
herself by thinking the only reason she was there was for the exercise. Ari
rounded the lockers, her head down, and collided into someone. Arms shot out to
steady her.


“Oh, my God,” she gasped. “I’m so sorry.” Gray eyes locked with
hers, a mischievous expression quirking one corner of Hudson’s mouth.


“We really need to stop meeting like this.” Hudson’s hands slid
down the length of her arms before breaking contact and taking her warmth with
her.


So much for
making a good second impression. “I seem to have a knack for making
a fool of myself.” Ari wrapped her towel around herself, self-conscious of her
outdated suit and less than perfect body. Hudson didn’t have an ounce of fat on
her, and she imagined how the ripple of Hudson’s muscles would feel under her
hands.


“I don’t think you’re a fool. I’d wager you’re anything but.”


Hudson raised an eyebrow when Ari looked up, as though waiting
for Ari to respond. Her legs turned to spaghetti under the intensity of
Hudson’s gaze.


“Sorry,” Ari mumbled and brushed by. All she wanted to do was
grab her stuff and run. 


Hudson caught her hand. “I have a class in ten minutes, but I’d
like to reciprocate that cup of coffee sometime.” 


Warning signals went off in Ari’s head. She didn’t have time for
someone new. Especially for someone who caused such a primitive reaction. Maybe
Hudson would think twice if she gave her a reason to recant the offer.


“You’re not afraid I might knock you down next time?”


“I’m pretty tough. I’ll take my chances.”


Against her better judgment, Ari gave in. “Okay, but don’t say I
didn’t warn you.” She went to her locker and Hudson followed. She was too close
and the space around her felt thick and cloying.


“Do you have a cell phone or a pen? I seem to be without either.”
Hudson gestured at her one-piece suit.


“Uh, sure.” Ari unclipped the key from her strap and fought to
get it in the lock. Closing her eyes, she took a steadying breath and prayed it
would open. She almost shouted when she heard the click. She rummaged in her
bag and finally produced her phone and shoved it at Hudson. 


Hudson stared at her. “If you’d rather not…”


“No. I mean yes. Coffee. Coffee would be great.” Ari leaned
against the lockers, hoping the awkward moment would end soon. Hudson handed
her phone back.


“Call me whenever. For coffee.” A brilliant smile lit up her
face.


“I will. I work a couple of jobs and I’m house hunting so it may
be a few days.” It sounded like a brush-off even to her. Maybe that was okay.


Hudson raised her hands in surrender. “No pressure.”


Ari saw the disappointment, but it didn’t linger. Why am I being rude?
Hudson hadn’t done anything to deserve being snubbed. She chewed her lower lip.


“Hey.”


“Yeah?”


“Would Wednesday be good for you?” Ari asked.


“Call me. We’ll figure it out.”


 


* * *


 


Hudson walked to the edge of the pool and dove in. Her long
strokes allowed her to cover the length in a matter of seconds. Confusion
reigned over her emotions. She could have sworn Ari wanted to spend more time
with her. Now she wasn’t so sure. Maybe Ari was like all the others. Women who
were drawn to her looks and didn’t bother to find out about her as a person.
She had always wanted someone who would love her for the things they couldn’t
see. The things that mattered most in a relationship, such as strength of
character and honesty. Making a “cute couple” only went so far. She longed for
the depth of love her parents shared. They’d found it, so why couldn’t she? She
needed to talk to them. Find out what were some key elements in their loving,
supportive relationship. Pam had been a mistake. She’d read the cover and the
blurb, but the inside pages had missed the mark. 


Was Ari another Pam? Maybe she’d misread Ari’s intentions. It was
a stupid move on her part. She should know better. If the past had proven
anything, it had shown she couldn’t trust her instincts. Maybe Ari wouldn’t
call, and she’d save herself from worrying about more heartache. There wasn’t
any way in hell she was ready for another relationship.


She broke the water’s surface and found her students lined up at
the edge of the shallow end. Some yelled greetings and others were stretching
to warm up. How long had they been waiting? There’d be time for deep thinking
later. She had a job to do. She stood and put the whistle to her lips, blowing
a short, strident blast. What followed was a mass of uncoordinated arms and
legs, splashing and spraying water in their attempts to be first at her side.


 


* * *


 


Well, that
wasn’t unpleasant at all. Not. Ari flipped off the water and shook
her head. She’d sent so many mixed messages that she was convinced Hudson had
no idea if she’d ever call. One minute Ari wanted to know her better, the next
she was convinced there was no room in her life for a relationship. Which was
it? She needed to address things one at a time. Someday there’d be room for a
special woman in her life. It wasn’t tomorrow. Still, it would be nice to have
a friend to talk with about important things, but building a close rapport took
time. Time was the one thing she didn’t have a lot of. And Hudson, with her
perfect body and handsome features, was a big distraction. One she couldn’t
afford right now.


Chapter Six

 

 

 


Ari double-checked the address and pulled up to a large
Victorian on a quiet street. An old-growth lilac bush out front was in full
bloom and could benefit from a pruning. An elderly couple sat in rocking chairs
on their porch a few doors down and stared in curiosity. She wondered how long
the house had been on the market and if the owners still lived there. Sally’s
enthusiasm gave her hope this might be the one. Kara had been calling every few
days to lend moral support. Excitement fluttered in Ari’s stomach.


Sally waved from the front steps, and Ari took a deep breath.
Nervous energy coursed through her body. Every house she’d looked at so far had
left her crestfallen. The kitchen was too small, the house, tiny. The
neighborhood was wrong. It needed a total renovation.


Sally hooked arms with Ari and led her up the front stairs. “I
just know you’re going to love this one,” she said. “It’s been on the market
for a while, but…well, see for yourself.” She entered the code on the lockbox,
retrieved the key, and unlocked the front door.


“So, as you can see,” Sally began, “there’s a good-sized living
room, a lovely dining room, and the best part of all is the partially renovated
kitchen.”


Ari gawked at the spacious kitchen with stainless steel
appliances, including a Wolf five-burner stove with a double oven. The owners
had invested a small fortune in them. Upper and lower wooden cabinets lined
three of the walls and provided plenty of counter space, but they would need
refinishing. The huge center island screamed “use me,” and she imagined the
surface covered with trays of delectable treats. Closing her eyes, she could
smell the aromas swirling around her, tempting the neighbors to her door.
Continuing the tour, she opened another door that led to a walk-in pantry and pictured
all the equipment and goods she would be able to stow inside. Whoever owned
this house loved to cook.


“I hope the rest of the house is this impressive.”


“Come with me.” Sally pointed out a small but functional
bathroom, two modest bedrooms, and the master suite. Aside from needing some
patchwork and painting, it was in good shape. Walking back to the kitchen,
Sally pointed to a thick oak door with a double deadbolt.


“That leads to the upstairs apartment over the garages in back.
There’s a separate entrance on the side.” She opened the door, flicked the
light switch, and led the way.


Another door at the top opened into the apartment. The living
room was a decent size. It also had a well appointed, eat-in kitchen, full
bath, and a large bedroom. The closets were spacious with a stacked
washer/dryer tucked behind louvered doors. A small covered porch faced the
postage-sized yard. The grass was sparse and could use attention, but it was
cute. It had everything she wanted. The one caveat—it had to be way out of her
price range. Her earlier optimism began to fade.


Her heart hammered in her chest. “How much do you think I could
rent this for?”


“I looked up comparable apartments and you can get as much as
nine hundred a month, if you included one of the garages.”


She started crunching the numbers.


“Let’s head back downstairs.” Sally locked the door.


“What’s the asking price?”


Sally gestured to the table and opened a folder. “The asking
price is two hundred eighteen thousand, but they’re motivated to sell. I think
they’d accept a lower offer.” She leaned forward as if sharing a well-guarded
secret. “I found out they’re paying three mortgages and they want out in a
hurry.”


Red flags went up. “What’s wrong with the house?”


“As far as I can tell, it’s in great shape.” Sally shrugged. “Not
many people want to be landlords these days.”


“Can I run my business from here?”


“As long as you don’t hold events on the property, you can have a
home-based business.” Sally handed her an official-looking printout entitled,
“Zoning Laws in Albany County.” 


Ari picked up the house flyer and stared at it for a long time.


“Do you want to make an offer?” Sally asked.


“Hell, yes! And we’re going to shoot low and hope for the best.”


“Great. I’ll send them an offer. They may counter, but I have a
feeling they’ll take what they can get.”


 


* * *


 


Ari paced behind the hostess station, unable to focus on the
dinner customers waiting for their table to be cleared. The house she’d looked
at earlier was foremost in her mind. She’d dared to go as far as picturing a
scene in the kitchen—every space occupied by dishes prepared for her first
catering order. 


“Ari?” Ralph, the owner, called out to get her attention. He
pointed to the table in the corner.


She grabbed menus and turned to the patrons. “Sorry for the wait.
Right this way.” On her way back to her station, she mouthed an apology to
Ralph and refocused. Sally told her it might be as long as a week before she
heard if the sellers would accept her offer. One that was fifteen thousand
below the asking price. It was a risk, but one they both hoped would pay off.
Now she wondered if it had been a wise move. She loved the house, and the extra
income from the apartment would go a long way to putting her mind at ease about
being able to afford it. As long as she could find a reliable tenant.


A group of six patrons walked in. It was going to be a long
night.


 


* * *


 


Two days later, Ari rushed out the back door. Sally had delivered
the signed contract at the start of her shift, so this was her first chance to
take a break.


I’m going
to be a homeowner.


“Hello?” Kara barked into the phone.


“I know it’s that time, but I had to share the news.” Kara would
be binge watching CSI.
“I got it.”


“You got what?”


“The house. They accepted my offer.”


“Holy shit! For real?”


Ari laughed. “Yes, for real. They were so happy to unload it they
agreed to pay for the inspection and
my closing costs.”


“That’s fantastic. When’s moving day?”


“I have no clue, but I should close in a few weeks.”


“You know I have a million questions, right?” Kara laughed.


“Yes. So do I.” She took a breath before asking, “Do you want to
move here and rent the apartment?”


“Honey, you know I’d love to, but I love my job and being in New
York City.”


“I know. It was silly of me to ask.” It had been wishful thinking
on her part.


“You must know someone there who’s looking for an apartment.”


A scene flashed in her mind. It was crazy. “I might.”


“Good.”


“Hey, Kara?”


“Yeah?”


“I love you. Thanks for letting me interrupt your show.”


“Anything for you. I love you, too. Call soon, okay?”


“Will do. Bye.” She headed inside, glad she had a short shift
tonight. She prayed the next two hours would fly by.


When she got home, Ari sat on the edge of the couch holding the
contract in her hand. She scrolled through her contact list. There it was.
Hudson Frost. Biting her lower lip, she looked at the clock and wondered if it
was too late to call. She wouldn’t sleep a wink if she waited. If Hudson didn’t
answer, maybe she’d call again tomorrow. For some strange reason, she didn’t
want to leave a message. Here
goes nothing.


 


* * *


 


Hudson watched the flash of screens as she flicked through
channels. Bored, she debated going out for a drink, but it was getting late,
and she had to work in the morning. The vibration of her phone caught her off
guard, displaying a number she didn’t recognize. She almost let it go to voice
mail before swiping the screen.


“Hello?”


“Hi. Is this Hudson?”


“Speaking.” The voice sounded familiar, but she couldn’t place
it.


“It’s Ari.” Ari paused before saying more. “The woman who has a
habit of running into you. Literally.”


Hudson sat up. It had been almost a week since she’d seen her,
and she expected to never hear from her again. “Glad you clarified. I know so
many Aris.” She was being a smartass, but Ari seemed like the type who wouldn’t
mind some good-hearted ribbing.


“Ha ha. You’re funny.” Ari’s voice dripped with sarcasm.


“Sorry.” Maybe she’d been wrong about Ari’s sense of humor.


“Gotcha.” Ari giggled into the phone.


“Now who’s the smart aleck?” She settled back against the couch.


“I was calling to see if you were free tomorrow for our coffee
date?”


A date. Hudson’s heart skipped a beat. She didn’t want this to be
a date, did she? That was why she was surprised when she said yes. What the hell am I doing? Too
late now. If she changed her mind, she’d sound like a confused teenager, which
was exactly how she felt.


“Tomorrow works.”


“Great. How about six o’clock at the Dark Side Bistro on Main?” 


Hudson ignored the voices running amok in her head. “I know where
that is. You’re serious about your coffee.”


“Uh, if you—” 


“Ari?”


“Yes?”


“I’ll see you there.” Hudson pressed end. Whether she’d meant for
coffee to be a date or not, it certainly felt like one. She picked up the
remote and resumed her search for something that could hold her interest. 


Ari certainly did. She laughed out loud thinking about the times
Ari had tried to appear calm without success. Like their first meeting when Ari
had whipped cream at the corner of her mouth and Hudson had resisted wiping it
with her finger. And when she’d literally run into her and Hudson had held her
for too long. And then at the locker, when she’d closed the distance between
them and could see Ari’s hand tremble.


Yes. Ari had her attention. Now she needed to decide what to do
with it. 


 


* * *


 


Ari had agonized over the location. She hadn’t wanted Hudson to
think they were on a date-date, but she wanted to be able to have a serious
conversation without the din of a college coffee bar. The Dark Side had a
sophisticated atmosphere and was a little more expensive, meaning the students
tended to be few.


“This is weird,” Ari said as they stood outside the Bistro.


Hudson’s head cocked. “What do you mean?”


“I haven’t dropped anything or run into you. I’m not sure what to
do.” She shoved her hands deep into the pockets of her jeans. This wasn’t how
she planned to start the conversation. Whether or not Hudson even wanted to
hear about the apartment was just the tip of the iceberg. She couldn’t imagine
talking about rent, boundaries, or all the other things she’d thought about
since last night. Hudson’s easy nature helped her relax a bit.


“How about we start with coffee, and if we survive that, we’ll
see what comes next?” 


Ari ignored the heat in her face and looked at the selection,
including specialty drinks. There were so many to choose from she had no idea
what she wanted and decided to have whatever Hudson was having.


“What’s your pleasure?”


Hudson’s eyebrow shot up. “It’s a little soon to be asking for
details, don’t you think?”


Ari slapped Hudson’s arm. “I meant coffee. What kind of coffee?”
She dropped her gaze and shoved her hands back in her jeans. Flirting wasn’t
something she was comfortable with, especially when she kept telling herself
she wasn’t going to go there with Hudson. Then
why do I keep
going there?


 


* * *


 


Hudson hadn’t meant to insinuate there’d be more than a casual
friendship between them, but the color rising from Ari’s neckline made her
wonder if the idea wasn’t as farfetched as she thought. She stifled the sigh
that almost escaped. She was getting way ahead of herself. It was only coffee.
Nothing more. At least that’s what she kept telling herself.


They sat across from each other at one of the small outdoor
tables. Hudson eyed Ari as she fidgeted with the lid on her coffee, nearly
spilling the hot beverage onto both of them. Ari was nervous, and she wasn’t
sure why. She decided to try to put her at ease.


“So what do you do besides swim and have coffee with strangers?”


Ari snorted. The lopsided grin let her know Ari got the joke. “I
work at a medical billing office and I also hostess at a local restaurant.” She
inhaled the rich aroma of her mocha latte and sipped.


Hudson admired Ari’s long eyelashes and creamy, smooth
complexion. “We have something in common.” Ari’s gaze met hers. “Aside from the
Y, I’m an independent accountant.”


Ari sat up with renewed interest. “Really? So you do bookkeeping
and such?”


“Among other things, like audits and filing taxes.”


“What do you do for fun?”


The question seemed innocent enough, but she wasn’t sure she
wanted to share more than the usual pleasantries expressed among virtual
strangers. “A little of this and a little of that.” Hudson took the lid off her
coffee cup and sprinkled in a little cinnamon. “Any secrets you care to share?”


Ari fidgeted and looked down the brick path to the street. 


“I didn’t mean to pry.” She reached across the short space and
gently covered Ari’s hand with her own. “Are you okay?”


Ari took a deep breath. “That obvious?” She leaned back and met
her gaze. “I have an ulterior motive for calling you.”


Hudson panicked. All her fears about seeing Ari again rose to the
surface, threatening her idea of being just friends.


Alarm showed on Ari’s face. “It’s not what you think.”


“How do you know what I’m thinking?” 


Ari jerked back as though she’d been slapped, then stood. “This
was a bad idea.”


Hudson couldn’t let her go. Not like this. She grasped Ari’s arm,
and Ari yanked it away before facing her.


“I don’t know why I reacted like that,” Hudson said. Would she
ever be able to have a normal relationship? Did she even know what normal would
feel like? And why was she worrying about any of that now? She hadn’t intended
to lash out. “Please give me another chance.” 


Ari pointed to their abandoned cups. “Let’s finish our coffee.” 


After they sat, Hudson spoke first. “Ghosts of Christmas past.”


“What?”


“It’s a long story for another time. So…what motive did you have for
calling?”


“Are you still looking for an apartment?”


“Yes. Why?”


“I have one. Well, I’ll have one to rent soon. When I saw it, I
thought of you and figured you were probably the handy type.”


It was Hudson’s turn to have a little fun. “You mean you didn’t
call me because of my charming ways?” Ari nearly choked on a mouthful of
coffee. While she tried to recover, Hudson pushed the envelope. “And just what
type is a handy type?”


“You know.”


Hudson shook her head. “No.”


Ari groaned in frustration. “You’re going to make me say it,
aren’t you?”


Hudson remained silent, and Ari sighed.


“Butch.” Ari picked up her cup and studied the contents,
determined to look anywhere but in Hudson’s direction.


Hudson broke out in laughter. 


“That’s not funny,” Ari said before she broke down and joined
her. For a few minutes, she couldn’t stop laughing. Tears ran down her face.
She wiped her eyes.


Hudson forced herself to concentrate so she wouldn’t start
laughing again. “Why me?” She needed to know if Ari had a secret agenda. The
kind she was desperate to avoid. It all came down to a matter of trust.


“You seem trustworthy. Someone I won’t have to worry about being
on the property. That’s what I need. Lord knows I’ve enough to think about. You
said you needed a place to live. I think you said, ‘A space of your own’ or
something along those lines. You can have it, if you want.”


A myriad of emotions churned behind the carefully constructed
calm veneer Hudson tried to display. Her jaw muscles tightened. She struggled
over what should have been an easy answer. Yes or no. But the demons got in the
way. It was a monumental moment. One Hudson didn’t want to make a rash decision
about. It was true she was desperate to have her own place. Somewhere to call
home. Did that mean she should jump on Ari’s offer? She believed they shared a
mutual attraction that bubbled under the surface. It could erupt. Then what?
Move again? Run away because…Stop.
I’m overthinking this. Still, she needed to give the idea careful
consideration. If she said yes it would be a commitment, and she needed to be
sure if she were ever going to make another one. She stood and tossed her empty
cup.


“Would you mind taking a walk?” 


Ari hesitated. “Okay.”


“I think better when I’m moving.”


Ari picked up her cup. “Lead the way.”


After walking and weighing the pros and cons, Hudson pointed to a
bench. “First, I really appreciate you thinking of me.” Nothing she was about
to tell Ari was easy. “The past year has been rough. I’m not sure I’m the best
person to count on.”


“It was presumptuous of me…” Ari began. 


Hudson placed the tips of her fingers against Ari’s mouth. “Let
me finish. Please. I need to see the space and go over details with you. I
think we need to be sure the arrangement will work for both of us.”


“Of course. That’s a great idea.” Ari sounded excited. “The house
is in a great neighborhood, and there’s plenty of room. You’ll see.” Ari waved
her hand. It hit the rim of her cup, and the last of her coffee flew through
the air, showering them both with brown droplets.


Hudson looked down at their clothes. Shock was the best way to
describe Ari’s face. That, along with the color blooming on her cheeks,
indicated how embarrassed she was. How could Hudson be upset?


“I give up,” Ari cried out, close to tears. “All I’ve wanted to
do was put my best foot forward, and I’ve done nothing but show you what a
total klutz I am.” She searched her pockets and came up with a couple of
crumpled napkins.


Ari dabbed at the spots on Hudson’s white shirt, looking
mortified the entire time. When it came to the spots on her chest, she couldn’t
help but laugh as Ari froze in mid-air, not daring to go any further. Ari
shoved the napkins forward.


“Here. I’ve made such a mess.” Ari tossed the empty cup in the
trash. “Maybe you should
fear for your life.”


Hudson couldn’t stand seeing her so upset. “Hey, it’s okay. I’ve
been getting out coffee stains for years.”


“If I keep this up, you’ll never want to see me again.”


Despite all the mishaps, it was the last thing Hudson wanted, and
the knowledge squeezed the air from her lungs. She hardly knew Ari—aside from
her being accident prone, ambitious, and beautiful. What else was it about Ari
that kept drawing her in? Everything inside screamed “run,” but she couldn’t.
“Don’t worry. You can’t get rid of me that easily. So when can I see the
place?”


“I should have the keys in a few weeks. Maybe sooner.” 


Hudson nodded. She could start packing and get some of her things
from storage, not that there was much. Most of what she owned was still with
Pam.


Ari stood next to her car. “Thanks for meeting me,” she said,
then pointed to the drying blotches on Hudson’s shirt. “Let me know if the
leopard spots don’t come out.” 


“I’m not as concerned about them as you are. Call me when I can
see the apartment. Unless you’d rather knock me down to tell me.”


Ari’s head dropped as she studied the ground. She looked
mortified.


“I’m joking.” Hudson held her hands. “It was a pleasure seeing
you again, and thanks for thinking of me.”


Chapter Seven

 

 

 


Ari tossed her towel on a bench and stepped down the ladder
in the deep end. The pool was empty except for a class of four seniors
exercising in the shallow end. The water was balmy because the pool was kept at
a therapeutic temperature, and she floated along the surface. She closed her
eyes, letting the stress ebb away. The smell of chlorine tickled her nose.


She flipped over and swam in her choppy style. It wasn’t long
before the women left and she had the pool to herself. She decided to try a
more vigorous swim and increase the speed and force of her strokes. She fell
into an even rhythm and reached the deep end. A cramp seized her calf muscle.
She flailed her arms to keep afloat but went under. The pain was so intense
that panic set in. She bobbed to the surface and gasped for air as the searing
spasm spun her around. The edge of the pool seemed miles away as she dipped
below the surface yet again. I
don’t want to die. Not like this. Not
now. Her lungs were on fire. She tried to ignore the rock-hard
muscle in her leg. She begged for relief. From the pain. The fear. 


The water churned and bubbles floated past her face. Arms slid
under her shoulders and pulled her upward. She took a gulp of air and coughed
hard.


“Just breathe and try to relax. I’ve got you.”


Hudson.
Ari held her throbbing calf as Hudson took her to the shallow end. Her savior
maneuvered her onto the steps.


“Hold on to the railing and let me take care of your leg.”


Hudson’s strong hands worked the muscles and flexed her foot
toward her body, relieving the pressure she hadn’t been able to.


Ari coughed and water spewed from her mouth, but at least she was
able to breathe. Relief washed over her. “I thought I was a goner.” Her heart
did that trip-hammer thing again as Hudson massaged away the soreness. Her body
pulsed with every stroke of Hudson’s fingers, and as her fear left, she
imagined being stroked in other places.


How many times was Hudson going to save her? She hated being
vulnerable, even more so in front of someone she didn’t know well.
Vulnerability led to being open to all sorts of other emotions, and she had no
intention of letting her body rule her head. Just thinking about giving in and
letting go of control made her stomach churn.


“You look pale. Take some slow breaths.”


Hudson’s concern touched her deeper than the ministrations to her
leg ever could. What could she say? I
never wanted you to see a weakness in me? I keep telling myself not to feel. That I don’t have
time for a “someone” in my life? That no matter what I do to avoid it, I find a
way to be around you? Yes, to all of those, but not to anything I will ever
tell you. Ari pushed down every iota of attraction and made her
voice stronger than she felt.


“I’m good. I’m not used to being rescued.”


Hudson gently set her leg down. “I’m glad I was here.” Hudson
looked around at the deserted area. “I wish I’d gotten here sooner.” She
pointed to the video camera in the corner near the ceiling. “When I came out of
the staff restroom, I saw you go under and knew you were in trouble.”
Disappointment marred her otherwise handsome face.


Ari knew she should say or do something to show her gratitude,
but the only thought crowding her mind was the knowledge that Hudson was
becoming a fatal attraction. An attraction that would lead to the death of her
independence.


“Yes, well, you got here,” she said brusquely before forcing a
smile that felt as phony as she was sure it looked. She didn’t miss the hurt in
Hudson’s eyes or the way she visibly jerked from the comment. She wished she
could take it back. She wished she’d never given Hudson the opportunity to
rescue her. But what she really wanted to do was throw her arms around Hudson
and kiss her until neither of them could breathe. It was too late for a lame
apology. She needed to gather what little self-respect she had left and get out
of there.


“The truth is I hate seeming helpless. I thought I was going to
die.”


“That’s why there are lifeguards. It happens.” Hudson didn’t look
at her and kept talking in a matter-of-fact way. “It’s my job. And it wasn’t
your fault. Everybody gets cramps. You’re not weak.” Hudson’s gaze finally met
hers. “Ari.”


There it was again. The way Hudson said her name. “Thank you.”
The words came out in a whisper. She was lost. Ari loved those eyes. Along with
the way Hudson touched her leg, the strength of her fingers. The depth of
emotion Ari heard in her voice. If
only I could—No! Not with Hudson. Hudson made her feel, and feelings
were dangerous. They brought disappointment, and she had no time to nurse
wounds. It was one reason she’d never let her father see how much his words
affected her. She’d schooled herself to not react. And now she had other
priorities. She was better off not even thinking of getting involved. Even as
one part of her brain said she was being unreasonable, she couldn’t fight the
things she’d dreaded her entire life. Time
to get back to focusing on the business. Ari walked gingerly up the
steps. 


Hudson stayed in the water and stared at her with questioning
eyes. “Can I help you back to the locker room?”


“You’ve done enough. I can make it on my own.” Ari ignored the
reason she’d come to the pool in the first place. She mustered enough strength
to face her. “If you’re still interested, I should have the keys next week.”


“All right.” The pain still showing on Hudson’s face and the
questioning eyes were more than Ari could stand.


“I’ll call you.” Ari gathered what was left of her dignity, held
her head up, and limped away.


 


* * *


 


Hudson stormed into the staff locker room and slammed her towel
into the laundry basket. What
is it with that woman? She
turns on and off like a damn light switch. First, Ari gave the
impression of being attracted to her, and then Ari was giving her the cold shoulder.
As if she couldn’t be bothered with Hudson at all. Maybe she should rethink
renting from her. The precarious situation might turn into a total disaster.
Worse than the Titanic.
This ship was sinking long before it even sailed. Maybe she’d thought about
getting on board at one point, but the idea was turning cold. There was always
the possibility Ari was unstable, although she didn’t think so. It was more
plausible Ari was fickle and playing with Hudson’s gullible side. A side she
should have known better than to expose, and one she’d much rather avoid if at
all possible. Maybe when Ari called, she’d tell her she changed her mind. And
maybe, just maybe, she’d tell her to go fuck herself. 


She didn’t need mixed signals and confusing messages.


Nevertheless, the idea of cutting ties with Ari felt like a vise
on her windpipe. She’d been naïve in thinking they could be friends. She knew
her anger stemmed from being given the cold shoulder. Self-preservation had
kicked in. She wasn’t going to be at the mercy of another woman’s whims. She’d
learned her lesson. It was time she spoke up. She’d tell Ari she was no longer
interested in renting from her and be done with it. Tomorrow she would hit the
papers again. She had to take control of her life and needed to get on with it.



 


* * *


 


“Congratulations. It’s official. You’re a homeowner.” Sally
handed her a set of keys and slid a folder of paperwork across the table.


Ari looked at the key ring in disbelief. It had been one month
since she’d first walked through the door on Huntington Drive. The next time
she did it would be her
home.


“I can’t believe it’s mine.”


“Believe it, Ari. Now you can make it yours. I’ll bet you can’t
wait.” Sally closed her briefcase and stood, signaling her part in the deal was
over.


“There’s a lot I need to figure out.” She bit her lower lip. The
inspection had gone well, and except for a few minor repairs, the house was in
good shape. She didn’t know anyone who could do the patching, painting, and
decorating. She’d have to hire someone. Tomorrow
is another day. I’ll think about it tomorrow. She needed to call
Kara.


“Woot, woot! So tell me, do you feel any different?”


“What I feel is scared to death. For the next couple of months,
I’ll have a mortgage on top of rent, not to mention everything else,” Ari said.
She fought back the tears. Scared didn’t begin to describe how she felt.


“Aww, don’t worry. I’m sure Hudson will say yes, and even if she
isn’t handy, that’s one less thing you’ll have to think about. You said she was
anxious to move, right?”


Little did Kara know it was no longer that simple. “Uh…well,” she
began.


“What happened?”


Her voice wavered as she told Kara about the scene at the pool
and how horribly she’d reacted when her body wanted to give in to Hudson’s
touch. She held her head in her hand, wishing she could take back everything
she’d said that day.


“Okay, don’t cry.”


“Kara, I might have ruined any chance of having a great tenant. I
know she was hurt by the things I said. I could see it. I couldn’t help
myself.”


“What couldn’t you help, honey?” Kara asked.


She blew out a frustrated breath. “When she was rubbing my leg, I
liked it. A lot. She’s hot. With bedroom eyes and a perfect mouth. Then my body
reacted to how great her hands felt and I started to fantasize about having her
touch me.”


“What’s so bad about that?”


“I panicked. I don’t want to get involved. I don’t.” She knew it
was crazy to think one touch and a couple of coffees were the beginning of a
lasting relationship, but wasn’t that how things happened? Innocuous little moments
that lead to more serious moments and before you knew it you were living
together?


“Ari?”


“Yeah?”


“Stop it. Stop reading more into what was a perfectly natural
reaction. Lord knows how you survive on the amount of intimacy you do is beyond
me,” Kara stated matter-of-factly.


“I have sex,” Ari rebutted.


“Right. You have quick, unemotional sex every once in a blue
moon. Like it or not, you’re horny. So why not give in and live a little?”


“I do not want to have sex with Hudson,” Ari said defiantly. But
when she thought of how warm and strong Hudson’s hands were and how easily
she’d carried her to safety, the muscles in Hudson’s arms and legs bulging and
flexing with her movements, she wasn’t so sure.


“Huh. You could have fooled me. It sure sounds like you wanted to
have sex with her. But, okay. Even if she doesn’t want to have sex with you,
you could still rent to her.” Kara had a knack for making practical solutions
out of the worst situations. Her words were a wake-up call.


What if Hudson didn’t
want her in a sexual way? The thought was a little depressing. She hoped Hudson
found her attractive. What
does it matter either way? I’m not going to sleep with her. “You’re
wrong, but even if I did
want to jump her bones, I haven’t got the time or the energy to get into a
relationship. There’s just way too much on my plate.”


“I’m still not convinced, but fine, you aren’t interested in
Hudson that way. All you want is someone you can trust to share your house
with. There’s no need to go down the relationship road unless you want to.”


Kara was giving her a way out. A way to rationalize all the
conflicting emotions she’d been fighting. Kara was right. Asking Hudson to be a
tenant didn’t mean she was in a commitment. It was more of a contract of sorts.
In fact, maybe that was the best approach. Have Hudson sign a lease to let her
know it was a business arrangement and nothing more.


“You’re absolutely right. All I want is a tenant.” Ari let out a
long breath. She could handle this. Now, if she could only be sure Hudson wasn’t
so upset with her that she’d changed her mind.


“There’s one more thing you need to do.”


“What?”


“Apologize,” Kara said in a motherly tone.


“I will not.”


“Yes, you will. You know it’s the right thing to do.”


 


* * *


 


Sunlight filtered through the sheer curtains and fell across
Ari’s face. She hadn’t slept well and didn’t want to think about what she had
to do. Snuggling deeper into the warm covers, she hoped to erase the unpleasant
memory of the last time she’d seen Hudson. After talking with Kara, she’d picked
up her phone time after time, knowing she should apologize. But she couldn’t.
Apologizing meant she’d been wrong. That she’d made a mistake, and Ari never
made mistakes. Every important decision in her life had been carefully weighed
out and planned. That’s what was causing her angst. Her pursuit of Hudson, of
seeking her out, was uncharacteristic. She didn’t chase women. Ever. And she
certainly didn’t offer them a place to stay. What had changed? What had driven
her to be impulsive? Going out of her way to look for Hudson, only to push her
away when her body reacted to her touch? This was more than a simple physical
attraction. Maybe it was the beginnings of love.


Her eyes popped open, and she squinted against the bright room.
She was being ridiculous. What she felt toward Hudson couldn’t possibly be
love. Could it? Not that she would know what love felt like, since she’d never
been in a relationship that lasted more than a month or two, and even then, it
felt more like friends with benefits. There’d been no emotional investment on
her part. Maybe that was why they’d ended. A date here or there. A nice time in
bed. And she’d never pursued any of them for more. 


Groaning, she tossed the covers aside and sat up. She’d closed on
the house yesterday. The first thing she had to do was find out if she had a
potential tenant or not. She prayed all the rest would fall into place. 


Ari counted the rings. After four she began to lose her nerve and
hoped voice mail would kick in. No such luck.


“Hi.” Hudson sounded distant.


“I owe you an apology for the other day. I acted like a jerk and
I’m sorry.” When her confession was met by silence she closed her eyes and
prayed she hadn’t blown things between them. A bevy of possible responses from
Hudson played in her head, each one more cutting than the previous.


“Apology accepted.”


Ari looked at her phone. She didn’t expect it to be that simple.
Nothing in life was simple, and interpersonal relationships were anything but.
Is that what this was—a relationship? It could hardly be considered as such
since it consisted mostly of accidental collisions, but it was certainly
turning into something more. Of what, she just wasn’t sure.


“Thank you.” She forged on. “I have the keys to the house. I can
show you the apartment today if you’re still interested.” There was a long
pause on the other end, and she feared the worse.


“You know you’re not under any obligation.”


“I know. I don’t know what came over me. Nerves, I guess.”


“Okay, I’d like to have the grand tour.”


Hudson’s consideration for her feelings took her by surprise once
again. How she ever doubted Hudson’s sincerity was beyond her, but she was
going to do her best not to destroy the growing friendship between them.


“I’m glad you haven’t changed your mind.” Ari glanced at the clock.
“How does one o’clock sound?”


“Give me the address, and I’ll meet you there.”


 


* * *


 


Hudson shook her head in wonder. What happened with not putting
up with having her feelings hurt? When she’d read Ari’s name displayed on her
phone, she’d been determined to let the call go to voice mail. She was glad
she’d changed her mind. Ari’s immediate apology wiped away the anger and hurt
that had plagued her since yesterday. Pam never apologized for her behavior,
even under the worst circumstances. She was wrong to compare Ari to her ex.
They were nothing alike, and she knew Ari was under a lot of stress that day at
the pool. She’d acted totally out of character from their earlier interactions.


Maybe this
will work out after all. She hoped it would, for both their sakes.
The longer she stayed with the girls, the more she felt stuck—unable or
unwilling to take the plunge and move forward with her life. It had been more
than six years since she’d lived alone. She almost couldn’t remember how it
felt to come and go as she pleased without thinking about another person’s
feelings.


She pulled her gym bag from the closet and threw on a pair of
jeans and a polo shirt. She had a couple of hours to kill. Nervous energy
coursed through her. She thought about what Master Jin had said about focus and
clarity. Meditation would help. As would some physical exertion. It was
important she remain objective when she made her final decision about whether
or not to rent Ari’s apartment. 


Chapter Eight

 

 

 


Huntington Drive was a short stroll from Ari’s apartment,
and she used the time to clear her head. Her anticipation grew as she rounded
the corner. She’d only been at the house twice, and both times were before she
owned it. Clutching the bag that contained a tape measure, pad, and pen, she paused
at the bottom of the stairs. The house appeared much larger than when she’d
last seen it.


“It’s a monster,” Ari said out loud before checking to see if
anyone heard her.


She wasn’t looking forward to rambling around in the vacant
building. Standing at the front door, she squared her shoulders. Her hand shook
when she raised the key. The tumble of the heavy mechanism sounded reassuring.
The worry melted away when Ari stepped inside. This was hers. All hers. She could do
whatever she wanted and no one was there to tell her it wouldn’t work. Her
father would most likely never step foot in her home and that was fine. She
didn’t need his approval.


The air was thick with built-up heat. She opened the nearest
windows, picked up a pad and pen, and clipped the tape measure to her belt.
Standing in the middle of the huge kitchen, Ari imagined the space she’d always
dreamt of. A thin layer of dust covered every surface, sparkling in the slanted
sunlight that filtered through the blinds. The original wide-board oak floors
needed refinishing. She began making a list.


The apartment needed some TLC, but she was thankful it was mostly
cosmetic. The first floor would need a bit more work, and she didn’t want to
move anything in without the floors being done.


She hoped all the projects could be completed in a couple of
months. Less if she found the right people at the right price. Maybe Rae could
give her the names of reliable tradespeople. An hour later, her phone alarm
sounded. Hudson would arrive soon.


Ari sat on the top step, inhaling the fresh air. Someone was
cutting grass. The scent brought back fond memories of long-ago summers. The
old growth maple trees surrounding the house provided lots of shade from the
heat of the summer sun. In winter, they’d be bare and the house would reap the
benefits. Dappled sunlight fell across the porch. The pattern shifted with the
breeze. The atmosphere felt peaceful. She hoped Hudson would feel it, too.


 


* * *


 


Ari tried not to stare. Hudson’s broad shoulders, strong arms,
and narrow waist made her mouth water; add in Hudson’s deep, sultry voice and
those mesmerizing gray eyes, and her libido skyrocketed. Hudson turned around,
and she snapped back to attention.


“It’s a great apartment. Exactly what I want.” Hudson hesitated
for a minute too long.


Leaning against the counter, Ari crossed her arms in front of
her, trying to hide her nipples as they poked against her shirt. “I hear a
‘but’ in there.” 


Hudson’s frown made her stomach tense.


“I’m sorry, Ari. I’m just not sure I can afford it. I told myself
I’d take on another job if I found the perfect place, but it would mean never
being home, and home is where I’d want to be if I lived here.” Hudson looked
around the kitchen, running her hand over the granite countertop. “If it’s any
consolation I think you’d make a great landlord. Or is it landlady?” Hudson
smiled.


“We could make a deal.”


Hudson’s eyebrow shot up. “What kind of deal?”


“That didn’t come out the way I wanted at all. Again. What I
meant was I could really use the help of a knowledgeable bookkeeper for my
catering business. In exchange, I’d lower your rent to say…six hundred a
month?” Sally had suggested eight fifty. Hiring a bookkeeper would cost her a
couple hundred a month or more.


Hudson mulled it over. 


“It’s a very appealing offer, but what do I do before you start
up the business? It could be a few months before you need me.”


Ari grinned sheepishly. “Do you paint?”


“I’ve done my fair share.”


“You could start up here and then, if you have time, I could
really use your help downstairs.” Ari rambled on. “I’m not very good at the
bu—” She was about to say butch, but Hudson’s glare stopped her short of being
embarrassed by using a label. It was wrong and she needed to stop thinking of
Hudson in those terms. “Buying paint?”


“Nice cover.” Hudson’s smile reached her eyes. Sliding her hands
in the back pocket of her jeans, she looked around one more time. The posture
accentuated her shoulder width and pressed her small, perfectly shaped breasts
against her light blue tank top. 


“Can you show me downstairs before I jump in headfirst?”


“Sure!” Ari headed for the staircase leading to the door that
separated their two spaces. She wasn’t sure how to say what she wanted to
without offending, but she needed their arrangement to be clear up front. “This
is another way out of your apartment in an emergency.”


Hudson placed a hand on her arm. “I would never use it, Ari. Not
unless I didn’t have another choice. I think it’s important we respect each
other’s privacy.”


Relief washed over her. “Thank you for understanding.” I’m so glad I called her.


After the tour, they sat at the vintage kitchen table the
previous owners left behind. Ari did her best not to let her anxiety show.


“So, what do you think?”


Hudson leaned forward. Ari watched deep concentration etch lines
on Hudson’s otherwise smooth face.


“I say yes with some conditions. I’ll paint your place first, but
the rooms need to be empty. I’ll set up your accounting and be your bookkeeper
for the first year. Then you can decide if you want me to stay on or hire
someone else. I have a busy schedule with two jobs, and I practice martial
arts. But I promise you’ll get your money’s worth.”


Nodding her agreement, Hudson went on. “You pay for all the
materials. I’ll let you know if something’s broken. If I can fix it I will. If
I can’t, or you prefer I don’t and you want to hire someone, that’s fine. I’ll
pay you on the first of every month by check, and I’d like a receipt. If you
want me to sign a lease I will. I don’t have wild parties and I don’t do drugs,
unless you consider alcohol a drug. I can give you names for references if you
like, and I can show you my bank account if you want to make sure I have enough
money to make good on my promises.”


Ari couldn’t ignore the pain lying beneath the controlled façade
Hudson showed her.


“Who hurt you so much?”


Hudson’s face contorted and her cheeks flushed. “That obvious,
huh?”


Ari’s heart ached. “I can’t begin to imagine what happened, but I
want you to listen to me. Whatever it was—before this minute, right here, right
now—is history.” She hoped Hudson understood what she meant. “Even though we
got off to a rocky start,” Ari raised her hand in the air and waved it, “and
that would be my fault, I think we can help each other.”


Hudson leaned her head back and looked at the ceiling. “For all
the fancy appliances in here, you think someone could have painted the
ceiling?”


Ari looked up, too. The color that had probably started out as
white was now more like a dingy gray. “Yuck.”


Hudson laughed. “First thing, we check to make sure that vent
works. I’m assuming this was a pre-reno throwback.” 


“I hope so.” Ari checked Hudson’s face once more. She touched
Hudson’s arm and asked, “You okay?”


“Never better,” Hudson said. Ari scowled. 


“Okay, that’s not true, but I’m fine.” Hudson leaned forward. “So
does this mean you accept?”


“You drive a hard bargain. I like that, so it’s a yes. I’ll have
another set of keys made.” She chewed her bottom lip. There were still a ton of
decisions to make and she didn’t know where to start.


“I see the wheels turning. What are you thinking about?” Hudson
asked.


“It’s a little overwhelming. To be honest, I’m no interior
designer and I suck at color schemes. I don’t want to hold you up from getting
started.” She fumbled with the pad to avoid Hudson’s intense stare.


“Would you like to grab a bite to eat and talk about what you
have in mind?”


The offer didn’t sound like a date, but the flutter in her
stomach didn’t agree. She should decline and go home.


“I’d like that.”


 


* * *


 


Hudson stood looking at the grand house. The Victorian had been
pristine in its day and with a little TLC it would be again. The wide
wraparound porch with its spindled railings needed scraping and a fresh coat of
paint, as did the six columns supporting the overhang. The wooden bead board
ceiling looked new, but needed a coat or two of varnish. The flared front steps
were a feature she hadn’t seen in many Victorians, but she liked the way they
led up to the heavy oak door with the beveled glass side panels. And while the
windows weren’t modern vinyl, they were in very good shape. She made a mental
note to test how easy they opened from the inside. The overhead light was
modern rather than vintage. It didn’t fit in with the age of the home. She’d
have to ask Ari about replacing it. She had a feeling some of her ideas weren’t
going to fly. Ari had a stubborn streak. It was one of the many traits Hudson
found appealing about her. She liked her feisty nature. Her biggest hurdle
would be getting Ari to agree on the major design ideas she had for the home.


Home.
That’s what it felt like the minute she stepped inside. Finally. Having a hand
in turning it into a place Ari would be proud of gave her another reason to be
happy. Am I happy?
She hadn’t been happy for a long time. Looking back, even before the breakup,
there’d been something fundamentally off with her relationship. Ari’s ability
to see into her soul touched her. She hadn’t let anyone that far inside her
psyche since before college. Letting her guard down might be a sign of her
readiness to let go of the past and move forward. Moving forward meant leaving
behind the self-pity she’d wallowed in for the last year. In the near future,
she’d have a place to call her own and, if she weren’t mistaken, a new friend
she could rely on.


Things were looking up.


 


* * *


 


Hudson set the bags down and took off her jacket before
straddling the chair across from her roommate.


Jill looked up from the Sunday paper. Her eyebrows knit together
in surprise. “And just where have you been so early? I thought you were still
in bed.”


“I had an errand to run and decided to stop at the bakery.”
Hudson grabbed a napkin and picked out a glazed donut from her bag, then peeled
the lid off her coffee.


“What was so important you were out before daybreak?” Jill asked.
“Or maybe you’re just getting in from a late night?” Jill leaned forward,
eyebrows raised.


Hudson shook her head. She’d never felt comfortable bringing a
woman back to the apartment. Not with the girls being so unpredictable in their
behavior. Sometimes they’d make so much noise she couldn’t sleep. The truth was
she’d only had sex a couple of times since moving in with them, and chose to go
to her hookup’s place. She needed to tell Jill the real reason she’d been to
the home improvement store.


“I found an apartment and I’m going to help with painting and
stuff.” She shrugged as though the news wasn’t a big deal.


The look on Jill’s face told a different story. The pools
shimmering in her eyes made Hudson wish things were different, but it was time.
Past time.


“Don’t make this harder than it already is. You said yourself you
knew I wouldn’t be here forever.”


Jill slumped back. “I just didn’t think it would be so soon.” She
blinked several times and sighed before reaching into a bag and pulling out a
cinnamon bun. “So, when are you leaving?”


Hudson laughed. “Oh, so now you can’t wait to get rid of me?” She
shoved Jill’s arm, almost knocking her off the chair.


They were in fits of laughter when a sleepy-eyed Cathy emerged
from her bedroom. “Hey, what’s going on? I just got to bed and you two are
already having breakfast?”


Hudson gestured to a chair and handed her a donut before she told
her the news. Cathy looked sadder than she’d ever seen her.


Chapter Nine

 

 

 


The sky lightened and cast a myriad of colors across the
glass-like reflection making it easy to see the gathering of water bugs. The
sun welcomed Hudson with its heat as it burned the mist off the river’s
surface. Peace surrounded her. She sat and watched the fish swimming lazily
alongside the kayak. Her
kayak. It had taken a while to find one. Today was the first of many days she
would be spending on one of the nearby lakes, rivers, and streams.


Aside from the dojo, kayaking was her second love. Her paddle cut
through the water with a slow, steady rhythm and her mind wandered to the past
few days. She and Ari had agreed on the preparations for the main floor and the
idea of having something to occupy her otherwise solitary hours excited her.
The awkwardness between them disappeared once they focused their attention on
the house. She couldn’t ignore her growing attraction and was determined to
keep it at bay. There wasn’t any reason to complicate an already strained
friendship. Besides, she wasn’t even sure Ari wanted more than her help with
her business and respect for their living arrangements. She hoped it would be
her last move in Albany for a long time.


 


* * *


 


Hudson’s footfalls echoed in the empty space, reminding her of
the hollow feeling in her heart. “This isn’t the same, so stop,” Hudson said,
talking to herself. 


“What isn’t the same?” Ari leaned against the doorway, concern
creasing her forehead.


Ari’s voice surprised her. Hudson looked down and toed a clump of
dried dirt loose. “Nothing.”


Ari moved over and stood in front of her, forcing Hudson to meet
her gaze. “It didn’t sound like nothing.”


She attempted a reassuring grin. “Just a ghost from the past, but
it’s gone now.”


Ari nodded. “Okay. Just for the record, I’m a good listener if
you want to talk.”


The lump in her throat threatened to choke her. She didn’t want
to use Ari’s concern as a crutch or another excuse to feel sorry for herself.
“Thanks.”


Ari dropped the bags she’d brought on the counter and rubbed her
hands together. “What’s today’s game plan?” 


Hudson wondered if Ari would be excited once she got dirty. She
didn’t appear to be a woman who had experience tackling home projects on a
regular basis. “Spackling, scraping, and a little demo. I went to the home
improvement store this morning and picked up a few sample paints along with a
bunch of charts I’d like you to look at.”


Ari balked. “Ugh…I told you I haven’t got an artistic…”


Hudson held up her hand. “You need to be involved in the color
choices for your home. I need your help.” She crossed her arms over her chest,
making it clear she wasn’t giving in to Ari’s pouting, no matter how cute she
looked.


“Fine. Show me.”


She pulled three small containers from a bag. “The master bedroom
needs the least amount of work, so we’ll start there.” She painted a sample of
each color on the wall and turned to Ari whose mouth was open as she stared at
the choices. She looked between the wall and Ari.


“What?”


“How am I supposed to pick? They’re all so different.” Ari put
her hands on her hips and moved in for a closer look. “Are you sure you want my
input?”


“Depends,” Hudson said.


“On what?”


“On how many times you’re going to make that face.” She made a
circular motion at Ari with her finger, indicating the pursed lips and rolling
eyes.


“Are you always this smooth?” Ari asked.


“Only when I want to make a point.”


“And what point is that?”


“That you can’t get out of making some decisions,” Hudson said.


“I don’t see why you can’t just do whatever. You said you were so
good at design,” Ari huffed in response.


“Well, I’m sure as hell not going to pick your bedroom color for
you.” Hudson didn’t mean to sound frustrated, but if this was an example of
what she was in store for, getting the house ready would take a lot longer than
she first thought.


“Please don’t raise your voice,” Ari said.


Sighing and shaking her head, she leaned against the wall,
determined to come to an agreement on the color. “I’m sorry. It was—never
mind.” She glanced at the choices again. “Okay, tell me what one you don’t
like.”


“I’m not fond of any shade of purple.” Ari pointed to the middle
one.


“That’s not purple. It’s gray.” Hudson leaned next to the sample
and blinked. “Like my eyes.”


“Funny, but it still looks purple to me.”


They weren’t making much headway, so she conceded. “Okay. No
purple. Do you like one more than the other?” The left sample was a honey tone
and the right a deep sage.


Chewing her lip, Ari shrugged. “I suck at this.” She didn’t sound
upset, just resigned. “I like them both.”


“So you want me to paint stripes?”


“God, no! That would be hideous,” Ari gasped.


Hudson hadn’t been serious, but Ari wasn’t getting the hint that
they needed to move on and decided to try a different approach. “How do you
want your bedroom to feel?”


Ari rested her hands on her hips. “That’s ridiculous. A room
doesn’t have hands.”


She pulled her hand down over her face. This process was taxing
her nerves. “No, no. I mean do you want it calming, energized, fun? 


“Unless you plan on putting a merry-go-round in there, I don’t
think it can be fun, do you?”


Hudson had all she could do to refrain from giving her a
sarcastic remark. Yes, she did think a bedroom could be fun, depending on what
she was doing and with whom. Instead, she rolled her eyes. “What color is your
bedding?”


“Yellow and white flowers on a tan background.”


“Perfect. Then the green will work.”


Ari uncrossed her arms and then tapped her chin with a finger.


“Problem?”


“Just trying to visualize.”


Hudson wished she had a box of crayons so she could draw it for
Ari. Maybe Ari didn’t see her sense of humor. Maybe Ari didn’t know she was
attempting to be funny and silently sighed.


“Do you want to stop?”


Ari dropped her hands to her side. “No.”


“Good. The master bathroom’s next.” The samples were already on
the wall and she was glad she’d only picked two. Ari could only stall for so
long in choosing one. She waved at the wall. With only a small window in the
room, she wanted to keep it light. The white tiles helped.


“Left. I really like the left one,” Ari said with enthusiasm,
pointing to a lighter shade of the honey she’d seen as a bedroom color option.


“Nice choice. You can connect the two rooms by adding green
accessories in here like towels and rugs.”


Ari’s face beamed and Hudson’s earlier frustration faded away.
She needed to remember this was Ari’s first home. She had to be patient. Ari
wasn’t deliberately difficult. True to her word of wanting to help, Ari
spackled holes and scraped loose paint while Hudson put two coats on the master
bedroom and bathroom ceilings. When she finally took a break, Ari had a spread
of food waiting in the kitchen. Her stomach rumbled in response. All she’d had
for breakfast was juice and a power bar.


“I didn’t know what you’d like, so I got a bunch of stuff.” Ari
waved at the items on the table. “I cleaned the refrigerator the other day and
stocked it with drinks. I’m going to replace it with a bigger one, but since
it’s new, I may put it in the garage for extra storage.” She sat and handed
Hudson a paper plate. “Dig in.”


Hudson took a small portion of each salad and made a sandwich,
then went to the fridge. She grabbed a bottle of water and looked over her
shoulder, catching Ari’s pointed stare.


“Want anything?”


She knew Ari had been watching her backside from the way she
blushed.


“Iced tea.” Ari focused on her plate and began to scoop without
paying attention.


Hudson set down the tea and looked at Ari’s plate. “Wow. You must
have really worked up an appetite.”


Ari’s plate was heaped with piles of potato salad and macaroni
and cheese. She confessed. “I wasn’t paying attention.”


Leaning back, Hudson waited until Ari looked up. “Do I make you
nervous?”


Ari froze with her fork poised in the air. “Not nervous.” She
took a breath and met Hudson’s questioning stare. “I feel different around
you.” She laughed. “And clumsy.” 


Hudson chortled. “No offense, but I have to agree with you
there.”


“None taken.” 


“Do I have food on my face?” Hudson wiped at the corners of her
mouth, where Ari had been staring.


“No, no. You’re fine.” 


They ate in companionable silence until she was full. Hudson
pushed away her plate and took a drink. “Where did you go? It looked like you
were a million miles away.”


Ari stared at her food, no longer eating. “I was just thinking
about everything we’ve planned to get done in such a short time.” 


Hudson took Ari’s hand in hers. “You can count on me to help you
get there. You know that, right?”


Ari seemed to be daydreaming again. “I…” she rasped. “I do know
and I’m grateful, but the onus is still on me.” She slipped her hand from under
Hudson’s.


“Just so it’s clear I’m not going to bail on you.” Hudson tossed
their plates in the garbage and began picking up containers.


Ari jumped up. “Here. Let me do this. You go start whatever’s
next, and I’ll join you in a few.” She practically pushed her out of the way. 


Hudson snapped the lid on the salad container and stood back.
“Okay.”


Ari kept her eyes downcast. “Now shoo.”


Hudson headed down the hall and called over her shoulder. “Thanks
for lunch. It was delicious.”



 


* * *


 


Hudson moved the drop cloth, poured paint into a plastic cup, and
tried to make sense of the last half hour. Ari was nervous around her. Had been
since their first meeting. Today it was even more evident. Ari had been staring
at her and blushed when she’d been caught. Maybe Hudson wasn’t the only one
fantasizing. Ego get in
the way much? They’d agreed to be friends and nothing more. Then why do I get the feeling
there’s more to the story? 


She didn’t want to think about other possibilities. She
remembered the panic attack she had when she’d looked that way at another
woman. Maybe that’s what was so disconcerting. Ari didn’t make her panic. She
made her feel—good. It was time to focus her attention away from Ari, at least
for the time being.


Light streamed into the room through the wavy panes of original
glass, adding to the existing charm. The molding and doorframes were also
original, and she admired them all the more for having been left unpainted. Ari
had told her the house was built in the early 1920s, although the exact date
seemed to be sketchy. She had a good feeling about the integrity of the
structure. It had solid bones, built on a solid foundation. Just like the start
of any good relationship. Jesus.
I really need to get back to reality. She shook her head and looked
up. 


Hudson checked the ceilings and formed a game plan. She wanted to
finish both today and hoped Ari would stick around long enough to talk about
the biggest project—the kitchen. She didn’t know if she could take it on solo,
but since they hadn’t discussed the details she wasn’t sure what it would
entail. In the meantime, she had plenty of other rooms to occupy her time.


Chapter Ten

 

 

 


With her roommates in class, Hudson didn’t have to share the
contents of the care package she’d received from her mothers. She blew across
her spoon and savored the flavor of the rich broth and tender meat. She missed
home-cooked meals almost as much as she missed them, and thought about her
earlier phone call.


“Hello.”


The voice on the other end always made her happy. “Hi, Momma. How
are you?”


“Hudson! I thought you’d been kidnapped or something. Between you
and your brother, I’m at my wits end most of the time.”


Momma G. loved to tease. It was an old game they played. “It
hasn’t been that
long. I didn’t mean to make you worry.”


“How are you doing?”


“I’m okay,” she said. “I wanted to let you know I found an
apartment.” 


“Oh, honey, that’s great news. When do you move?” 


“It’s kind of complicated. I’m helping with the painting and
stuff, so it will be a month or two.” 


“With everything else on your plate, do you have time for that?” 


Hudson thought of how much Ari depended on her. It was an honor
to have her trust and she wouldn’t take it lightly. “It’s doable. The landlord
and I have worked out a deal on the rent. It’s exactly what I was looking for.
I’ll finally have a place to call my own.”


She heard her mother puttering in the kitchen. It was another
familiar sound that brought comfort she hadn’t realized she needed. Or maybe
she did and was the real reason behind her call. She missed her parents.


“You’ll work it out. You always do.” Momma G. paused for a beat.
“There’s something else going on.”


“How do you do that?”


“Do what?”


“Know something’s up even when you can’t see my face,” Hudson
said.


“I’m your mother. I sure as hell better know when something is
going on in my daughter’s life. Talk to me, honey.”


Hudson leaned back on the couch, not sure where to begin. “How do
you and Mom manage to be so…happy? After all these years, how does it still
work?” No, that wasn’t quite it. “How did you find love?” She heard the wooden
chair scrape across the floor.


“I don’t think love is something you find, baby girl. I think
love finds you.
When I first met Dale, I thought she was the most stubborn woman alive. Still
do. But I also couldn’t stay away. Something deep inside gnawed at me whenever
I was around her. That, and the fact she just didn’t take no for an answer had
a lot to do with it.” She chuckled. “I finally gave in and we went on our first
date. And then there was another, and another. I could feel the heat between
us, despite her little quirks that made me crazy. I couldn’t stay away because
there were so many times Dale amazed me. Not just by what she said, but what
she did.” 


The gentle tone of her mother’s voice told her everything she
needed to hear. Mom D. had found a place in Momma G.’s heart and there wasn’t
anything she could do but go with it. It sounded familiar, but it still scared
the shit out of her.


“Hudson?” 


“Hmm?”


“You’ll know, honey. There won’t be a doubt in your mind because
no matter what your head tells you, you won’t be able to convince your heart it
isn’t love.”


“Thanks, Momma.”


“I hope I helped a little. Love isn’t easy to explain and it never
fits in a box, but it’s definitely a gift.” 


“I’ll try to remember that.” Despite the turmoil she was feeling
about Ari, at least now she could try to let things between them work itself
out.


“You take care of you. Okay?” 


“Yes, Momma, I will. Is Mom home?” She couldn’t talk to one and
not the other without landing in a world of trouble.


“No. She’s running around delivering vegetables to friends. Why
she insists on planting so much I’ll never know. We can’t eat half of what’s
grown before it rots. I told her I’m not spending another weekend canning. You
know her. She smiles and nods, saying ‘Okay, okay,’ just to keep the peace. I
love her most of the time, but every once in a while…”


“You want to strangle her?” Hudson asked.


“Yep. You might get an early inheritance if she keeps this up.”


“Momma!”


Her mother’s infectious laughter closed the distance between
them. “You wait and see. Anywho, I’ll tell her you called and fill her in.
Don’t make it so long next time.”


“Okay, Momma, I promise. I love you both.”


“I love you, too. Ta-ta.”


 


* * *


 


Ari’s master suite was finished, and while the rest of the flat
was in disarray, at least she could bring some of her things home. Hudson had
put in long hours over the last week. Ari was off on Thursday and wanted to see
how much progress had been made. She would text Hudson to ask what projects she
could do on her own. At nine o’clock there was little activity in the
neighborhood aside from the occasional walkers. She pulled into the driveway
and found lights blazing inside. Parking beside Hudson’s vehicle, she shook her
head. Doesn’t this woman
ever sleep?


“Hudson?” she called out.


“In the living room.”


Ari crossed her arms over her chest and leaned against the
archway. Hudson stood on the stepladder. She watched the steady flex and
contraction of her muscles as she painted the trim near the ceiling. The
masterpiece of Hudson in action was a sight to behold. She ignored the ensuing
throb even though she craved more.


“What are you doing?” she asked. 


Hudson stepped down and beamed mischievously at her. “Painting.”


She pushed off and shook her head. “I can see that. What are you
doing here so late?”


“What time is it?” Hudson asked.


Ari checked her watch. “After nine.”


“Oh.” Hudson shrugged. “It’s not that late. I wanted to get this
done so I can do the walls tomorrow night.” She moved the drop cloth and ladder
before pouring more paint.


“You can’t keep this pace up,” she said. Hudson was in good
physical shape, but even athletes had their limits, and she worried she was
pushing herself beyond her breaking point.


Hudson crossed the room. “I appreciate your concern, but I’m
fine.” She picked up a water bottle and took a long drink. “We made a deal and
I intend to keep my end of it.”


“And killing yourself in the process won’t do either of us any
good. Not only would I have an unfinished home, but I’d have to find a new
tenant.” She took a step closer meaning to take the rag from Hudson’s hand to
wipe paint from her cheek. Her line of vision fell to her glistening lips, full
and flush with color. The breath froze in her chest. I want to kiss those lips. She faltered,
afraid if she went with her gut the consequences would be devastating for them
both. Blinking hard, she looked into Hudson’s eyes. They were full of emotion,
their swirling depths unreadable. She lost herself and forgot everything else.
A gentle shake brought her back.


“Are you okay?” Hudson asked. Her brow furrowed in concern. She
grabbed a chair and guided Ari to it. “Sit down.”


Ari let out a shaky breath. “I’m fine. I might have forgotten to
eat dinner.” Hudson shoved a bottle of juice in her hand.


“Seriously? And you’re worried about me?” Hudson fisted her hands
on her hips. “You stay right there and drink that. I need to finish and then
we’re getting food.”


“That’s not…” Ari began. Hudson’s fingertips pressed against her
lips.


“Yes, it is. No argument. Okay?”


The simple touch sent an electric current through her and landed
low in her belly. Hudson’s determination made her sexier than she thought
possible. Stop it. You’re
going to make yourself crazy if you keep this up. She sat back and
put up her hand in a show of surrender.


“Fine, but I’m buying.”


 


* * *


 


The diner was a fifties throwback and a popular spot for locals.
It was after ten by the time they arrived and only a few booths were occupied.


“Do you trust me?” Hudson asked as she munched on fries.


Ari’s head snapped up. “What?”


She relaxed against the booth. “You heard me. Do you trust me?”


“I don’t really see how that has anything to do with my eating
habits.” Ari moved the food around on her plate before looking up again. “Yes.
I trust you. Why?”


“Then why are you checking up on me?” 


“It has nothing to do with trust. I’m off Thursday and you need a
break. I haven’t contributed much and I’m feeling guilty.” 


The realization Ari felt she was lacking hit Hudson head on.
Forgetting to eat was a sure sign she had a lot on her mind. Hudson knew her
limits. Ari was just discovering hers.


“I can handle the workload.” 


Ari folded her hands on the table. “I’ve got so much happening in
my head and…” She sucked in air when her voice cracked.


If they were home, Hudson would have hugged Ari, reassuring her
she didn’t have anything to feel guilty about. Instead, she reached across the
table and touched her arm.


“Everything will work out. We’re in this together.” The contact
felt right. No,
her inner voice screamed a warning. Not
again. Reluctantly, she pulled her hand back.


“We should both take the day off.”


Ari met her gaze. “There isn’t time.”


“Sure there is. You could use a break and so could my shoulders.”
Ari looked doubtful. 


“I’ve got a proposition for you.”


Ari laughed. “I’m sure you do.” She set her elbows on the table
and rested her chin in her hands. “Let me hear it.”


Chapter Eleven

 

 

 


Ari stood in front of her meager closet. What the hell am I supposed to
wear? Hudson told her to dress in comfortable shorts and a T-shirt,
and to bring a change of clothes. She tossed a pair of capris, a sleeveless
blouse, and a sweater into a canvas bag. Did she need toiletries or a brush? Stop overthinking. This
wasn’t like a date. Was it? No. Hudson made it clear they were going to do
something fun and relaxing, and that it wouldn’t cost her a penny. She checked
her clothes in the mirror before looking at her feet. Sandals would be better
with capris than athletic shoes. She added them to the bag before grabbing her
keys and phone. Hudson would be there any minute. Yeah, it feels like a date. The thought of
an actual date made her pulse race. She’d come so close to kissing Hudson and
didn’t know how much longer she could resist the temptation. Her lips looked so
inviting. Full and sensuous. Closing her eyes, she pictured when their faces
came closer and closer, until finally…


The doorbell startled her. Ari laughed at her foolishness and
rushed to open it.


“Hi.” Hudson stood awkwardly and looked over Ari’s shoulder at
the inside of her apartment. This was the first time Hudson was seeing where
she lived.


“Ready to go?” Hudson asked.


“Give me a minute. I have to use the restroom.” Hudson stood at
the threshold and shifted her feet. Where
are my manners? “Come on in.” She backed away, afraid to get too
close, then hurried to the bathroom. Geez,
get a grip before she thinks you’re a total psycho. She leaned on
the sink and took a couple of deep breaths.


“You can do this,” she whispered at her reflection.


 


* * *


 


The morning air held the promise of a hot summer day, and
although it was in the low seventies, the humidity was already building. A few
wispy clouds lightened the azure expanse. Hudson turned the key and the engine
roared to life. 


“So where are we going?” Ari settled in the seat and turned to
face her.


“It’s a surprise. Do you like surprises?”


Ari opened her mouth before closing it again and staring straight
ahead. 


Hudson thought she wasn’t going to answer. 


“I don’t know. The only surprises I’ve ever had weren’t very
nice.” Ari glanced in her direction.


She saw sadness contort Ari’s face into a painful mask. “I hope
you think this is a nice one.” 


Ari nodded and turned back to the window. 


It seemed as though Ari was lost in a memory. Hudson didn’t mind
the silence. There were times in her life when she needed to process her
feelings, and that’s what Ari looked like she was doing.


The bumpy road dipped and climbed as it wound around a sloping
hillside. There was barely room for two cars to pass each other, and it forced
vehicles to go slow. The destination was well worth the risk. She loved the
area for having so much natural beauty close to where she lived. Hudson Cove
had become one of her favorites; after all, it shared her name. Her parents had
traveled along the Hudson River during a vacation before she’d been born.
They’d loved the beauty of the area so much they thought it would be a perfect
name for their child. She was glad it was a short drive and was looking forward
to sharing the special location with Ari. She guessed Ari hadn’t been there
before, making the trip even more memorable. After taking a sharp right, she
maneuvered the SUV down a short, steep road before it leveled out. She caught
Ari sitting forward, her eyes wide with wonder, and pulled into a shaded
parking space.


“Here we are.” Hudson gazed out over the picnic area to the
river.


“It’s beautiful.” Ari got out without waiting for her. 


Hudson leaned a hip against the vehicle and slid her sunglasses
up on her head. “This is one of my favorite places to kayak.” She pointed to
the boat launch area.


“I’ve never kayaked.” Uncertainty tinged Ari’s voice.


“We aren’t kayaking today, but if you’d like to we can plan it
for another time.” Hudson tried to put Ari at ease. “I reserved a canoe for a
few hours. Bring whatever you need and we’ll head down.” She grabbed a small
cooler and a backpack from the hatch, locked the doors, and tucked her keys
into a waterproof pocket. Ari put on a baseball cap, her long ponytail pulled
through the back. She looked adorable.


“All set?”


“I guess. I’m probably going to crisp up out there.”


“I’ve got sunscreen. Let’s put it on here.” Hudson smeared some
on her face, arms, and legs, then handed it to Ari.


Ari slathered what she could reach, but she missed some of her
back and the backs of her arms. 


“Let me help.” Hudson held her hand out for some lotion, and Ari
held up her ponytail as she rubbed it on the unprotected areas. The feel of
Ari’s skin, smooth and soft, made her ache for more. She was grateful her sunglasses
hid her eyes.


“Okay.”


“You missed a couple of spots,” Ari said.


Ari’s fingertips were slightly rough, sending Hudson’s senses
into overload. She longed to feel Ari’s caresses elsewhere.


“Okay. I think you’re good.” Ari handed back the tube.


Hudson led the way to a dark green shack that served as the
rental booth, evident by the quirky hand-painted sign hanging above the only
window. A faded life jacket hung from the side door and a cracked wooden oar
posted the prices. 


“Hey, Sam. How’s business today?” She took three twenties out of
her pocket and handed them through the window.


“Busy on a beautiful day like today.” Sam looked around her to
where Ari stood. “I see you brought company. Wondered why you were canoeing.”


Hudson stepped back. “Sam, I’d like you to meet Ari. Ari, this is
Sam.”


“Nice to meet ya, Miss. Water’s been the calmest I’ve seen it in
a while. Probably means a storm’s brewing.” Sam chuckled, then opened the door
and handed out paddles and life vests. “You two enjoy it out there.”


“We will,” Ari said. She took the paddles and followed Hudson
down to the beach where several canoes and a few kayaks leaned against the
rocks.


“He seems nice.”


She picked out a canoe, flipped it over, and hefted it overhead.
“I met him shortly after I moved here.” She set it down at the edge of the
water and took the paddles, sliding them inside. “Here, give me your hand.”
Once Ari was settled, Hudson handed her the supplies and pushed the canoe into
the shallow water before climbing in. The canoe drifted around while she put on
a baseball cap.


“Ready to paddle?”


Ari looked over the edge of the canoe. “I guess.”


She laughed at Ari’s apprehension. “Just relax and enjoy the
scenery.” She dug her paddle in and pushed them away from the shore.


 


* * *


 


Once Hudson had reassured her the chances of capsizing were slim,
Ari began to enjoy the idea of a canoe outing. She turned her face to the sun,
basking in its warmth. This
must be how it feels to relax. She saw a lizard sunning on a rock.
It probably felt much the same as she did, without a care in the world. Hudson
shared some of the river’s history. She was a wonderful guide and pointed out a
majestic bald eagle perched on deadfall near the river’s edge. Baby ducks
trailed behind an alert parent. 


A fish jumped so closely to the canoe she almost dropped her
paddle. 


Hudson laughed at her reaction and a beautiful smile beamed from
under the brim of her cap. Perspiration trickled down Hudson’s face and fell on
her yellow ribbed tank top. The spot continued to grow and threatened to darken
the area surrounding her nipple. Ari cleared her throat several times to shake
off the effects.


Hudson pulled in her paddle and turned on the seat to face Ari
like she’d done it a million times. The canoe barely rocked. She reached into
the cooler and pulled out a bottle of water, handed it to Ari, then grabbed
another.


Ari cracked the seal. The noise disturbed the quiet. The cold
liquid bathed her parched throat, giving relief. She pressed the bottle to the
bare skin of her neck and closed her eyes. Her mind wandered. She fantasized
about Hudson’s mouth bathing her neck in soft, wet kisses and licking Ari’s
sensitive spots with her tongue. Hudson’s voice whispered in her ear.


“Ari?”


She inhaled the heat against her cheek. The tingle tightened her
skin and her nipples reacted. “Mmm,” she moaned.


“Ari?” 


Hudson’s voice became louder and the fantasy ended. She opened
her eyes to find Hudson staring at her, concern wrinkling her forehead.


“Are you okay?” Hudson asked.


She pulled her cap lower to hide her eyes and her embarrassment.
“Sorry,” she mumbled before taking another swallow. Her imagination had gotten
the best of her.


“I think we should head back.”


Ari raised her gaze to meet beguiling eyes. “No!”


“I don’t want you to get heat exhaustion.”


“I’m okay. I was just thirsty. I should have gotten this sooner.”
She held up the bottle of water before finishing it off. She was going to ask
Hudson to tell her more about the river, but another trickle of perspiration
traveled along the contours of Hudson’s neck before it disappeared. Their eyes
met. This time Hudson’s mouth quirked into a one-sided grin. Christ. Busted. Again.


Hudson slowly raised her bottle to her full lips and turned her
face away. Ari was fascinated by the contraction and release of muscles in her
neck and throat as she drank. She never knew swallowing could be such a
turn-on. The moisture gathered between her thighs was joined by liquid heat
spilling from her clenched center. 


Ari pointed to a cluster of river birch trees with branches
hanging over the water. “Can we head into the shade for a few minutes?”


“That’s a great idea.” 


They reached the area and Hudson pulled out two square pink
envelopes from the backpack. She emptied the powder from one into another bottle
and shook it vigorously. Hudson’s breasts moved with the motion, and Ari fought
to control her raging libido.


“Here you go.”


Ari wrinkled her nose. “What is it?” 


“Electrolyte replacement,” Hudson said as she fixed one for
herself. “It’s pink lemonade flavored.” She took a drink and rummaged again.
“Do you like peanut butter?”


She took a sip. It wasn’t too bad. “Sure. Who doesn’t?”


Hudson handed her a pack of crackers with peanut butter.
“Protein.” She looked down the river in the direction they’d started from.
“We’ve got another hour of paddling to get back. We could probably make it
faster, but I’m not a fan of muscle fatigue.” She held up her crackers as she
tucked the water bottle between her thighs and tore open the package.


The stories
those thighs could tell. They ate in comfortable silence.


“Are you relaxed?”


Why does
she keep asking me things? “Absolutely. This was a great idea.” Ari
placed her empty wrapper in Hudson’s outstretched hand. Their fingers brushed.
Their eyes locked. The heat in her cheeks had nothing to do with the sun. 


“In case I forget to tell you later, I’ve had a wonderful time.”


 


* * *


 


Their time together was over too soon. Ari’s chest tightened as
they neared the shore.


Hudson looked over her shoulder. “We can come again. If we stayed
any longer, we’d both be lobsters.”


She glanced at the sun, guessing they’d been on the water three or
four hours. “Okay.” Ari paddled along. She’d been surprised how fast she caught
on to canoeing. Given Hudson’s paddling lesson, she understood why the children
at the Y were so enthusiastic. 


Earlier in the day, Hudson had set her paddle in the hull and
moved to the center seat. The boat rocked a little, and Ari had gasped, holding
on to the sides.


“I promise you won’t get wet,” Hudson had said.


Too late.
Ari had nodded, unsure if she should believe her. 


“Take my hand.” 


She reached and kept her eyes locked with Hudson’s. 


“Now, stay low and swing around to sit here.” Hudson patted the
space she’d created on her seat.


Ari’s forehead tightened and she glanced over the side. “I don’t
think I can.”


“Sure, you can. Look at me and don’t think about what you’re
doing. Just do it,” Hudson assured her. 


She definitely wanted to do it. God
help me. Here goes nothing. Ari listened to Hudson’s voice. Before
she knew it, she was leaning back against Hudson’s body with her arms wrapped
around Ari’s trembling waist. 


“See. That wasn’t so bad, was it?”


Hudson’s body was a mixture of hard muscle and subtle curves, and
it took her breath away. She couldn’t talk. 


Hudson picked up a paddle and held it in front of them.


“The timing of our strokes needs to be the same even though
they’re happening on opposite sides.” 


Ari bit her lip to stifle a groan. Does she have any clue what she’s doing to me?



Hudson wrapped her hands around Ari’s. “Lift when you breathe in,
dip when you breathe out.” Ari savored the physical contact. Hudson’s breasts
pressed against her back, her hard nipples drawing patterns against her skin as
they moved together. She’d never been this intimate with anyone without having
sex. Hudson reminded her to breathe. 


“Ready to give it another try?” Hudson had asked.


“Okay.”


They’d moved back to their original positions.


Hudson lifted her paddle. “All set to go?”


Ari watched the smooth, prominent muscles along Hudson’s back.
“Yes.” I’d go anywhere
you lead.


The canoe ran aground.


Hudson jumped out and pulled the front of the canoe farther onto
the shore. “Are you hungry?”


Ari hadn’t thought about it, but her stomach rumbled in response.
Breakfast had been a cup of yogurt, and the crackers hadn’t done much to fill
her. “Yes.”


“Good.”


“Does that mean you’re going to feed me, too?” Ari handed off
their gear and stepped on the sandy beach. They dragged the craft up to the
rocks and flipped it over.


Hudson pulled off her sunglasses, wiped the sweat from her brow,
and met her gaze. The gray hue shifted to a deep slate. Ari thought she saw a
flash of desire before Hudson slid the sunglasses back in place. She’d seen the
same thing in a few of her previous sex partners’ eyes, although she never
really understood how just looking at someone could cause the reaction until now.



“Maybe it’s another surprise.” Hudson slung the backpack over her
shoulder, then picked up the life vests and cooler before starting up the
incline.


Ari hurried to catch up. “I don’t know if my heart can take
another surprise.” 


Hudson turned around. “I think your heart is fine.” For a brief
instant, she thought Hudson was going to kiss her, then the moment was gone and
Hudson kept going. 


Her heart pounded from the almost kiss. Maybe she’d been wrong,
but she didn’t think so. Now
who’s sending mixed signals? Hudson disappeared around the tall
mound of ornamental grass.


“Hudson!” Ari’s tone was laced with annoyance. “Why are you
running?”


Hudson stood waiting. “I just wanted to see if your heart could
take it.” 


Ari held the paddles in one hand, the other on her hip. “You
think you’re so funny.”


“You said it, not me.” Hudson snorted and headed for the shack.


 


* * *


 


Hudson rummaged in the back of the car and emerged with Ari’s bag
and a canvas tote.


“Where are we going?” 


Hudson pointed to a large block building. “That’s the shower
house. We can clean up and change before we eat.”


“I don’t have a towel or toiletries.”


“I brought enough for both of us.” Hudson winked at her and held
up the tote.


“How much stuff do you have in there?” Ari looked in the cargo
area.


She closed the hatch. “You’ll just have to wait to see.”


Ari put her clean clothes on one of the wooden benches and looked
around. “There’s no curtains,” she said, her hands on her hips. 


Hudson looked around. “There’s no one else here.”


Ari pursed her lips. “There might be.” 


She threw her hands up and strode to the other end. “Not a soul.”
She moved next to Ari. “Believe me now?” 


“It’s not that I didn’t believe you before.”


Hudson didn’t understand what the big deal was. Locker rooms were
second homes for her. Regardless if Ari showered or not, she was a sweaty mess.
There was muck from the shore between her toes, and sand and bits of grass
drying on her hands and legs. She couldn’t wait to get her clothes off.


 


* * *


 


Hudson undressed, revealing her sports bra and hi-cut briefs.
Moisture coated her neck and arms. Ari’s gaze moved lower. She’s got a fucking six-pack.



Even knowing Hudson was fit didn’t prepare her for the barely
covered body she was seeing. The tank top she’d shed had hidden the beauty
beneath. When she moved, her back was a symphony of flowing muscles and
tendons. Her thighs were solid, bulging and flexing in the most delicious way,
and she imagined her head between them. Hudson looked good enough to eat and
she wanted to savor the taste of her. She wanted to know if Hudson’s bronzed
skin was as smooth as it looked. She didn’t trust her legs to move away. 


Hudson stepped closer, her fingertips trailing Ari’s arm as she
spoke. “I didn’t know you’d be uncomfortable with me here. I can stand
outside.”


She shook her head. “It’s not you. It’s just…” She glanced back
at the door.


“Did something happen?”


Ari stood taller and squared her shoulders. She was acting like a
child. She gave a short laugh to relieve the tension she felt. “Nothing aside
from some locker room teasing in high school. I was rather chubby.”


Hudson picked up her hand and guided her in a slow spin. “Looking
at you now I’d find that hard to believe.”


Her cheeks felt warm. The sincerity in Hudson’s voice gave her a
boost of confidence. 


“Thank you.”


“You go shower and I’ll stand guard.”


Relief washed over her. “You don’t mind?” She grabbed the tote
and rushed to the last stall. “Thank you, thank you,” she called over her
shoulder. 


 


* * *


 


Hudson sat waiting for her turn. Ari’s discomfort bothered her.
The water came on and Ari poked her head out.


“I’ll be quick,” she said before disappearing into the cubical. 


Hudson snorted. She’d been naked in locker rooms for so long she
never gave it a thought. She rested her chin in her hands. It had been a good
day so far. 


“Hudson?”


“All clear.”


“I forgot my clothes,” Ari called out. “Would you bring them to
me?”


She really
is shy. I wonder if she’s that shy in the bedroom. Shaking her head
at her wayward thoughts, Hudson picked up the folded stack from the bench.


“Here you go.” She tried not to stare at Ari’s long, lean legs
and the edge of the towel that barely covered her chest. Even with it snugged
around Ari’s body, she could tell the breasts beneath would more than fill her
hand. Her vision traveled upward to admire the slender neck and plump, pouty
lips. Kissable lips. Ari cleared her throat, and Hudson remembered the clothes
in her hands before she set them on a shelf next to the shower.


“Thank you. I don’t know what I was thinking.”


“How fast you could shower before someone else came in would be
my guess.” Hudson smiled.


“Ha, ha.” Ari held out the bag and the tucked edge of the towel
slipped. She caught it just before it opened all the way and their eyes met.
Hudson got a glance of a creamy hip. Ari flushed a lovely shade of pink.


 


* * *


 


Ari sat in the passenger seat and wished their time together
wasn’t ending. “Thank you for a wonderful day.” 


Hudson turned sideways. “You’re welcome. It was nice to take a
break from the house.” She reached across the console and took Ari’s hand in
hers. The gesture felt natural. “I enjoyed spending it with you.”


Neither had mentioned the word date. They’d sat at a picnic table
and shared a quiet meal, while enjoying the shaded warmth under river birch and
box elders. Hudson had packed an array of fruits, cheeses, meats, and a
baguette, along with a crisp and fruity bottle of white wine. She hadn’t been
too keen on the shower, but she’d needed it. The day had been otherwise
perfect.


“I’m sorry I made such a fuss over the shower thing.” They laced
fingers, Hudson’s larger hand covering hers.


“Hey. It’s okay. You don’t have to apologize for anything.” She
gave Ari’s hand a squeeze. “Not everyone is comfortable in public settings.”


Ari met her gaze. One side of her mouth lifted. “You mean
strutting around without a care like you do?”


“Yeah, something like that,” Hudson said.


“Well, I guess I should head in.” Her line of vision dropped to
Hudson’s lips before meeting her questioning eyes. If she sat there any longer
she’d do something she’d regret. 


* * *


 


Hudson pulled away from the curb. She had the feeling Ari had
been stalling and almost suggested they go for drinks. You know how that would end.
Nothing good can come from pining over someone who isn’t looking for a
relationship. No. It was better to keep things casual. They’d had
fun and relaxed, which was the whole purpose of their day together. There was
no need to complicate the relationship. After all, they were working on
building a friendship. She could do with a few more friends and it sounded like
Ari could, too.


But then, there was her body’s reaction to seeing Ari nearly
naked. It didn’t mean she wanted to sleep with her, though. Ari was attractive
and she would have thought something wrong if she hadn’t felt a pang of desire.
If she didn’t know better, she’d have bet Ari was fighting feelings of her own,
but it was likely just the stress of the house and business. She was more
determined than ever to do everything she could to help Ari realize her
potential.


Chapter Twelve

 

 

 


Ari dropped to the couch in a heap. Between the sun and the
fresh air, she was exhausted. The day had been better than she could have
imagined. Hudson was right in challenging her to try something new. She
wondered if Hudson pushed herself in the same way when it came to trying other
experiences. Ari closed her eyes, sinking deeper into the couch. She envisioned
Hudson’s body, reliving the effect it had on her and the times she’d felt the
heat between them. Moments she thought they were going to kiss. So much for anticipation. Obviously,
she’d mistaken Hudson’s intentions. One thing was clear, Hudson was a caring,
warm person, and she enjoyed every time they were together. Whenever Hudson
turned sideways as she paddled, Ari had caught a glimpse of her sexy smile. She
liked how they teased each other, too. She couldn’t remember a time when she’d
been with another woman and felt so relaxed—or turned on. 


Except for when she’d panicked at the shower house. The thought
of being naked in front of Hudson had set her on edge. When Ari almost dropped
her towel, the look in Hudson’s eyes showed longing. The thought of them being
naked together sent electricity coursing through her. She wanted Hudson’s skin
pressed against hers.


In the past, Ari had only thought of a woman’s body when she’d
needed physical release. She’d also been indifferent about dating because she
wasn’t interested in a long-term relationship. No ties. No repeats. Keeping
things simple was the best way to maintain her independence. Sex was a
bothersome necessity. Except when she was around Hudson. Her immediate
attraction had taken her by surprise and thrown her off stride, but she hoped
it went much deeper than Hudson’s outer beauty. She sensed a compassionate,
loving soul resided inside. 


“If only,” she mumbled. As much as she liked Hudson and couldn’t
deny her feelings, she had to step back. This was her time to shine, an
important opportunity to prove to her father she was capable of being a
successful chef. Even if she never spoke to him again, she’d be sure he knew she’d
made it without his support. As for her mom, well, she’d never stood up for
what she believed in, and there was no reason to think her mother would ever
change. No. If she were going to prove her worthiness, it wasn’t going to be
through another person. It was something she had to do on her own. Once the
house was done, she and Hudson wouldn’t spend as much time together, and the
temptation would fade to the background. Although she wasn’t sure that’s where
she wanted Hudson to be.


 


* * *


 


Ari stood back and admired the freshly painted kitchen. Hudson
had been right. The melon color worked. Even in the fading daylight, it felt
warm and inviting. Hudson had recently arranged for a final buffing and
polishing of the hardwood floors. With the white trim and cabinets already
done, the only thing left in the kitchen was the wall plates and lighting
fixtures. 


The guest bathroom was last on their list. She was going to paint
it by herself as a surprise for Hudson. The woman needed a break. She’d been
painting and doing repairs every free minute since the project had started more
than a month ago. Ari hadn’t been there to help as much as she would have
liked, but she did what she could. She’d also made a trip to the city and
emptied out her storage unit, hoping Hudson could incorporate some of what she
already owned into the design. She pressed the speed number.


“Hey, Ari. I’m on my way to the dojo. What’s up?”


“Don’t bother to come to the house tomorrow.” Ari cringed at her
word choice. Why did she have such a hard time saying what she meant in a
kinder way? Maybe it was the rush of adrenaline she felt when she heard the
deep timbre of Hudson’s voice.


“Are you firing me for taking a night off?”


The teasing tone coming through the phone made her laugh.
“Hardly. I mean, I’ve got things covered tomorrow.”


“There’s not a lot left to do. Are you sure?”


“I’ll see you Friday.” She hurried to add, “And remember to have
some fun.”


Ari picked up the paint can labeled GB and carried some supplies down the
hall. Hudson was methodical, labeling every can of paint, piece of furniture,
and accessory. She knew the real reason. There’d been a near mishap when Ari
had picked up what she thought was ceiling white that turned out to be trim
white. Hudson pointed out the difference. It didn’t seem like a big deal at the
time, but having a glossy ceiling would have been horrible.


“Yeah, she’s a keeper,” she said aloud, glad Hudson hadn’t been
there to hear the comment.


 


* * *


 


Hudson looked around admiring the bathroom. “You do nice work.”


“Thank you. I’m not sure if I’m as neat as you, but whatever mess
I made I cleaned up,” Ari laughed.


She took Ari’s hand and gave a squeeze. Their eyes locked. Ari’s
pupils dilated. The irises swirled into a kaleidoscope of colors whenever she
looked at Ari with more emotion than friends would. Hudson’s sex pulsed with
need. She wanted to pull her closer, touch her lips. Kiss her like she’d dreamt
of doing. Ignoring the fire hadn’t been easy. But she couldn’t trust her
instincts. They’d been wrong before and she’d paid too dear a price.


“Thank you for the break. I didn’t realize how much I needed it.”


“You’re welcome.” Ari returned to the kitchen. “When do you think
you’ll be done in here?”


“I can do the lighting and electrical plates tomorrow. That’s all
that’s left. Once you move in, I can touch up whatever needs attention. Just
let me know.”


“I have to work both jobs Monday, then the restaurant Tuesday
night, and both again on Wednesday.” Ari looked miserable. “I guess I’ll finish
packing this weekend.”


“I don’t mind lending a hand with the packing,” Hudson offered.


“No, no. You’ve done enough.” Ari chewed her bottom lip,
something she probably wasn’t aware of. Hudson found it irresistible.


“Once you’re settled in, I’ll concentrate on upstairs.” She was
more than ready to be settled in, too. Her roommates had become sullen and
needy. She didn’t want to have to deal with their moods much longer. There were
times she could barely deal with her own.


Ari stood close and put a hand on her shoulder. It felt warm and
gentle on her bare flesh. Her pulse quickened. “Please don’t wait on my
account. I can get settled by myself.” She sucked on her bottom lip. “Uh, that
is, if you don’t mind lending a hand with a couple of things.”


“See, you do need me.” 


If she didn’t know Hudson was teasing, the comment would have
pissed her off. It brought back unpleasant memories of her father.


Ari had signed up for a few cooking lessons offered through the
high school enrichment program the summer after she graduated. They didn’t make
anything elaborate, but she felt confident when she was in the kitchen. At the
same time, she found her passion. She went home and shared the news with her
parents, excited at the prospect of finding a career she knew she could excel
in. Her father’s total lack of support had hurt.


“You’re supposed to find a way to earn a living. Plan a future
with a husband and children.” He raised his voice, making her flinch. “You
can’t do anything right and you certainly can’t manage on your own.” 


She became angry and blurted she wasn’t looking for a husband
because she was looking for a woman. 


“I’m through with you. I will not have you embarrassing your
mother and me any longer. Don’t count on any money, and don’t bother to come
home unless you come to your senses. And you damned well better not bring any
women with you!” He had slammed his fists on the table and stormed out of the
house without giving her a chance to rationalize with him. 


Later that night, her father had quietly knocked on her bedroom
door, and she had hope of making amends. “I want you out before I get home from
work tomorrow.”


He closed the door and walked out of her life. She and Kara had
borrowed a truck and called a few friends. She took everything that was hers
and moved in with Kara, who had already found an apartment in New York City.
She had nowhere else to go, and Kara hadn’t even asked her what she wanted to
do. It had been the saddest day of her life.


She still felt her heart shatter at the memory. She’d vowed she
would show him. He’d refused to give her any financial support because she had
insisted she could make a living being a chef. To make matters worse, she’d
also revealed she was a lesbian. She’d proven then she didn’t need him and she
didn’t need anyone now. What she did
need was help. She’d softened her independence over the years. Asking for help
didn’t mean she wasn’t self-sufficient, it meant she was human. Now was one of
those times. She pushed down the old habit of denial and swallowed her pride.
She couldn’t lift some of the furniture by herself or carry it up the front
stairs and she did indeed need help.


Ari’s gaze fell to her hand where it rested on Hudson’s wide,
strong-looking shoulder. She felt the muscle twitch and wished she hadn’t. Ari
took a step back and hoped Hudson missed the tremble of her hand.


“Ari?” Hudson asked “For you, I’ll make time.” 


Hudson was captivating. Stop.
She doesn’t want you. You’ll just make a fool of yourself. She
nodded, willing the demons in her head to leave her alone. For the first time
in her life it felt good to need another person. The fact that she was gorgeous
didn’t hurt either.


 


* * *


 


“That’s the last of it,” Hudson said and grabbed bottles of water
from the fridge.


Ari gratefully accepted one from Hudson’s outstretched hand.
“Thanks.” She drank down half the bottle. “Of course, I picked the hottest day
of the year to move.” Ari leveled her gaze on Hudson. Moisture glistened on her
neck and traveled down the center of her chest. Her tattered T-shirt was
soaked. Dark crescents formed under her breasts, and she couldn’t pull her
focus away before noticing Hudson’s nipples pressing against the fabric. Heat
coursed up her neck to her cheeks and their eyes locked. Before she found the
strength to turn away, Hudson wiped her lips with the back of her hand. Ari
glanced down again. The edge of the fabric rose above her navel, revealing the
rippling muscles she remembered from the shower. 


Hudson set the bottle on the counter without breaking eye
contact. “It’s definitely hot.” 


There was no way she was going to trust her voice. She had to
think quickly. She rushed over and slapped at Hudson’s stomach.


“Ow.” Hudson’s hand went to the spot. “What the hell was that
for?”


“Sorry,” she giggled. “I saw a spider crawling on you.”


Hudson looked around on the floor. “I don’t see anything.” She
looked up. “Are you sure you saw a spider?”


Ari bit her lip and nodded. “It was definitely a bug. It had
legs.”


Hudson checked the floor again.


She did a serious hunt of her own. “Well, it was there. It
probably crawled under something.” Hudson stared at her and pursed her lips.
She had all she could do not to laugh at the look on Hudson’s face when she’d
smacked her.


She shrugged. “It’s gone now so you don’t have to worry. I saved
you.” She splayed her hands like she was doing magic.


“Thank you for saving my life. I’m sure I was in mortal danger.”


“Silly, you weren’t in mortal danger unless you’re allergic. My
God, are you allergic? Maybe I should check to make sure it didn’t bite you.”
She moved closer, leaning over while pretending to look for a mark. She was
totally faking concern, since there’d never been a spider, but if she had any
chance of convincing Hudson otherwise, she had to make it look good.


Hudson’s hand slid over her abdomen. “Ari, relax. I’m not
allergic and I’m sure nothing bit me.” She drank the rest of her water and
tossed the bottle into the recycle bin.


Happy to move on to another topic, Ari asked, “Have you picked
colors for upstairs?”


“Yes. That reminds me, I have a receipt for you in my car.”


She rolled her eyes in mock exasperation. “Great.”


Hudson frowned. “I could cover the cost if—”


Ari touched her arm. “I agreed to pay for supplies. I keep my
word. I’m catching on to this teasing thing.”


Hudson looked down and shuffled her feet. “Things change.”
Hudson’s breath caught in her chest. 


Ari squeezed her hand. “Hey, what’s going on?”


She swallowed. “Ghosts.” 


“Must be some pretty relentless ghosts.” Ari nudged her shoulder.
“Let’s go get some fresh air and you can give me that receipt.”


Chapter Thirteen

 

 

 


Hudson wiped the paint splatters from her arms while
admiring her work. All that was left were the faucets in the kitchen and
bathroom, and she could move in. After bagging up used newspaper, paintbrushes,
rollers, and a bunch of other stuff, she headed out to the trash barrels Ari
had bought and stored along the side of the house. A short honk of a car horn
brought her head up. Ari waved out her window as she pulled into the driveway.


“Hi. I didn’t want to scare you by whipping in the driveway,” Ari
said with a mischievous grin. 


“So you thought honking wouldn’t?”


Ari leaned against her car. “Maybe, but at least I wouldn’t be
running you over.”


“True enough.” Hudson scrubbed at a stubborn streak of paint on
the back of her hand with the wet rag. Ari reached out and brushed her cheek.
The unexpected touch made her freeze. As many reasons she found to not allow
her feelings for Ari to surface, she found just as many to stop fighting them.
Ari was smart, funny, beautiful, and ambitious. But it was the last one that
scared her the most. Pam had been ambitious. Stop.
Stop comparing Ari to Pam. It wasn’t fair to Ari and it didn’t do
her any good either. The past, for whatever it was worth, was over. It was
time—past time—to move on. And she would keep telling herself that until she
believed it.


“You missed a spot.” Ari took the rag from her hand and gently
wiped at it. “There. All clean.” 


Hudson knew Ari had a good heart. The only question was if she
dared to trust it. She thought about how vulnerable she was when she took
someone at face value.


“Earth to Hudson?” Ari’s voice interrupted her internal reflection.


“Sorry,” she mumbled.


“It wasn’t those pesky ghosts again, was it? Because if it was, I
would consider doing a cleansing before you move in.”


“It wasn’t ghosts, so we’re good. I was thinking about when I
could bring my things.”


Ari reached into the backseat and pulled out bulging gym bags.
She slung a couple over one shoulder and hefted the others. “Does that mean
it’s done?”


“Pretty much. Just the faucets left to install. I can do them
before I head out.” She reached for a couple of the bags.


“Thanks,” Ari said. “I’d love to see it.”


Hudson dropped the bags just inside the door. “Would you mind
waiting until I’m moved in?” She knew it was silly. Ari was her landlord. But
she wanted Ari to not see just the space, but her things in the space. Right
now, it was an empty shell, reminiscent of her life. This was the fresh start
she’d been searching for and wanted Ari to be a part of it.


“Of course.”


Hudson nodded. “I need to do some shopping. I didn’t bring a lot
with me when…” Her breath caught in her chest. The reason she had next to
nothing was because her ex had kept almost everything they’d purchased
together. The word “ex” was a revelation unto itself. Maybe she really was
moving on since she’d started thinking about Pam as an ex. She shook her head to
clear the images.


“I want some new furniture for my new place.”


“You work hard, Hudson. You deserve nice things in your home.”
Ari grabbed two of her bags and headed to her bedroom.


“Where do you want these?” she asked.


“In the den,” Ari said over her shoulder.


Hudson set the bags on the floor next to the futon. The room had
turned out better than she’d hoped. Ari’s secretary desk looked like it had
been made for the space and the vintage library bookcase was the perfect match.
Light streamed in, casting a soft glow over the oak hardwood floors, and she
was glad she’d had them sanded, stained, and polished.


“The room looks great.”


“It was fun. This is the first time in my life I’ve been able to
do what I wanted.” Ari admired the pictures she’d hung, amazed at how good they
looked. “Would you like to stay for coffee? I made blueberry muffins last
night.”


“You know it’s not fair to coerce me with food. I have no
willpower.”


“Does that mean yes?”


Hudson looked at her watch. “Sure. Let me run up and put in one of
the faucets while the coffee brews, then I won’t feel like I’m goofing off.”


“Honestly? That’s the last thing you have to worry about,” Ari
teased her. When she headed to the back door, she stopped her. “No need to go
around. You can use this door.” Ari pointed to the one connecting the first
floor with the apartment.


“I don’t mind. It’s not an emergency.” She didn’t want Ari to be
concerned about her using it even though she didn’t lock the door at the top of
the stairs. “Give me fifteen.”


 


* * *


 


Ari set her cup down. “I can’t understand why I haven’t gotten
the bill from the floor guys. I need to know how much wiggle room I have.” She
had a budget to stick to, and having outstanding bills made it hard to plan.
When she looked up, Hudson had a guilty expression.


“Uh…yeah, about that. You won’t be seeing one.” Hudson parted her
lips and placed a small piece of muffin in her mouth. She swallowed hard enough
to cause a click. 


“What do you mean?”


“I paid for the final refinishing.” Hudson sat back and pointed
to the plate of muffins. “These are really good.”


“You did what?” Ari asked. Why
would she pay for the floors in my home?


Hudson leaned forward. “It’s my way of showing you how much I
appreciate you offering me the apartment and letting me have my way with
decorating.” She splayed her hands in the air. “Surprise!”


“I thought we had an agreement? Or did you knock yourself in the
head and develop amnesia?”


Hudson smirked. “We did, and we still do. Does that mean I can’t
show my appreciation?”


“No, but…” Ari began.


Hudson’s hand closed over hers. “Please?”


Ari studied the pleading green-tinged gray eyes staring back at
her. Hudson had done so much already she was about to argue the point but, like
her, Hudson didn’t seem the type to take advantage, and she admired her for
that. Hudson squeezed her hand again.


“Okay, for this one time. There better not be another.” She put
her hand over their joined ones. “Promise me?” 


“All good.”


Ari tugged. “Promise?”


“Gee, you drive a hard bargain, woman.” Hudson rolled her eyes.
“Promise.” She glanced at the clock over the sink. “I hate to eat and run, but
I need to finish upstairs before calling it a day.” She took her cup and plate
to the sink, and then turned back, rubbing her stomach. “If you keep inviting
me to sample your cooking I’m going to need to work out more.”


“I doubt it. From what I can tell there’s not an ounce of fat on
you.” Ari cringed. I
can’t believe I said that.


“Good to know my efforts pay off,” Hudson said. She hesitated as
though she wanted to say more. “Enjoy your night, Ari. I’ll see you tomorrow.”


Ari dropped her cup in the sink with such force it was a miracle
it didn’t shatter. She had no excuse for blurting out how she’d checked out
Hudson’s body.


“Not like I haven’t been caught more than once,” she mumbled.


Maybe Hudson knowing she found her attractive wasn’t such a bad
thing. Ari tried to be a good person and considerate of other people’s
feelings. Others told her she was pretty even when she was adamant about her
many flaws. And although she hadn’t done a lot of it since focusing all her
energy on opening her business, she did like to have fun.


For the last six years, she’d been convinced she would never find
the one thing she didn’t have. Love. Her father had stripped away the comfort and
reassurances of his love when she was vulnerable and needed it the most. It had
taken Kara and Chelsea, her two besties, to convince her she could have
everything she wanted in life—including love. She hadn’t given it much thought,
until recently. Love had always been last in the scheme of things. There had
never been anyone like Hudson. She lost all focus whenever they were together
and her libido had a mind of its own. No amount of self-chastising had tempered
her feelings. If it were not for the instances Hudson pulled back, they
probably would have shared more than coffee by now.


Which brought another disturbing point to the forefront. Someone
had hurt Hudson. Deep inside. Enough that she recoiled at the mention of
emotions and relationships. If it was true she was haunted by ghosts from her
past, what kind of a future, if any, did they have? Would Ari be able to prove
she was worth trusting? Did she even want to try?


Ari didn’t want to think about the what-ifs anymore. She wrapped
two of the muffins and put them on a plate. She set them on the side stairs and
hoped Hudson would see them when she left for the night. As she fixed the
coffee pot for morning, she heard her light footfalls overhead. It was
comforting to know there was someone else in the big house, and she was looking
forward to hearing it on a regular basis. She’d only been sleeping in her
bedroom for a few nights, and it was eerily quiet, making her long for sounds
of life. She hadn’t been scared, but the lonely feeling was hard to shake.


It was still early and she knew sleep wouldn’t come easy. She
settled on the couch, her legs tucked under her, and flicked through channels.
The warm breeze from the open windows caressed her skin, and she closed her
eyes. The creaking of stairs brought her out of the trance and she heard a
faint “thank you” before the door shut. The empty space of her heart filled
with tenderness. Whatever lay ahead for them, only time would tell. For now,
she was content with their friendship. She knew how to handle friendships. It
was the only kind of relationship she had experience with. She wasn’t sure she
wanted more.


 


* * *


 


Coffee sloshed over the edge of the mug Ari held. A horrific bang
had shaken the house.


“What in the hell…?” It sounded like it had come from the garage.
She looked out the window. Hudson’s SUV was pulled up near the back door and
the hatch was open.


Shit. I
hope she’s not hurt. Her heart pounded as she scrambled toward the
back door. 


There was Hudson, sitting on a step, wedged between the wall and
a huge dresser that was leaning on her shoulder. 


“Are you okay?”


“Oh, hi. In case I forgot to tell you, it’s moving day.” Hudson
grunted and the dresser tipped a fraction to the right.


“Don’t move. I don’t have renter’s insurance yet, and I’ll be
really pissed if you get hurt.”


Hudson’s chuckle gave her a smidgeon of relief. “What can I do to
help?”


“If you can pull it up a couple inches, I can stand and push it
from here.”


“Hang on.” Ari rushed inside and ran up the apartment stairs,
praying Hudson’s door was unlocked. She almost shouted when it swung in. The
top of the dresser blocked all but a triangle of blue cotton.


“Ari?”


“I’m here.” Ari could hear the desperation in Hudson’s voice.
“Okay. I’ll count to three.” She leaned against the wall for leverage and
grabbed the drawer opening. She had no idea if it was as heavy as it looked,
but she was determined to get the weight off Hudson. “One, two, three.” She
groaned and pulled with everything she had. 


Below her, Hudson let out a moan before the dresser straightened
and then leveled out. “I’ve got it.” Hudson peered around the edge.


“What’s the plan?”


“Can you guide it while I push?” Hudson asked.


Ari adjusted her footing, her arms and back straining from the
odd angle, but she refused to let it slide back down. “Ready when you are.”


It wasn’t long before the dresser rested on the landing. Ari felt
a wave of relief. 


Hudson looked embarrassed. “Thanks. I lost track of how many
steps there were and stumbled.” Her cheeks were flushed. 


Ari’s first concern was Hudson, but she couldn’t check for
injuries with the dresser between them.


“Let’s get this inside.”


“There’s a moving blanket in the kitchen. Can you tuck it under
the edge? I don’t want to scratch the wood floors,” Hudson said.


She folded it on the floor and shoved it under when Hudson tipped
the end of the dresser. They pushed it to the bedroom and stood it upright.
Hudson wiped her face with the edge of her T-shirt, her stomach muscles
heaving. Ari turned her head, afraid she’d give away what she was thinking. She
tapped her fingers on top of the dresser.


“Are you done trying stunts for today?”


Hudson nodded and laughed. The sound of laughter, a pleasant
distraction. She wished she heard it more.


“For today anyway. I wanted to start sleeping here tonight. The
movers are coming tomorrow with the rest from storage.”


Ari stepped closer, her hands running up Hudson’s arms. Muscles
twitched beneath her fingertips. She licked her lips as Hudson’s full mouth
came into view. They looked incredibly soft. Fighting the increasing desire to
touch them, kiss them, and feel them, Ari pushed her away. “Turn around.”


Hudson resisted. “Why?”


“Because the dresser was on your shoulder and I want to be sure
you’re not hurt.”


“I’m fine.”


Ari pursed her lips. 


Sighing, Hudson faced away. Ari lifted the edge of the T-shirt,
looking at Hudson’s back for any signs of trauma. The higher the material rose,
the more skin became exposed. Ari marveled at her finely sculptured back, parts
of which were still hidden under a sports bra. 


“Cross your arms in front.” She moved out of the light and
gasped. Hudson’s right shoulder had a large welt and displayed an angry red
mark that would soon turn into a bruise. She was afraid there was more damage
than she could see.


“What?” Hudson asked.


“You have a big knot that’s starting to bruise.” Ari lightly
palpated the area and Hudson pulled away. “Does that hurt?”


“It’s tender. I’m sure it’s fine.” Hudson rotated her shoulder
and then her arm. “See. All good.” 


Hudson turned back around. “Thank you.” She brushed Ari’s cheek
with her fingertips. Her thumb traveled along the jawline, where it lingered.
Ari sucked in a ragged breath. 


Hudson leaned in and then suddenly backed away, as though she had
gotten too close to a flame. “I have to finish unloading.” She fled out the
door.


Ari touched her lips. Did
Hudson just almost kiss me? She had been convinced she was going to.
Just before their lips met, she saw the terror in Hudson’s eyes, but there had
also been a silent plea in them. What had frightened her? Had she been too
willing? Did Hudson have second thoughts and the brush of their lips only
happened by accident? Was the ghost back to haunt her, and if so, would Hudson
ever be able to overcome the obvious battle of wills?


Shaking her head, she let out a shaky sigh. The heat of the
moment was over for the time being and there wasn’t anything she could do or
say to bring it back. 


 


* * *


 


The skin was silky smooth beneath Hudson’s fingers. She glanced
at the slightly parted pink lips and fell into Ari’s questioning eyes. She
wanted to kiss her so badly. The two warring sides, her heart and mind, fought
for control. She wanted to love and to be loved again. Terror gripped her
heart, squeezing so hard she knew she would die if she didn’t do something. Say something.
The opportunity was slipping away. These were the times of fairy tales. The
stuff dreams were made of. Pushing aside all reasoning, she leaned closer and
looked at Ari’s waiting lips one more time. At the last possible second, she
lost her nerve, and the resulting barely-there kiss was feeble. It was the best
she could do.


Ari’s eyes had fluttered for a second, and when Hudson chickened
out, she was left standing there blinking, a look of confusion clearly visible
on her face. 


And once more, Hudson had fled. 


She sat in the open hatch trying to settle her churning stomach.
She’d been so close to kissing Ari the way she’d wanted to, she could almost
taste the sweetness of her mouth. Then she remembered the thrill of another
first kiss, and panic won over reason. Why?
Why can’t I just stop worrying and kiss her? How would Ari react to
the near kiss? Hell, she
was confused by her actions. She could only imagine what Ari must be thinking.
Maybe Ari thought she was crazy. Maybe she was
crazy. Maybe she needed professional help. Closing her eyes, she pictured Ari’s
perfectly kissable lips.


“I’m a fool.”


“No, you aren’t. You’re scared. Big difference.”


Hudson opened her eyes to find Ari standing in front of her. Heat
rose in her chest. “Ari,” she whispered.


Ari took her hand and turned it palm up before placing a tender
kiss in the center. “I think I know what spooks you.”


Hudson opened her mouth to explain, but nothing came out. Instead
tears fell from her eyes. She didn’t want Ari to see her like this. There had
been a time when she’d been a confident, self-assured woman. At ease in every
situation. She was desperate to find that part of her again.


“You don’t have to tell me. I just want you to know I’m not that
person.” Ari pulled her to her feet. 


Ari’s green eyes showed flecks of gold and her gaze held
Hudson’s. She saw concern in them, but she also saw raw need—and desire. The
desire for her. Then it happened. Ari’s mouth covered hers, her lips soft, yet
firm. They slid back and forth before her tongue traced the edges, asking for
entry. Her lips parted and Ari slipped inside, gently exploring, her intent
clear. This wasn’t the fleeting almost-kiss she’d clumsily avoided a few
minutes ago. This kiss was passionate without demanding more. It was a promise
of things to come—if and when she let them. God, how she wanted to let them.
She pulled Ari closer. Their bodies pressed together, and Ari’s arms circled
her neck. The kiss deepened and blood roared in her ears. All rational thought
left, and she concentrated on the feel of Ari’s lips and tongue and body. 


Ari broke away gasping for breath. Hudson’s mouth had been as
soft as she’d imagined. Her skin tingled. She took Hudson’s hand from her hip
and brought it to her lips, kissing each tip before holding it against her
cheek.


“I’ve been waiting to do that since we first met. I couldn’t wait
any longer.” Ari wasn’t about to apologize. There was no reason two consenting
adults couldn’t share a kiss. Or two. She wanted there to be two, and three,
and four. Until they became too many to count. A shudder ran along her spine,
her body’s reaction to the awakening of so many repressed cravings.
Particularly the knot between her thighs that grew when she’d slid her tongue
inside Hudson’s warm mouth. She needed to slow down. The last thing she wanted
to do was spook Hudson back into her cocoon by being overly aggressive.


“I’m glad you did. One of us had to have the nerve, and I’m
pretty sure you know it wasn’t going to be me.” Hudson smiled and ran a thumb
over Ari’s bottom lip.


“About upstairs. You can’t leave a gal hanging like that,” she
teased her.


Hudson’s head fell back and she looked skyward as her hands held
Ari’s shoulders. “I know, I know. Like I said, I’m a fool.” Hudson pulled her
into her arms and tightly hugged her, as though wanting to scatter any doubt
Ari might have about how she felt.


Ari winked when she stepped back. “Come on. Let’s get the rest of
your things inside.”


 


* * *


 


Hudson lay awake listening to the relative silence of the new
neighborhood. The memory of Ari’s lips made her mouth tingle. The thought of
more than a kiss, more than a light brush of fingertips, thrilled her. She
wouldn’t let her anxiety about the kiss mar the moment. It felt too good. The
sound of peepers in the distance lulled her and she drew her pillow against her
before drifting off. 


The day before, she’d said her good-byes to Cathy and Jill.
They’d laughed and cried, promising to keep in touch, though she wasn’t sure
they would. Jill was entertaining job offers and likely to move out of the
area. Cathy’s boyfriend had proposed. Life constantly changed. No one knew that
better than she did.


She stood with her hands on her hips. Everything in the apartment
was hers. This was a home. This was a space she could really call her own and
be at ease in it. She opened the kitchen window and stopped. The scent of fresh
baked goods wafted into the apartment and she didn’t need to guess where it was
coming from. Her stomach rumbled in response. She hadn’t eaten in hours, and
the enticing aroma from below reminded her how empty it was. She thought about
using the connecting door to follow her nose. Before she knew it, the doorknob
was in her hand. Curiosity got the better of her and she yanked it open, about
to launch down the stairs and demand some of whatever Ari was making. Instead,
she ran into a very startled Ari.


Ari lost her balance and stumbled backward. She would have had a
nasty fall if Hudson hadn’t grabbed her around the waist and pulled her against
her. The impact caused the container Ari held to tumble to the floor.


Her lips twitched. “We have to stop meeting like this. People
will talk.” She took a reluctant step back and retrieved the container.


Ari smoothed her clothes and brushed a stray lock of hair from
her face. Her cheeks were rosy.


“Meeting? I’d say it was more like an all-out collision.” Ari
laughed.


“No witness, so I guess it’s your word against mine.”


“I guess so.”


“Here.” Hudson held out the still warm container. 


Ari shook her head. “I was bringing them to you,” Ari said. “What
were you rushing out the door for anyway?”


“I opened the window and smelled something delicious and knew it
had to be you.” She grimaced at the obvious slip. “Cooking…your cooking.”


“Uh-huh. Next time yell down first before we kill each other.
Anyway, it’s a new recipe and I wanted your opinion. I think there’s something
missing, but I don’t know what.”


Lifting the lid released the scent of cinnamon and blueberries.
Nestled inside were three scones coated with an opaque icing. Her stomach
growled loudly enough for Ari to hear.


“You probably heard my stomach downstairs and felt sorry for me.”


Giving her shoulder a shove, Ari chuckled. “No, but I bet I could
have. Let me know what you think of them.” She became shy and glanced up
through her eyelashes. “I didn’t mean to barge in.”


“You didn’t. I barged out and nearly knocked you over.” Ari
turned to leave and she wanted to find a reason, any reason, for her to stay.


“Want that tour?”


Ari’s eyes sparkled. “I’d love it.”


 


* * *


 


A little while later, Ari placed a glass of sun tea in front of
Hudson and sat across from her. “The décor is beautiful. It’s definitely you.” 


At first, she’d been surprised by the bold accent walls in each
room. Chartreuse in the bathroom. Sea blue in the bedroom. Sunny yellow in the
kitchen, and what Hudson called “Paprika” in the main living area. The rest of
the apartment had been painted a soft white. Hudson had picked up the accent
colors in rugs, pillows, and decorations. All without overdoing it. A variety
of prints and photos of all sizes that fit together in a sensible pattern hung
on the walls. A black-and-white print with a bright tennis ball. A young woman
with blue eyes. A puppy with a red collar. All framed in ebony wood with white
matting. Hudson’s taste and style sense showed through in ways Ari would have
never imagined.


Hudson’s face colored. “Thanks. It feels like home, and I haven’t
felt that way in a long time.”


Ari watched a sea of emotion wash over Hudson’s otherwise
handsome face and wondered if the reason was the tortured memories left behind
by a former lover. She wished she could make them go away. For good. Hudson
deserved happiness. Can I
handle the growing attraction between us? Do I have to choose between my
business and love? 


There were a lot of people out there who had it all, so why not
her? Her head hurt with the pressure she felt to succeed. She knew the success
of her business was in her hands. But there were no guarantees in love. Still,
Hudson was the first woman she’d even thought about having a relationship with.
Didn’t that mean it was time for her to get on with her life and stop worrying
about what her parents thought? Hudson’s voice brought her back to the present
as she walked with Hudson to the connecting door.


“Thanks for the break.” The expression on Hudson’s face revealed
her natural sincerity. “There are still boxes to unpack and they’re not going
to do it themselves.” Hudson stood in the doorway. “And just a friendly
warning…” She paused.


“Yes?”


“If you’re going to bake every day, you might want to lock the
door, otherwise I might be begging for samples.”


Ari’s cheeks heated. “I have no intention of locking the door and
you don’t have to beg. I’m happy to have you as my taste tester, and I value
your opinion.” Ari grinned. “Maybe you’ll want to buy into the business some
day?”


Hudson shook her head. “Not a chance. That baby is all yours. But
I’ll gladly sample whatever comes out of your kitchen. You know—for quality
control.”


“Sure. Quality control. Whatever you say.” Hudson was engaging
and funny when she let her guard down. “The only thing I ask is for a rating on
everything. Deal?”


“Hell, yes, it’s a deal.” Hudson bolted up the stairs.


Ari quietly shut the door and leaned against it. This could work.
All she had to do was convince both
of them it was possible.


Chapter Fourteen

 

 

 


The flashing message indicator on Ari’s phone caught her
attention. She wiped her hands on her apron and swiped the screen. The text
displayed two.
Her lips pressed together, she typed back, Why
not a one? 


It didn’t take long to get a response. Not enough of them to confirm.


Shaking her head, she pulled open the door and yelled. “There’s a
few more if it will help my score.” She closed it with a bang. As she put two
scones on a plate at the end of the island, she heard Hudson clamor down the
stairs, and then a rapid succession of knocks sounded.


“Come in.”


Hudson skidded to a stop in front of the waiting pastries, a
travel mug clasped in her left hand. “I only need one more, but two is better.”
She broke off a large chunk, and shoved it into her mouth. She rolled her eyes,
smiling around stuffed cheeks. “These are really good,” she mumbled through the
mouthful before washing it down with a swig of coffee, then taking another
bite.


“So why only a two?”


The devilish grin spread across Hudson’s face. “Because I was
hoping you’d want to give me more.” She licked her lips, catching the crumbs
that clung to them.


Ari watched the tip of Hudson’s tongue as it followed the curve
of her lips. They were full and sexy. She glanced lower. The flat plane of her
stomach led to the subtle flare of her hips and the denim strained across her
muscular thighs. Ari’s clit twitched and she inhaled sharply before looking up
to meet Hudson’s knowing leer. She went back to the dirty dishes in the sink. Something’s gotta give soon. She’d
had to take care of her sexual needs the last few nights. It had taken the edge
off, but wasn’t nearly as satisfying as sharing physical pleasure with another
woman. Confronting her runaway libido was easier than meeting Hudson’s gaze.
“And now that you’ve had a fourth,” she leaned closer in exaggeration, “and a
fifth?”


Hudson maintained eye contact for a long time before speaking.
“Aces. All the way.” She stepped next to Ari and placed the empty plate in the
sink.


The space between them heated. Hudson was mere inches away and
the warmth emanating from her body caressed Ari’s skin. I’m going to die if I don’t touch
her soon.


“Thank you. I’m glad you liked them.” She moved away, doing her
best to not show her need, and took a large container out of the refrigerator
before holding it out to Hudson. “Dinner, for whenever.”


Hudson hefted the meal. “Ari, you don’t have to cook for me, you
know. I have a kitchen.”


“Yeah, yeah. I know. I’ve always had a hard time cooking for one,
so don’t be surprised if there are more of those.” There was probably enough
for at least two dinners, if not more. “Now get out of here. I need to do some
research on insulated food carriers for my car.” She shooed her with a wave of
her hand.


Hudson leaned in and kissed her on the cheek. “Thank you. I could
easily become spoiled and fat.”


“Ha! I doubt that, but if you keep eating desserts for breakfast
I can’t promise you won’t. Now get.”


 


* * *


The small plot of dirt was hard-packed with sparse patches of
grass. Big shade trees kept the sun from reaching most of it, and where it did,
the weeds greedily took over. Hudson bent and yanked them out by the roots,
throwing them into a growing pile. This was supposed to be her day to relax,
but tension filled her shoulders. Her mind raced. She wasn’t able to
concentrate on setting up Ari’s books and was too restless to sit still. The
dojo was closed for the next few days because Master Jin was at a martial arts
workshop. Her best option was delving into physical activity. Not knowing what
else to do, she decided to tackle the backyard.


Drips of perspiration ran into her eyes, and her shoulders ached
after an hour of raking, digging, and pulling at tough weeds. A small cooler
sat on the dilapidated picnic table and she reached for water, wondering if the
table would collapse if she sat on it. She drank deeply and absently looked
over at the neighboring yards while replaying in her mind what she couldn’t forget.


She wished she’d had the nerve to kiss Ari again and hoped the
one they’d shared wasn’t their last. Ari was different from many of the women
she’d dated over the years. Nothing about her showed pretense. She was genuine
in everything she did. The last thing Hudson wanted to do was fall into bed
without knowing there’d be more. The knowledge that their relationship might be
moving toward intimacy scared and excited her. Over the last month, hopes of
finding love had crept into the realm of possibility. But the thought of giving
what was left of her heart terrified her. What
if it doesn’t work? As scared as she was at the prospect, she wanted
someone to share her life with. She was tired of pretending it didn’t matter to
her.


Hudson picked up the shovel and surveyed her accomplishment on
the sorely neglected space. Another hour and the soil would be ready for
whatever Ari decided to do with it. It was too late in the season to start
vegetables, but they could still plant grass and flowers. Somewhere she had a
book on building outdoor furniture. It would be a great housewarming gift for
both of them to enjoy.


* * *


 


Ari’s feet ached. Work had been insane, running from one
department to another trying to fix all the computer-generated errors—the
reason she and a few other co-workers were doing overtime on the weekend. She
couldn’t wait to soak in the old-fashioned claw foot tub Hudson had managed to
salvage during the renovations. A glass of wine, soft jazz playing in the
background, and lounging until the water cooled. Heaven on earth.


It was just after six, and the day’s heat had receded to a
tolerable level. She pulled up in the driveway and grabbed her bags from the
passenger seat. It was too hot to cook, so deli selections and fresh ciabatta
rolls, along with an exotic pasta salad, would serve as dinner. She stacked the
packages in one arm and picked up her purse and files with the other. She made
it to the bottom step before everything started to slip from her grasp.


“Shit.” She readjusted the load and papers slid out of the
folder, scattering in the light breeze. She looked at the mess at her feet.
“Great. Just great.”


“Need help?”


Ari jumped at the sound of a voice and dropped the rest of her
things on the ground. “Christ! Don’t do that.” Her hand flew to her chest.
Hudson’s face showed amusement, and she laughed in spite of the mess. “Where
the hell did you come from? Thin air?”


Hudson thumbed over her shoulder before bending to pick up what
Ari had dropped. “The yard. I needed something to do while the dojo is closed.”


“You don’t have to do that.”


“Don’t be silly. I can’t just stand here while you pick up everything.”


“I meant the yard. I don’t expect you to do everything around here.
You’ve already gone above and beyond our agreement.” Ari reached for the
jumbled bags. They stood at the same time, and Hudson held a sheaf of slightly
wrinkled papers.


“It’s not a big deal.” Hudson shrugged. “I didn’t have any plans
anyway.”


Ari touched her arm. “Hey, what’s wrong?”


Hudson turned to face the sky as if to gather her thoughts. “Ah,
you know. Sometimes you feel down in the dumps. No particular reason.” Another
shrug and she took a bulging bag from Ari. “Let me help you inside.”


“Okay.” Ari opened the door to the landing. Hudson stood in the
doorway.


“I’ve got dirt caked in my shoes.”


Ari took the bag from Hudson. “Thank you.”


“Sure.” Hudson’s eyes were downcast.


“Want to join me for dinner?”


Hudson turned back and shoved her hands in her pockets. “Don’t
you want to have some time to yourself?”


It was obvious Hudson was trying to act like she was okay; Ari
was pretty sure she was anything but. “I have plenty of alone time. It’s too
hot to cook, so I picked up salad and stuff for sandwiches. Nothing fancy.”
When Hudson hesitated, she went on. “We can fix plates and go sit on the front
porch. Maybe have a couple of beers. I could use an evening of R and R.”


Hudson’s face lost its somberness. “Okay. I have some kettle
chips and a kick-ass guacamole that I made.”


“Great.” She glanced at the clock on the stove. “How does seven
sound?” That would give her about thirty minutes or so for herself. Hudson
looked like she could use some company and she wasn’t about to turn her back on
her. The bath could wait for another night.


“Would you mind making it seven thirty? I have to finish putting
stuff away in the garage, and you definitely want me showered before we eat. I
stink.” She pulled a bandana from her pocket and wiped her face.


“See you then.” Maybe
there’s time for a bath after all.


 


* * *


Hudson took a long pull of the ice-cold beer and set it down next
to her empty plate. “Thanks.” They’d been sitting in companionable silence for
a little while, giving her time to gather her thoughts.


Ari lifted her head from the back of the chair and opened one
eye. “For what?”


She searched Ari’s face for any indication she regretted the
invite. “The dinner invitation.” She met Ari’s gaze. All she saw was kindness
reflected back at her. “I want to apologize for earlier.” 


“You’re welcome, and there’s nothing to apologize for.” Ari
rubbed a thumb across the back of her hand sending a delightful shiver along
her nerves. “I enjoy your company.” It seemed Ari had no intention of letting
go. “Even if you weren’t in a funk, I would have asked you to join me.”


She remained silent. Lately, it seemed as though she was taking
advantage of Ari’s compassionate nature and she didn’t want the trend to become
a habit.


“So are you done?” Ari broke the uncomfortable lull in the
conversation. 


Hudson’s head leaned to one side. She had no idea what Ari was
talking about.


Ari waved her hand in the air. “Interior designer. Bookkeeper.
Gardener.” A smile wrinkled the corners of her eyes. “The only way I can afford
to pay you is with food.”


She couldn’t hold back the laughter. Ari made her laugh. A lot.


“That’s a wonderful sound.” Ari pressed a hand to the side of her
face. “And a beautiful smile. You should do both more often.”


She’d never been good at taking compliments. Ari made her feel
like she was special. That she was deserving of all good things, along with
realizing she deserved another chance to find the kind of love her parents had.



Ari leaned closer. Her breath caressed Hudson’s cheek. “You. Are.
Beautiful.”


Before she knew what was happening Ari’s lips covered hers. Ari’s
mouth was tender, pressing softly, moving slowly over hers. She traced Ari’s
bottom lip with the tip of her tongue. Ari gasped, giving her entrance. Their
tongues explored each other’s mouth. She memorized the taste of her. The
warmth. The heat between them. Ari wound her fingers into the hair at her neck,
sending a bolt of electricity that traveled all the way to her toes. This time
she didn’t question what was happening because she wanted to feel every bit of
Ari’s passion. She’d lived too long without feeling anything. 


The old saying was true. Time stood still and the street noises
faded away. The only thing she was certain of was the pounding of her heart and
her building desire. Her body craved the touch of another. She not only wanted
it. She needed it. Now if she could only convince her head.


Ari pulled back and gazed with such intensity Hudson felt as
though she could see into her soul. 


“I’ve wanted to kiss you like that since the first one.” Ari
slowly drew her thumbs along Hudson’s jawline.


She took a shuddery breath. “I’ve been fighting the same urge.”


“I’m glad you feel it, too.” Ari stood and took her hand, leading
her inside. Once they were next to her bed, Ari faced her. “I don’t want to
talk anymore.”


The breath stilled in Hudson’s chest as second thoughts crept in.


Ari’s finger touched her lips. “Just feel.”


Those two simple words made her body pulse with excitement. Ari
kicked off her shoes and turned down the bedding. 


This is it.
I’m scared and I want to touch her so much. Her mind raced in a
million directions.


“Just feel.”


Ari’s hands slid up and down Hudson’s sides before lifting the
edge of her shirt, exposing her stomach. Her muscles twitched in anticipation
as Ari lowered her head and placed light kisses along the ridges of her
abdomen. Her knees trembled. If Ari didn’t stop, it wouldn’t be long before she
crumbled to the floor. Ari glanced up, her eyes burning like hot coals, and
backed her against the bed until she was sitting. Hudson wanted to say
something. Anything. But she could barely breathe, let alone form coherent
words. Her hands, thankfully, knew what they wanted to do, and she pulled Ari
closer. 


Hudson nuzzled her mouth against the tender flesh rising above
Ari’s blouse. She would go crazy if she couldn’t touch the hard peaks pressing
against the fabric, the stiff points rubbing against her face. 


“Lift,” Hudson whispered.


A blue lace bra held Ari’s breasts captive, but not for long. 


Hudson unsnapped the clasp, releasing them. Cupping the perfect
shapes in her hands, she brought them to her mouth, sucking on a nipple and
running her tongue around it, making it even harder. 


Ari’s head fell back. “Feels so good,” she moaned and snaked her
fingers through Hudson’s hair, pulling her closer. 


If this was any indication of what was to come, she would not be
able to draw out their lovemaking. Hudson’s tongue and teeth nipped and flicked
while she massaged handfuls of flesh. A quick turn and Ari was on the bed.
Hudson straddled her hips without making contact. She reached between them and
pulled Ari’s zipper down, one set of teeth at a time.


Damn.
“Hudson?” Ari panted.


Hudson’s heavy-lidded eyes darkened to the color of obsidian.
Desire wasn’t the only thing swirling in their depths. Hunger rose to the
surface and the power of her gaze excited Ari like nothing in her life ever
had. Hudson answered her by focusing on Ari’s other nipple. It tightened to the
point of pleasurable pain. A pain she wasn’t accustomed to. Her former liaisons
were efficient couplings with no need to prolong the act. Tonight. Here. With
Hudson, she wanted to feed the animalistic craving. Every surge of lust and
longing. It wasn’t enough to seek and give physical pleasure alone. Hudson
returned to her other breast, pulling the flesh deep into her mouth. If Hudson
didn’t touch her where she needed soon, she’d damn well do it herself.


“What do you want?” Hudson asked between licks.


“Touch me before I explode.”


After kissing her way to Ari’s quivering stomach, Hudson made
quick work of getting her shorts off and tossed them across the room. 


“Like this?” Hudson kissed the inside of her thigh at the
junction of her pelvic bone. Hard enough not to tickle, but not nearly enough
to satisfy her quivering clitoris. The throbbing in her breasts was nothing
compared to the constant pounding between her thighs. A gush of her essence
soaked her panties.


Ari hissed. “More,” she begged. She tried to make contact with any
part of Hudson’s body. She no longer cared where. Arm. Leg. Hand. Mouth.
Anything and everything, as long as she got some pressure on her swollen
center. Hudson kneeled and pulled off her shirt, her pointed nipples poking
through the fabric of her tank top. Hudson surprised her when she paused and
ran her thumbs over the tight knots before peeling away the final barrier.
Hudson’s breasts were high and beautifully shaped, with dark brown areolas and
mouthwatering nipples. She leaned over and lavished kisses across Ari’s panty
line before capturing her mouth again. 


Ari pressed her lips together against Hudson’s seeking tongue,
wanting to deny Hudson entrance for making her wait. It wasn’t long before she
gave in, reveling in the feel of her mouth. Hudson broke away and her breath
heated Ari’s flesh as she trailed down her body, pulling the material off as
she went. Her chest heaved in response and her breath froze when Hudson’s fiery
glance traveled over her flushed body like the kiss of a campfire. The intensity
in the look did more to excite her than any touch so far. It traveled to her
very core. Hudson settled between her legs and wrapped her arms around them.
Her fingertips gently slid along Ari’s folds. She was so close to where Ari
needed her, she whimpered.


She grabbed a handful of Hudson’s hair and pulled hard enough to
get her attention. “If you don’t touch me soon, I’m going to do it myself,” she
said. She moved her other hand over her sex. She’d never been more serious in
her life. Hudson caught it and moved it to the bed.


“I’d like to watch you do that sometime—but not now.” Hudson blew
a warm breath over Ari’s hot folds before pressing her mouth against the soaked
center. She licked the swollen flesh and Ari fell back on the bed. The scope of
her universe shrunk to the hardened point of pleasure, now in Hudson’s mouth,
as she stroked the throbbing knot with the tip of her tongue. Ari’s stomach
muscles tightened and her legs fell open, giving Hudson more access. Hudson’s
finger slid inside. 


“Mmm, you’re so wet.” 


Hudson moved in and out in time with the strokes of her tongue
before adding another finger, filling her more. Ari’s hips picked up the rhythm
in counterpoint, driving her deeper each time she buried her fingers inside.
She pressed her lips to a quivering thigh.


“You’re so beautiful, Ari. Come for me.”


“Oh, God, yes. Please,” Ari whimpered.


“Tell me what you need.” Hudson’s desire to please Ari became
paramount, and she ignored her own throbbing sex.


Ari writhed in the sheets. “Your tongue. More of your tongue,”
she gasped.


Hudson deepened her strokes and licked and sucked with more
pressure until she felt the inner walls tighten.


“Now, baby, now.”


Hudson pulled her fingers out and pressed her tongue inside, her
thumb making tight circles over Ari’s extended clitoris. Ari arched off the bed
and froze in space, before wracking spasms overtook her. Hudson licked every
inch of her slick center, coaxing more and more from her. Each contraction of
Ari’s sex coated her chin in the silken moisture of her pleasure.


“Oh…baby. Yes.”


Moans of satisfaction came out in staccato as Ari gasped. When
her body began to settle, Ari pushed on the top of Hudson’s head and tried to
move away.


“Stop, please. No more,” Ari begged her. “I…I can’t.”


Hudson cupped Ari’s sex with gentle pressure to help calm her
flesh. She moved up the bed and pulled Ari’s limp body against her naked chest.
Ari sighed and snuggled closer.


“That was incredible,” Ari whispered as her gaze locked with
Hudson’s.


“Yes, it was.” She kissed Ari’s forehead, then closed her eyes
and drew her hands over Ari’s back, enjoying how good she felt in her arms. The last time I felt this content
I was…Her eyes popped open. No.
She didn’t want to go there. Not now. Not when there was a glimmer of hope she
might have found a woman who could make her feel again.


“What’s wrong?” Ari asked.


This wasn’t the time to have second thoughts. She would only end
up hurting Ari for letting her mind wander to thoughts of another time and
place. “What do you mean?” Ari’s hand came to rest between her breasts and she
drew in a sharp breath. 


“Your whole body went stiff.” Ari got on her elbow and searched
her face.


Hudson was about to deny anything was wrong but stopped. Hiding
her emotional ghosts from Ari was not the way to treat the person you just made
love to.


“I was thinking how good it felt to hold you.”


“And that’s a bad thing?” Ari asked.


She traced Ari’s chin. “It’s a very good thing.”


Ari took her wrist and held it. “But?”


She let out a sigh. “It made me think about the last time I’d
felt content and that was
a bad thing.” Disappointment weighed heavy in her heart. The revelation would
most likely drive Ari away and she had no one to blame but herself. Why she
couldn’t let the errant thoughts of Pam fade away, she had no idea. Still, she
needed to be honest with Ari if they had any chance of a future. Thinking they
might actually have a future had been a constant during the last few weeks.


“I told you no thinking.” Ari tugged at the leg of her shorts.
“Why do you have these on?”


“I got caught up in the moment and never took them off.”


Ari straddled her thighs. “I can fix that,” she said and ran her
fingers inside the waistband, moving the tips of her nails over skin and bones.
Her muscles contracted under Ari’s touch before Ari popped the button, slid the
zipper down, and peeled the two sides open.


“Lift.” Ari maneuvered the shorts down her thighs, scratching
lightly down her legs and making gooseflesh. She snaked her hands inside the
loose legs of her black boxers, coming dangerously close to Hudson’s turgid
folds before gathering the material and pulling downward. A small corner of her
tattoo was revealed, and Ari sucked in a breath.


“You have ink,” Ari said in a surprised tone.


She touched the area. “Yes. It was a present to me.”


Ari leaned closer.


“What is it?”


Hudson rose to her elbows. “The Chinese symbol for strength. It
was something I desperately needed.” She thought back to the darkness of the
days following the breakup. She’d never felt so alone. Even after the fiasco in
high school, she’d managed to lift her head and move on. Of course, her parents
had been there to lend her encouragement and give pep talks about the pitfalls
of young love and the ignorance of her first crush. She remembered their words
while walking to school every day of her senior year. And they were right.
There had been only a few of her classmates around to witness the scene, and no
one teased her. If anything, she’d gained some respect, which gave her the
confidence to be who she’d always been on the inside. Since her liking girls
was no longer a secret she hid from everyone, she could be who she was on the
outside, too.


“It suits you.” Ari pressed her lips to the mark before revealing
her neatly trimmed triangle of dark hair and ran her fingers through the soft
curls. She tipped her pelvis to meet the touch. She was wet from making love to
Ari and her body hummed with need. Blood rushed beneath her skin and the heat
brought sweat to the surface. She watched Ari smooth her hands over her thighs.
Their eyes met and Ari climbed along her body. Their slippery centers made
contact, and she couldn’t suppress the moan when Ari’s wetness covered her.


“Your body is amazing,” Ari said, leaning in to capture her
mouth.


She pulled Ari down on top of her, holding on to her ass, and
creating some much-needed pressure against her throbbing, swollen clitoris. She
opened her mouth to Ari’s insistent tongue and enjoyed the sweet taste.


“What do you want?” Ari’s fingertip traced the ridge of her
collarbone.


“I want to come for you.” Being able to tell Ari what she needed
felt good.


“Oh, yes. I want to make you come hard, baby.”


She spread her thighs and Ari settled between them; her thumbs
caressed her swollen folds. Hudson looked along her body and saw that her
center glistened with evidence of excitement. Ari gathered the slick fluid on
the tip of her finger and spread it over the outer folds before circling the
hardening knot at her center. “Ari…” she gasped.


The scent of Hudson’s sex rose to greet Ari and she inhaled
deeply. The ruby red folds of her sex made Ari’s mouth water. 


Hudson wound her fingers through Ari’s long strands of hair and
gently tugged her head closer to the heat source.


“Oh, God…” 


She coated her fingers and slid two inside, making Hudson rise
off the bed. She stroked in and out driving deeper each time she entered her
hot opening. Ari curled her tongue and cupped the underside of Hudson’s
rock-hard clit. She alternated licking and sucking, pressing her fingers all
the way inside. Hudson’s hips rose and fell in time with her strokes, and she
could feel her approaching orgasm. Hudson’s pants filled the brief lapses
between gasps. 


“Come for me, baby.” She sucked harder, then flicked her tongue
back and forth over the knot of nerves. Hudson’s body went rigid. She slid
deeper inside, turning her hand. The moan that rose from Hudson’s throat was
followed by the walls of her sex locking Ari inside. 


Liquid heat coursed through every fiber of Hudson’s being. It had
been a long time since she’d felt this connected to a woman. She’d gotten good
at being a detached participant in the act of physical release. If she thought
about the implications of what she felt, she’d ruin the moment for both of
them, so she pushed it away. Ari had told her to just feel. And now Ari’s
skillful tongue was playing over the most sensitive parts of her body until she
was twitching like a live wire. God,
I need to come soon. The impending orgasm became so intense she
couldn’t think. She embraced the sensations and let go of all thought. Waves of
pleasure built in every cell. 


Ari kept her at the edge of the precipice until she begged for
release.


“Please,” she whimpered.


She stiffened and the walls of her sex pulled Ari’s fingers
deeper inside as she neared orgasm. Ari closed her lips around her straining
clit and gently sucked, coaxing her to let go. She arched against Ari’s mouth,
a long, low moan escaping as the walls of her vagina pulsed, sending shock
waves down her legs. Ari licked the juices from her until she collapsed back on
the bed in a heap. Her breathing began to return to normal. Ari kissed the
inside of her thigh and slowly pulled out to gently massage her still throbbing
mound. 


Hudson sighed in satisfaction. “You’re amazing.” She pulled Ari
up alongside her body, and Ari dragged the sheet over them, snuggling into the
crook of her arm, and traced the ridges of her collarbone.


“I’m glad you think so.” Ari placed a light kiss above her breast
and met her gaze. 


She knew, even with all her insecurities about the future, Ari
wanted more than just sex. It would be up to her to show Ari she could let go
of the ghosts of past loves. 


Chapter Fifteen

 

 

 


“It’s peaceful out here,” Hudson said. 


“It is.” 


She should have stayed upstairs. Ari most likely did not want her
company after the way she’d left Ari’s bed and surely didn’t want to hear the
reason for her abrupt departure. A lump formed in her throat. Maybe she should
just make another excuse and disappear.


Ari rose from the wicker chair. “I’ll be right back.” Ari opened
the screen door and went into the house.


Hudson drew her hand across her face, lost in memories and the
awkwardness between them. The neighbors waved as they slowly drove by. The only
sounds were from songbirds in the trees and the rustle of leaves from the
breeze. Her time alone on the porch gave her a chance to mull over the last few
days. After making love, she’d panicked, unsure what it meant for the future,
and she’d left Ari’s bed a short time later. The word “future” scared her most
of all. For more than a year, the decisions she’d made affected only her. As
much as she enjoyed spending time with Ari, and as amazing as they’d been
together in bed, it made her nervous to think she might be giving real
consideration to the relationship moving forward. She hadn’t given Ari a chance
to share her thoughts. For all she knew, they’d had a pleasant evening of
mutual pleasure and that was all. Maybe she was worried about nothing.
Certainly, if she’d had an opinion, Ari would have talked to her. Ari wasn’t the
type to beat around the bush. No, Ari only had one thing on her mind, and that
was making a go of her business. She didn’t have time to think about anything
else. 


Still, the little sleep she’d gotten in her cold bed had only
confirmed how guilty she felt. Ari wasn’t one of her casual pickups. She’d
fought the urge to return and apologize, but what could she say that wouldn’t
make the situation worse? Her body and mind were exhausted. Hudson sat back and
closed her eyes.


 


* * *


 


Ari wiped off the wooden tray she’d found at a garage sale. It
was intricately carved with a floral pattern and polished to a high gloss. It
was special, like the time she spent with Hudson. The memory made her smile.
She reached into the refrigerator and pulled out several items. She sliced
cheeses and arranged green and red globe grapes in a decorative pattern on the
center of the plate. She added a basket of crackers, a bottle of wine, and two
goblets. Once everything was on the tray, she stopped and took a breath,
looking through the house toward the front door. Hudson was out there. They’d
been quiet, not saying much. Most likely both of them lost in thought. They
needed to talk about the other night, but she wasn’t sure how to approach the
subject. She hadn’t been prepared for Hudson’s quick departure, and it had left
her feeling empty. She knew Hudson fought against the memory of her ex and the
abrupt end to their relationship. Had Hudson learned from the experience? Was
she capable of moving on, and if so, was that what Ari wanted? Or was she
biting off more than she could chew? 


And hadn’t she sworn off getting involved because there wasn’t
room for success in business and
success in an intimate relationship?


She was about to push open the screen when she saw Hudson. Her
eyes were closed and her chest moved in and out in a slow rhythm. Her face
didn’t hold the earlier tension Ari had noticed. She looked at peace, and Ari
liked what she saw. As quietly as possible, she stepped onto the porch and set the
tray down on the small table, then poured the wine. Curling up in her chair,
she took the opportunity to admire Hudson’s striking features. Her eyebrows
were narrow and dark enough to draw attention to her almond-shaped eyes. Her
cheekbones were exquisitely sculpted and her chin lent character to her
androgynous appearance without masking her femininity. In her relaxed state,
the cute dimples that appeared when Hudson smiled mischievously were mere
shadows. The tank top did little to hide her perfectly shaped modest breasts,
and she couldn’t help remembering how the hardened point of her nipples felt in
her mouth. Her center heated in response to the memory, and she hoped there
would be a chance to feel them again.


Hudson’s eyes fluttered and she stretched her arms over her head,
making her top rise up, exposing her well-defined abs. 


Ari’s center clutched at the sight. This time she didn’t turn
away.


A sheepish grin broke out on Hudson’s handsome face. For a
fleeting moment, the dimples reappeared.


“Sorry. I can’t believe I nodded off.” Hudson rubbed her face and
shook out the cobwebs.


“No apology needed. I had a really nice view.” Hudson’s cheeks
colored. Ari held out a glass of wine. “A penny for your thoughts.”


Hudson swirled the contents and sipped before meeting Ari’s gaze.
“Life is unpredictable.”


“That’s about the only thing that is predictable.” She didn’t know if now
was a good time to talk business, but at least it was a topic Hudson was
comfortable with, and it looked as though she could use the distraction. She
couldn’t avoid discussing their lovemaking followed by her fumbling departure,
but if given a little time, she hoped Hudson would be the one to bring it up.
“What are you doing tomorrow?”


“I’d like to put some flowers in and spread grass seed. It’s
supposed to rain over the next couple of days. What did you have in mind?”
Hudson asked.


Ari leaned forward. “Well, you know how I wanted to create a
menu?”


“Uh-huh.”


“So, I was thinking…”


 


* * *


 


Hudson had been shocked when Ari asked her to try her hand at
designing advertising materials for the catering business. She looked through
her sketches and made a few finishing touches, pleased with the end results. It
wasn’t that her designs were spectacular, but they were good. Even more so since she hadn’t
done anything like it since college. A big part of her excitement came from
knowing Ari valued her artistic eye. From a young child, she’d always surprised
teachers with her color choices. Her bold strokes, in an otherwise standard
palette, were the things that garnered praise.


The house and apartment had been her biggest decorative
undertaking so far and she’d loved every minute of it. Admittedly, she hated
seeing the project end. It had filled the void of lonely nights and wayward
thoughts of Ari while she’d spent every free minute on the house project. Not
that she hadn’t continued to think about her in more than a professional
manner, but she was able to let it run in the background while she concentrated
on details of the renovations. She had wanted to be sure they fell in line with
Ari’s vision. 


Until the night they’d made love. When everything changed. When
Ari had left no doubt about her attraction for her.


She had been sure Ari would ask why she’d suddenly left the bed,
grabbed her clothes, and hurried upstairs. Panic had set in, and she hadn’t
been able to control the overwhelming feeling that she was headed down the same
path she’d traveled with Pam. She knew it wasn’t fair to Ari and wanted to call
and tell Ari the real reason for her abrupt departure, but it was a lame
excuse. Instead Hudson acted as if nothing had happened. Doing so wasn’t any
better, but at least she’d avoided talking about her own insecurities.


She knew she had to face what they’d shared sooner or later. The
thought of talking about its implications made her cringe. What if Ari expected
a commitment, or worse, what if she believed sleeping together meant they were
a couple now? She wasn’t ready to take that step. She wasn’t even able to
process that she’d slept with Ari knowing she could never be a one-night stand.


It was time to face the music. Hudson tucked her laptop under her
arm, picked up the sketches, and grabbed a bottle of wine from the
refrigerator. She knocked on the door at the bottom of the stairs.


“Come in.” Ari stood at the stove, a cookie sheet in her mitted
hand.


“Hi. I come bearing gifts.” She opened the bottle and went for
glasses.


Ari stood with a hand on her hip. “I told you not to knock.
Remember?”


She nodded, not ready to make eye contact yet. “I know, but
boundaries and all…”


Groaning, Ari tossed the mitt on the counter and stood beside
her. “I think it’s a little late for boundaries, don’t you?”


Her stomach tightened in response. They needed to air things out.
No time like the present.
She handed Ari a glass, their fingers accidentally brushing. Visions
of their lovemaking ran through her mind, but she was determined to do the
right thing. Ari deserved an explanation. She clasped Ari’s hand, and led her
to the couch, pulling Ari down next to her.


“About the other night,” she began. “I really enjoyed our time
together and I hope you did, too.”


Ari held her gaze for a long time. “I did, but I don’t think
that’s what you really want to talk about.”


Hudson bit her lip. It wasn’t like her to hedge the truth, but
Ari was different. She didn’t want to hurt her or lose her friendship, and
being honest about what she was feeling might cause one or the other.


“Yeah, well, here’s the thing. You know my last relationship
ended badly. I thought things were fine, and when they weren’t—I wasn’t
prepared to deal with it.” 


Ari watched her intently. She wasn’t sure if that was a good
thing or not. She was having a hard time coming up with the words she wanted to
say. Ari reached out and touched her face. 


“Stop. You’re making this much harder than it needs to be. I told
you I wanted you to just feel and not think. I meant it.” Ari paused. “I’m not
saying I want a casual thing with you. I think you know me better than that.
But I am
willing to take this…attraction we have slowly to see where it will lead. You
don’t want another broken heart, right?”


“It would crush me,” Hudson said.


“And I’ve never believed I could have a business and a relationship.
That it had to be one or the other.” Ari waved a hand in the air. “But people
do it all the time. So maybe it’s possible for me, too. I don’t know, yet. What
I do know is
how much I enjoy your company. Seeing you on a regular basis makes me happy.”


“I like spending time with you, too, Ari. We—click.”


“Yes, we do.” Ari took a sip and set the glass down. “Physically
being with you took me to a place I’d never been even though I’m not a virgin.”



“That’s good because I don’t think a virgin would have been able
to do what you did to me.” Hudson held her gaze. 


Ari blushed and a nervous giggle escaped. This was harder than
she thought it would be. “I’ve never had a real relationship, let alone a
memorable physical connection.” She could do this. She needed to tell Hudson
how much their connection meant without pressuring her into saying words she
might not be willing to admit right now. “I’d like to go there again. With you.
When you’re ready.” She pressed her lips to Hudson’s before pulling back. “I
think we should let things happen without overthinking the future. Life’s short
and I’ve worked too hard for too long without taking the time to enjoy it.”


Hudson was surprised and a little shocked to hear Ari share some
of her doubts. Even more shocking was her feeling of disappointment. She’d
expected Ari to argue about the reasons they were great together. How much they
enjoyed spending time together. And the sex. Well, the sex was mind-blowing.
She hoped for both of them. She refocused. Ari was waiting for a response. She
wanted to give her one without ruining whatever chance they might have at
making this work.


“So you’re really okay with going slow?”


Ari nodded. “I think it’s best for both of us. For now.”


For now.
What did that mean? A week, a month, a year? How long was enough time to see if
what they had together worked only as it was right now—casual—or if it could
grow into something more? Something permanent. She shook her head. Ari was
right. She was overthinking it. They’d been friends for six months and slept
together once. That didn’t make it a relationship, but it was the start. She
took a shaky breath. They were okay. And so was she.


“Come on. I have appetizers for you to taste and then you can
show me your ideas.” 


Ari stood and walked away. The view made her salivate. Ari had a
beautiful ass. She wasn’t sure if or when they’d be together again, but if they
were, she planned on not missing a single inch of Ari’s delectable flesh.


Chapter Sixteen

 

 

 


A few days ago, Ari had watched Hudson’s expression as she
explained how color and lighting affected the room’s overall feel. How texture
was just as important when creating a mood. She hadn’t understood all of what
Hudson talked about, but she did enjoy the surprised look on Hudson’s face when
she’d asked her to design a logo and help with promotional items.


“So, what do you think?” Ari had asked while she’d waited for
Hudson to answer.


“Why me?” Hudson asked.


“I trust your sense of style.” Ari waved her hand at the kitchen.
“You did this and it’s perfect.”


“Are you sure you don’t want a professional? I know how important
your business is to you.” Hudson had tried her best to dissuade Ari, without
success, and finally gave in. “Only if you’re sure.” 


Ari had sensed Hudson’s enthusiasm at the prospect of putting her
talent to use. She would have done anything to keep the sparkle in Hudson’s eyes.
“I’m sure.”


“Ari?”


Hudson looked at her with questioning eyes, bringing Ari back to
the present. Creases between her brows marked her otherwise flawless features.


“Sorry. I drifted for a little bit, but I’m back now. Let me look
at your designs.” Ari carefully took in the details of each page. She tapped
the nearest sketch. “I like this one.” It read Ari’s Epicurean Delights in a stylish
print with flair. “What’s this font called?”


“Monotype Corsiva. It’s one of my favorites.” 


Hudson’s eyes danced. Ari wasn’t sure if it was from her liking
the artwork or having the chance to talk about her hidden talent. Her
interpretation of Ari’s vision was spot-on. She had an eye for design, and Ari
couldn’t understand why she wasn’t making the most of her true talent.


“Why aren’t you doing this for a living?” she asked. 


Hudson paled and shook her head. “It’s just a pastime.” She
turned away and shuffled the sketches in a nervous gesture.


Ari reached out and stilled her hands. “It could be more. You’re
capable of anything you want, but you already know that.”


Hudson met her gaze with a sadness Ari read as doubt. “I used to
think so.”


“And now?”


Shrugging, Hudson picked up her wine and finished it. “Things
change.”


 


* * *


 


Ari wasn’t ready to get up. She’d worked until one in the
morning, and her back had been screaming by the time she sat down after the
last customer left the Station. She wasn’t going to keep this pace up much
longer. The business, not the funds to sustain it, would soon be taking on a
much bigger chunk of her time. She’d give up the restaurant job first.


“Huh,” she said out loud. Once the decision was made, she felt
relieved.


She threw the covers back and sat up with a groan. It was just
after six. She had time for a quick cup of coffee and a shower before heading
out to her day job.


She padded to the kitchen, poured and fixed her coffee, then blew
across the surface of the steamy liquid. After a tentative sip, she sighed and
closed her eyes. When she opened them, the shelf of cookbooks called to her. Menus. She had to make
time to pull together sample catering menus for different occasions. Items she
could make in large quantities if needed. Should the business grow quickly, she
would likely need a sous chef or assistant. Lately, she didn’t have time for much,
including Hudson. Seeing her on a daily basis had been a pleasure, but with the
completion of the house there weren’t as many reasons to get together. That
needed to change. Soon.


 


* * *


 


Ari held the sheet of paper up near the window and let the rays
of sunlight bring the colors to life. Her original concept had been simple. She
asked Hudson to design a flyer introducing her catering business, contact
information, and the events she specialized in. She thought it best to start
with smaller functions like birthdays, cocktail receptions, wedding rehearsals,
baby showers, and the like. Down the road, she’d take on more formal events
like weddings and corporate functions, but she’d need staff for those.


The flyer was alive with color, the font, easy to read. Cream
paper with accents of lime green and pale orange caught the eye, making it
stand out among similar advertisements. For a modest amount, she was now the
proud owner of two thousand Ari’s
Epicurean Delights
flyers.


She danced around the kitchen. It’s
happening. It really is happening. She picked up her cell, intent on
calling someone to share her excitement with, and then she heard the sound of a
car in the driveway. She rushed out the back door and down the three stairs
leading to the shared rear entrance. With a full head of steam, she threw open
the door and nearly bowled Hudson over with her enthusiasm.


“They’re here! They’re here!” She threw her arms around Hudson’s
neck and kissed her cheek. Hudson grabbed her by the waist to keep them both
upright. When she set her back down, Hudson tried to read what Ari was waving
around.


“What’s here?”


“The flyers.” She waved the wrinkled paper up for Hudson to see.
“Well, the rest are nice and flat. Aren’t they beautiful?”


Hudson studied the paper for a long time after she’d smoothed it
out on the doorjamb and held it up to the dappled light. “Everything is spelled
correctly and the colors are very close to the ones I…we picked out.” She
handed it back.


Ari punched her playfully in the arm. “Are you kidding? They’re
gorgeous! Just like you.”


“I wouldn’t go that far, but they are nice.”


“Stop being modest. You were right. The colors work and I like
the paper.” She had boxes of napkins, magnets, and business cards to inspect,
too.


“So what’s next?” Hudson bent to pick up the gym bag that had
landed at her feet.


Ari leaned against the doorway. “Good question.” She needed to
get the flyers out to her target customers. Hudson had been instrumental in
researching neighborhoods that could afford, and might actually use, her
services. 


They’d created a Web site together, and Hudson had shown her how
to track the hits that the site received. Then she uploaded catering menus for
functions with fifteen to fifty attendees. It was a lofty number, but she could
always advertise for a part-time helper when the time came. She was also going
to run a small ad in the community newspaper.


“We…” She shook her head. The business wasn’t Hudson’s
responsibility; it was hers. “I
need to distribute the flyers and make sure the pantry has all the
staples if someone books a party.”


Hudson took her hand. “Not if—when. If you want to walk them
around this afternoon, I have time to help. I just need to shower and change.”


Ari hadn’t paid any attention to the fact Hudson was in workout
clothes and perspiring. “Oh, my God, I’m sorry. I didn’t even notice how you
were dressed. You should have said something.”


Hudson shrugged before heading toward the stairs. “I seem to have
a knack for being invisible. I’ll be down in a little while.”


Ari recoiled from the stinging remark. She hadn’t missed how
Hudson was dressed on purpose. Ari did
feel bad for not having noticed. She’d been too caught up in her own
excitement to see anything else.


 


* * *


 


Steam filled the shower stall, insulating Hudson from the world
beyond the glass enclosure. She hung her head as hot needles of water drove
into her tired muscles. She welcomed the onslaught. Ari hadn’t meant anything
by her comment, but she still felt raw at times. As if she had a fresh cut in
an awkward place that refused to heal. She’d glanced through her mail this
morning and found a letter from Pam’s lawyer stating her ex had no intention of
giving her half the value of the house or its contents. The last thing on her
mind when they broke up was her legal rights to material possessions, but now
that she had more than just a bedroom to furnish, she’d like them back,
especially the furniture and heirlooms from her family. A month ago, she’d
admitted to walking away without thinking it through, and Mom D. had taken up
the “what’s fair is fair” cause, telling her just because things hadn’t worked
out didn’t mean Hudson didn’t deserve her share. So Hudson wrote a letter to
Pam asking for the items that meant the most to her.


Now Pam was refusing to give them up—and had told her through a
lawyer no less. The last thing she wanted was the situation to become uglier.


The news had soured her mood. She thought Pam had put the petty
quibbling behind her. The shame of making a mess of her life reared its ugly
head. Her bad mood wasn’t Ari’s fault. It was hers. Once again, she’d let Pam
take control of the situation, and her recent upbeat attitude had soured.
Shaking her head, she grabbed the sponge and soap. She wasn’t going there. Not
tonight. Not again. Tomorrow morning, she would call her mother for the name of
her lawyer. She was done playing nice. Her money and sweat equity had gone into
the home Pam was now living in. She’d be damned if the woman would get everything
she wanted, and then some, from their broken relationship. A relationship
Hudson had invested in.


Hudson smoothed lotion on her skin before pulling on her favorite
shorts and T-shirt. The cotton material felt cool against her skin. Her gaze
traveled to the mirror and the woman reflected in it. She looked tired, but she
didn’t have time to dwell on things she had no control over. Pam could do
whatever the hell she wanted, but this time she’d better be ready for a fight.


With a heavy sigh, she headed downstairs and hoped to avoid any
further humiliation. She owed Ari another apology. 


She rapped her knuckles against the door louder than she intended
and heard a gasp from the other side, followed by, “Shit.” The door swung in
with a jerk.


“You scared the crap out of me.” Ari looked pissed, her hands on
her hips. “Will you please stop knocking?”


“Sorry. I’ll try to remember next time.”


Ari’s face softened. “It’s okay. I was going to come up anyway.”


Hudson held up her hand. “Please. Let me do this.” She met Ari’s
questioning eyes. “I overreacted. You didn’t do anything wrong and I shouldn’t
be so sensitive.”


“And I need to keep some things inside my head,” Ari said,
tapping a finger against her temple. She moved forward and placed a hand on her
chest. “Are you all right?”


“Yeah, I just…” She paused and shook her head. “No. Not really.”


Ari pulled her farther inside and shut the door, guiding her to a
chair. “Do you want to talk about what has you so upset?”


She was pretty sure Ari knew it had to do with Pam. Maybe that
was what bothered her most. It seemed every time she moved in the right
direction, something from her past yanked her backward.


“I keep asking myself why it happened.”


“You mean the breakup?” Ari asked.


“Yeah, but not just the breakup. Why didn’t I see things between
Pam and I weren’t going well?” She met Ari’s patient gaze. “I knew something
was wrong; I just didn’t want to face it.”


“I can’t think of a single reason why a woman would not want to
be with you.”


Her laugh was harsh. “Yeah, right. That’s why I got dumped.” She
couldn’t stand her self-pitying attitude and stood to leave, but Ari kept a
grip on her.


“I don’t know anything about your past. I don’t know much about
your and Pam’s relationship, either. But I do know you’re a kind, caring person
and I’m very happy we’re friends. I’m hopeful what we have and what we’ve
shared is growing stronger.”


The tenderness of Ari’s simple declaration brought tears to her
eyes. Her vision blurred as she fought for control.


“Then why do I feel so…” She didn’t have the words to express
what she felt. Her heart was heavy. Try as she might to make sense of it all,
she felt encompassed by her loss and all it entailed. Maybe she had taken
things for granted, like having someone to come home to. Someone to share the
details of her day with and hear about theirs. The simple things. In some ways,
she already shared many of those same moments with Ari. 


Maybe her life wasn’t in such a bad place after all. The weight
in her chest lessened a bit. “You know what?”


Ari shook her head.


“Life is as good as I make it, and I’m done making it a downer.
Let’s see that list of addresses. It’s time to let people know how talented you
are.”


 


* * *


Ari watched Hudson leave. She still appeared sad, and there were
tension lines in her face, but at least she had a better understanding of the
cause of Hudson’s mood. The knowledge helped explain the times Hudson closed up
and withdrew. She did it to hide her true feelings from the world. She wanted to be part
of Hudson’s world. Not just a
part—a big part. 


Staring into her coffee, she thought about the pros and cons of
pushing for a deeper relationship between them. She’d be lying to herself if
she didn’t admit her initial attraction had been purely physical. Hudson was
handsomely beautiful with a gorgeous smile and a killer body. All rolled into
one damn alluring package. Once she’d gotten to know her better, the person on
the inside was just as appealing. But damn, she was beginning to lose her
patience. Hudson wasn’t the only woman to ever be crushed from a breakup. If
she couldn’t recover from what happened well over a year ago, what did that say
about their future? The pressure of the business was bound to affect them both.
How would Hudson handle seeing less of Ari if the business flourished? What
would she do then?


For the first time in Ari’s life, something—correction—someone, had pulled her
attention away from her career. What did that say about her changing
priorities? She needed to take it slow, for both their sakes. She wasn’t about
to throw her hard work out the window, but she couldn’t imagine making the
journey without Hudson by her side. 


She pulled the box of flyers closer and picked one up. Again.
They’d decided to put off handing them out until tomorrow. She might even get a
chance to talk with residents. Meeting them in person would give a face to the
business and add a nice touch. Making personal connections was good business
savvy.


Stretching, she glanced at the clock. Where had the time gone?
She set her cup in the sink and vowed to get up early enough to make her lunch.
If she’d been tight with her purse strings before, it was damn near sewn shut
now. Giggling, she headed for her bedroom and stopped at the door leading
upstairs.


“Good night, Hudson. I hope your demons leave you in peace.”


* * *


 


Hudson strolled along the sidewalk at an easy pace and watched
young children playing in front yards. Their parents kept close tabs on them
even though traffic was almost nonexistent. Her spirits were better than
yesterday, and Ari was doing everything she could to keep things light. She was
grateful for her friendship and support. Her life had changed for the better
since they’d met. Fate had brought them together, and she took it as a good
sign. Perhaps Master Jin had been right all along. Balance came from within,
and she was finding her fulcrum. Could Ari be the crucial element in the grand
scheme of her life? Was she willing to take a fateful step into the unknown, or
was she destined to be forever off-kilter with her emotions? As unpredictable
as the weather. She was grounded whenever they were together. Her footing solid
and her resolve clearer. Ari was interested in more than friendship and so was
she, even if it was what she feared the most. Ari’s touch pulled her back to
the here and now.


“You haven’t heard a word I’ve said, have you?” Ari asked gently.



Hudson stopped and faced her. “I’m sorry. I’m being rude and you
deserve my full attention.” She held up her stack of flyers. “This is important
to you and it’s important to me, too.”


“I know
it’s important to you, otherwise you wouldn’t be here. I’m sure there are
plenty of other things you could be doing, but you chose to be here—with me. I
just want to make sure you stay here and don’t go wandering off.” Ari tapped
the sheet on top of her stack indicating the streets they were targeting. “You
do the other side for three blocks and I’ll do this one.” Ari turned her in the
right direction. 


Ari climbed the first staircase and called over her shoulder.
“Don’t get hit by a car. I don’t want to have to finish on my own.”


Hudson waved her off. Before she stepped into the street, she
looked both ways, and then yelled back, “Got it!”


Chapter Seventeen

 

 

 


Hudson watched the corners of Ari’s mouth lift and couldn’t
miss the twinkle in her eyes. The more they were together, the more she
appreciated Ari’s beauty. Her heart beat a little faster and her center
clenched. Her only regret was not having met Ari sooner, but she knew better.
Situations took shape the way they were meant to. One step at a time.


“What are you thinking about?” Ari asked.


“You.”


“What about me?” Ari scooted her chair around.


She glanced at Ari’s mouth before meeting her eyes again. “How
beautiful you are.” Ari’s cheeks flushed and Hudson’s pulse sped up. “And how
much I enjoy seeing you happy.”


“Aren’t you the charmer?”


She shook her head. “I mean it. Thank you for letting me be part
of your dream come true.” Hudson cherished the way Ari made her feel like she
was part of Ari’s dream come true. She would have liked to sweep her off her
feet, carry her inside, and make love to her. Unfortunately, moments like those
were meant for couples, and she didn’t consider them a couple after one
physical encounter. Perhaps they should talk about dating, but that was for
another conversation. This was Ari’s time to shine, and she didn’t want to do
anything to break the spell.


Ari took a breath and leaned forward. “It’s because of you I’ve
gotten this far. I don’t know what I would have done if you hadn’t stepped in
and helped with everything.”


“I have no doubt you would have managed. All of your saving and
planning led up to today and it’s just the beginning. You’re amazing.” Her
nipples tightened and desire flooded her senses. About to spoil the atmosphere
with selfish longing, she stood and stepped back. Space would be her ally for
the time being.


“I should go. We both have to work tomorrow. Thanks again.”
Hudson cringed for her cut-and-run attitude, but this time it was for a
different reason.


Ari stood. “Stay with me.”


Hudson heard the longing in Ari’s voice. If she didn’t turn
around, if she didn’t see Ari’s face, she’d be able to keep going and make
another excuse; let the lies tumble from her lips. But she couldn’t. Every
fiber of her being wanted to be with Ari.


“I don’t know if I should.” She came back and took Ari’s hands in
hers. “I don’t want the special times we share to always lead to the bedroom.”


“They don’t have to. Let’s cuddle on the couch and watch a movie.
I don’t want to celebrate alone. I’d like to celebrate with you.” Ari stepped
into her arms.


Hudson moaned. Ari’s warm body molded to hers, and she smoothed
her hands up and down Ari’s back. “You’re not going to make this easy, are
you?” She planted a kiss on the top of Ari’s head.


Leaning back, Ari looked up. “Do you want easy?”


She thought about the question. A few months ago, easy was about
all she could handle: clear, precise, and uncomplicated. She didn’t fit that
mold anymore. Her needs were changing, and while she hadn’t figured out what
that meant, it felt good to be going in a new direction.


“No. I want pleasant. Enjoyable. Fun. I want to help you
celebrate.”


Ari gave her a playful shove toward the living room. “Great. You
pick the movie. I’ll make popcorn and grab a couple beers.”


 


* * *


 


Ari lay in bed listening to the cricket clicks coming from the
backyard. It was late and she should be asleep, but the images playing in her
mind wouldn’t go away. She and Hudson had laughed at the movie until they
cried. Their hands brushed in the bowl of popcorn more than once. Sexual
tension still teased her flesh. She needed release. Closing her eyes, she moved
her hand to her wet center and slid a finger between the slick folds.


“Jesus,” she whispered.


Hudson’s body heat had caressed her skin like a lover’s touch
across the short distance between them. She’d thought about tackling her before
Hudson’s words reminded her just spending time together was intimate. She
didn’t need
physical contact, no matter how much she craved it, but she couldn’t deny she
wanted it. Picturing Hudson’s muscled arm flexing as she reached in the bowl
had sent her yearning up another notch. Her clitoris thumped against her
fingertip. Staring at the ceiling, she pictured the source of her hunger
sprawled naked above her. Hudson had filled her, taken her, and awakened her
dormant sex drive. All she had done for months were work, save, eat, and sleep.
Sex hadn’t been important to her daily existence. One night with Hudson had
changed her opinion. One touch lit the fire inside, burning hot enough to
scorch her nerves. Hudson was above her, out of reach. Regret weighed her down.
Ari shouldn’t have let her slip away, but it was too soon for either of them to
start spending nights together on a regular basis.


Her legs fell open to her stroking touch and she dipped inside,
filling the emptiness in her body. She bucked against the thrust and drove
deeper. Her heavy breathing filled the room. Release couldn’t come soon enough.
She added another finger and stroked the hard knot in tighter circles with her
other hand. Ari cried out as she came. The bed shook from the violence of her
spasms. 


When she opened her eyes, sadness washed over her. Hudson wasn’t
with her, where she belonged. She’d barely managed to school her reaction when
Hudson mentioned not wanting to end up in bed. She hadn’t wanted her to see the
disappointment on her face. Not with Hudson still unsure about where they were
headed. The void in her heart, however, wasn’t as easy to hide. The goal-driven
person she used to be was becoming an ideal-driven one. She was coming to
realize her worth was not based on her financial success. Up until now, she’d
built her entire life around proving to her parents she had not wasted her time
in culinary school. Since meeting Hudson, she wasn’t sure that was true anymore.
What good was her success if she didn’t have anyone to share it with? Wasn’t it
time she gave in to her human nature and find a person she could love and would
love her back? Was it too
much to ask?


She shoved all the questions away, while she tucked the covers
around her, content with images of Hudson as she drifted toward sleep.


 


* * *


 


“Ms. Hudson,” Katie asked, “are you feeling okay?”


“I’m fine, Katie.”


Physically, she was great. Mentally, she was a mess. The
push-me-pull-you dilemma centered around her past and Pam, battled with her
longing to find the type of love her parents shared. She hadn’t been able to
sleep since she and Ari were together for movie night. She tried to ignore her
body’s hunger for Ari’s touch without success. Last night she’d masturbated in
hopes of quelling her urges. Nothing helped. The orgasm was organic but
unfulfilling. Not since her last months with Pam had she felt so empty. Ari had
ruined her, leaving her to covet the intensity she felt when they’d shared
their bodies. They shared more during those precious hours than she had with
any other woman her entire life. Ari saw her at her most vulnerable. Their
coupling wasn’t only physically satisfying. They meshed on a spiritual level.
The feeling was beyond her personal experience. The beauty of the unplanned
encounter scared her and was one of the reasons she resisted another fateful
encounter. But maybe if she gave in her fears would subside, and she could
spend her time being productive rather than distracted by thoughts of Ari. Her
body. Her sideways glances. Her passion for cooking. Her fierceness in bed. A
loud splash next to her woke her from her daydream.


“So, are you ready or what?” Katie, the energetic student, kicked
water into a whirlpool around Hudson, making her laugh.


“I could do with a few more like you to keep me on task.” Hudson
blew her whistle and the rest of the group jumped in the water. “Okay, get in
your lanes.” 


She managed to focus for the remainder of the class and hoped the
trend would continue through her day.


By late afternoon, Hudson was done. After her last swim class,
she headed to the dojo to vanquish what remained of her pent-up energy. Master
Jin put her through a rigorous set of postures before engaging her in a
sparring match. It left her emotionally drained and physically exhausted. A
long, hot shower and a quick meal were all she thought about. Her stomach
growled after being neglected most of the day. She made it as far as the first
floor landing before her plan went out the window.


“There you are.” Ari took the gym bag from her and pulled her
inside.


“Ari, I’d love to chat, but…” 


“Oh, I can see you’re tired.” Ari poured her a tall glass of iced
tea and set it in front of her. “I won’t keep you.”


Grateful for the quenching drink, she downed it, and then licked
her lips. Ari made the best raspberry iced tea she’d ever tasted. “Good. I
don’t know how long I’ll be upright.”


Ari held up a datebook. The page for the next month displayed
several neatly printed entries.


“What am I looking at?”


Closing the book, Ari looked her over. “I’ve done it again,
haven’t I?”


She didn’t know what Ari was talking about, which wasn’t a
surprise considering the state she was in.


“You came home exhausted and I’m bombarding you. I’m sorry.” 


Ari did look sorry, and Hudson regretted her inability to grasp
what was so important. “It’s okay. Tell me what it means.” She pointed to the
datebook.


“No, it’s not, but if you insist.” Ari’s eyes sparkled. It was
easy to see she was excited.


Even though she was bone-tired, Hudson wanted to be excited for
her. Ari’s animated expression drew her in and made Ari more attractive than
her outward beauty alone.


“Two catering orders. Can you believe it?” Ari rested her chin on
her palms. Her attempt at tamping down her enthusiasm was adorable.


“I’m not surprised at all. It’s what you’ve worked so hard for.”
She stood and pulled Ari to her feet to hug her. Damn. She feels good. Ari trembled in her
arms. She pulled back to create space between them.


“Hey, what’s this?” Hudson thumbed away the two wet trails from
Ari’s cheeks.


A sob escaped Ari’s lips before she answered. “I had my doubts.
First my father telling me it wasn’t worth my time, and then the loan denial…”
Her voice trailed off into another sob. “There’s no one I’d rather share this
minute with than you.” Ari attempted to smile despite the tears. 


A hard knot of emotion formed in her chest. “I’m honored you
chose me.” She forgot how tired she was. How annoyed she’d been when Ari
dragged her inside. All she wanted to do was convince Ari how remarkable she
was. It was time Ari enjoyed her success, no matter how small.


“May I take you on a date to celebrate?”


Ari cast her eyes to their joined hands. “You don’t have to do
that.”


“You’re right, I don’t have to, but I want to. I want to be part
of the celebration for how much you’ve achieved. And I intend to keep saying you
have every reason to be proud of what you’ve accomplished.” The walls of her
emotional prison were changing. Ari was proof that not all women were out to
use her for selfish reasons.


“Is this a date-date, or a friend date?” Ari’s eyes bored inside,
reaching her soul.


“Dating is a big step for me.” Hudson fought the fear gripping
her heart. Ari waited for an answer. “Yes, a date-date. If that’s okay.”


“It’s very okay.” Ari took a deep breath before holding Hudson at
arm’s length, wrinkling her nose. “You are going to shower first, right?”


Hudson’s clothes were wrinkled and were becoming stiff as they
dried. She was a mess. “What? You don’t like the butch attire?” 


Ari stepped closer, her mouth at Hudson’s ear. “I very much like
the butch attire, and I plan on showing you how much with a very special
dessert later.”


The desire she’d managed to tamp down throughout the day was back
in full force. So much
for physical exhaustion. Grabbing her bag, she headed for the door.


“Give me forty-five minutes to show you a different butch look.”


 


* * *


 


Ari fumbled with the necklace clasp. She shouldn’t be nervous.
She’d been with Hudson dozens of times and, aside from the first few, she’d
never been as anxious as she was tonight. Maybe
it was the catering calls. It would be easy to blame the jitters on
her worries about making ends meet. That would have explained a lot. But that
wasn’t the real reason. Even though she’d admitted it was a big step, Hudson
had asked her on a date. Hudson had no way of knowing it was a big step for
both of them. Ari didn’t date. Oh, she had the occasional dinner companion.
They were nice. Safe. Temporary. They didn’t demand much in the way of time,
energy, or emotional investment. Just how she liked it. At least, that’s how
she used to feel. Hudson made her feel differently about what she’d pictured
her life would be like down the road. Hudson wanted a full life, but was scared
to try again. Ari believed she had a full life, but she’d been foolish to think
she didn’t want a partner to share it with.


What would a future with Hudson look like? Would there be room
for careers, a social life, and possibly children? Did Hudson even want
children? Did she? Without having any interest in a partner, she hadn’t given
much thought to having a family, but along with other aspects of her life,
change was coming. Her intuition told her a meaningful life meant growth and
challenges, and she stood on the brink. Dating meant commitment. Commitment
meant planning the future, and the future meant long-term. Would Hudson
overcome her anxiety and find a way to let down her defenses, willingly
entering a relationship on which to build a meaningful future? 


And would she be willing to sacrifice some of her former notions
about having to choose between her dream business and sharing a dream life with
another person by her side?


The clock on the dresser glared at her. Hudson would be down
soon. She needed to remember to relax and have fun. Tonight wasn’t a test she
had to pass. It was about two mutually attracted women enjoying each other’s
company with the possibility of amazing sex. I
can do this. She smoothed the summer dress over her hips and slipped
her feet into sandals. She sprayed cologne in the air, and then walked through
it. She paused to glance in the mirror and admire the woman looking back.


 


* * *


 


The hostess led Hudson and Ari to a table for two tucked into a
quiet corner of the eclectic restaurant located in the arts district of the
city. It was early for the dinner crowd and she’d worried if it was a mistake
taking a chef out for dinner, but she’d always found the food delicious and
hoped Ari did, too. An expensive bottle of wine was already on the table, and
she was glad she’d thought to order ahead. 


Hudson’s heart beat loud in her ears. She’d argued with herself
while she dressed. There wasn’t any reason to not date Ari, except in her mind.
She needed to stop making excuses. So what if she’d been hurt. There were
millions of people on the planet who had been hurt, and most of them went on to
love again. She could, too. I
won’t die from a broken heart. It was true. She hadn’t died. Even
when she thought dying would at least end the torment, it hadn’t come to that,
and it never would. If her two mothers saw how insecure she was being, they
would tan her ass. They’d never worried about the effects a spanking would have
on her mental health. Fortunately, she learned at a young age she much
preferred praise and hugs over a swat on the behind for misbehaving. They gave
her all the love and support she needed to have a happy, fulfilling life. If she
didn’t take a chance with Ari, she’d be wasting all the sacrifices they’d made
to give her the tools she needed to find her own happiness. Ari was kind, warm,
and giving. She was also stubborn, independent, and tenacious. Not to mention
beautiful with an infectious laugh.


“What are you smiling about?” Ari asked.


“How life can change in a heartbeat.”


Ari set her wine glass down. “Tell me.”


She leaned forward. “You are an amazing woman.”


“Thank you,” Ari said. “But what does that have to do with life
changing?”


Hudson held Ari’s gaze. “A few months ago, you didn’t know me,
and today here we are on a date.” She waved her hand between them. “Like I
said, an interesting turn of events. Don’t you agree?”


“I’m not sure where this is going.”


“Exactly,” she said. “You had no idea we would develop an
attraction for each other and become not only friends, but lovers.” Wow. Did I just call us lovers?


Ari’s hand trembled as she reached for her glass and Hudson
caught it. Their eyes locked. Hudson let go and waited.


“I have a confession to make. I was attracted to you before I
asked you to be a tenant.”


Hudson felt disappointment clench her gut. Ari must have noticed
her reaction and rushed on. 


“I didn’t know we’d become romantically involved. I asked you to
move in because I trusted my instincts. They told me you were a good person.
You proved that when you said you would help with the house and the business.”


Hudson’s summation that Ari had been attracted to her was
confirmed. Did that mean Ari’s intentions were less noble than she’d originally
thought? She hadn’t been totally honest with Ari either, and that had to
change.


“I have a confession, too.” 


Ari’s eyebrows rose. 


“I’m not who I appeared to be.”


Ari sat back, her hands dropping to her lap. “What are you saying?”


“My parents did a great job raising a happy, independent child. I
grew up knowing life was meant to be a thrill ride. You take chances, get
knocked down, brush yourself off, and get right back up. You haven’t seen much
of that
Hudson. The person I am on the inside has been in hiding for a while, and I’d
like to let her out.”


“I’m not sure what to say. I know you’ve been through a rough
time since Pam, but is there more?”


She placed her hand on the table hoping Ari’s would join hers.
When it did, she ran her thumb over the smooth skin and continued. “It’s true
I’ve had a trust issue, but that’s not who I am. I’m open and candid. I don’t
hold back, and when I love, my love is fierce—a force to be reckoned with. Have
you seen that person?”


“Not really.”


“That’s what I mean. In a big way, you’re responsible.” Ari
blanched and tried to pull her hand back, but Hudson held on. “It’s a good
thing, Ari. You helped me realize not all women are manipulative. Not all women
see my kindness as something to be exploited. You set clear boundaries at the
beginning, and I appreciated your understanding how I felt.”


Ari snorted. “I think those boundaries are kind of out the window
at this point.” She glanced at their clasped hands.


Hudson chuckled. “There’s no regret here.” She remembered how
she’d bolted from Ari’s bed and had to ask. “Do you have any?”


It was Ari’s turn to squeeze their joined hands. “Not for a
minute.”


“Good.” Satisfied she’d made it clear how determined she was to
be more like her former self, Hudson picked up the menu. “Shall we continue the
celebration?”


 


* * *


 


The door swung open, and Ari almost fell inside she was laughing
so hard. Hudson caught her by the waist and leaned against the doorframe.


“I can’t believe you said that.” Ari couldn’t stop giggling.


“I did.” Hudson started laughing again.


On the way home, Hudson had told her about her little
confrontation at the restaurant. She’d gone to the restroom and received a
disapproving glare from another patron. She hadn’t been sure if it was her
androgynous looks or the clothes she wore, but either way she couldn’t ignore
the insult. She’d caught the woman’s stare in the mirror. 


“Like what you see?” 


The woman had wrinkled her nose in obvious disgust. “How dare you
dress like a man?” 


Hudson told Ari a few months ago she probably would have left
without saying anything. But not today. Ari thought Hudson had responded with
the perfect comeback: “The same way you put on makeup to look like Mimi.” 


The flustered woman had hurried out. Hudson was barely able to
sit through coffee without making a spectacle, and she nearly lost it when the
woman walked by their table. 


Hudson pulled Ari closer and gazed at her mouth.


“You’ve certainly found your voice,” Ari said.


“She was rude and deserved it.” Hudson brushed her lips over
Ari’s satin smooth ones. “Is that a problem?”


“No.”


Hudson pressed her thigh against Ari’s center and firmly kissed
her, tracing the shape of her lips with the tip of her tongue. Hudson took her
time exploring. 


“Do you want to keep making out in the hall or would you like to
get comfortable?” She fingered the edges of Hudson’s tie.


“I’m pretty comfortable right here.”


“I’m not sure if I like this new smartass attitude.” She took
Hudson’s hand and unlocked her door. Once inside, she set the dead bolt and
pressed Hudson against the wall, tossing her keys and handbag aside. The heat
from Hudson’s body felt like being too close to a flame. Her skin wasn’t the
only thing burning. The places Hudson’s hands touched her were scorched. Nerve
tracks tingled along her arms and legs. Ari’s mind raced with what she wanted
to do to Hudson, but it was all happening too fast even for her. Her pulse
pounded at her temples. Hudson’s tongue found hers and danced along its edge.
She couldn’t think, let alone breathe, and she pulled away.


Hudson whimpered. “I want you.”


She tipped her head, indicating Hudson should follow. She was too
turned on to trust her voice. 


They stood in the bathroom, and Ari turned on the shower before
she faced Hudson, trembling at the sight of her. Hudson leaned against the
doorway, hands in the pockets of her trousers and giving the illusion of a
bulge. The image shot a streak of lightning through Ari. Hudson’s legs were
crossed at the ankles. For all of her casual stance, Ari didn’t miss the heat
burning in Hudson’s eyes as her gaze traveled down Ari’s body before returning
to her face.


Hudson slowly unknotted her tie and pulled it from her collar in
one fluid motion before letting it fall to the floor and stepping closer. Her
nimble fingers made quick work of the buttons on her shirt, and then slowly
pulled the fabric from her pants. Watching the scene unfold was an agonizing
torture Ari willingly endured. Hudson slipped her feet from her shoes and
unbuckled her pants. Ari consciously licked her lips as she reached back to
find the zipper of her dress. Hudson shook her head.


“No. Mine to remove.” Hudson’s tone was firm. “Turn around,
please,” she said in a gentler voice.


Ari had no idea what to expect. This was a much different Hudson
than she’d seen during their previous intimacies. Warm hands rested on
shoulders and moved down the length of her arms. A little tug started the
zipper downward. Soft, moist lips touched the exposed skin. Hudson’s hands
moved inside the material to cup her breasts; her hardened nipples pressed
against the firm flesh of Hudson’s palms.


“You feel so good. We should have had dessert first.”


Hudson’s hot breath brushed against her neck. A gush of arousal
dampened Ari’s panties. Hudson kneaded her breasts and kissed the edge of her
ear.


“Are you ready for your shower?”


She held Hudson’s arm. “I don’t know if my legs will hold me.”
Her eyes closed and she focused on Hudson’s seductive touch.


Hudson slid the dress down her arms and removed her bra. “They
don’t have to. I’ll hold you.”


“Hudson…” Ari whispered.


“Mmm, I like the way you say my name.”


Hudson smoothed her palms down Ari’s legs, dragging her panties
along the way. Ari turned around and saw undisguised desire reflected back at
her, caressing her exposed flesh. Hudson led them into the warm spray of the
shower, and then pulled Ari against her. With an arm wrapped around her waist,
Hudson slid the other to her mound and cupped her, squeezing the flesh and
sending a jolt of electricity through her body. The guttural noise from her
throat was unrecognizable. Hudson’s lips assaulted her earlobe, neck, and
shoulder. She yelped at the nip to her flesh. 


“Did I hurt you?” Hudson’s hands continued to roam over every
inch of her body, tweaking her stiff nipples.


“You surprised me.” She reached back and found the neatly trimmed
triangle of soft, curly hair. Hudson backed away.


“I want this to be about you. All about you.”


Hudson faced her and found her mouth, her pointed tongue snaking
between Ari’s lips. Hudson explored every crevasse, deepening the kiss to the
point she couldn’t breathe. She raised Ari’s leg and placed it on the bench,
then kissed her until she was kneeling between Ari’s parted thighs. Hudson
licked from her opening to her clitoris and back, each stroke sending a
shockwave that threatened to buckle her knees. She found the thick head of
hair, and she guided Hudson’s mouth to her sensitive nub. She was close to
climaxing, waiting no longer an option. Hudson pressed harder, her tongue
hitting the spot where she needed it most, and she trembled.


“Hudson,” Ari moaned.


Their eyes met and she couldn’t miss the yearning she saw. The
shifting shades of gray were like a stormy sea. She looked on, helpless, yet
wanting the waves of Hudson’s desire to bring release. Her clitoris turned to
granite and the quivering in her belly traveled with lightning speed through
her hot center, exploding in fireworks behind her eyes. She fought the urge to
close them. She wanted Hudson to see what she did to her, but her control was
slipping away. Crying out, her head arched back, and she gave her body over to
her. 


Hudson lapped the sweet juices flowing from Ari as she cried out.
Her body shook as the orgasm coursed through her and Ari’s face was transformed
from beautiful to stunning. A pink flush traveled up from her breasts to her
cheeks, as though sun-kissed. Her chest heaved, and Hudson was mesmerized. She
held Ari’s thighs to keep her from falling.


“Baby, I need to sit.” Ari’s trembling hand landed on her
shoulder, urging her up.


The water had cooled, and she turned it off before grabbing a
towel to gently wipe the droplets from Ari’s flushed body while supporting her
weight, then eased her down on a stool.


“You are incredible,” Ari whispered.


Her heart swelled. Making love to Ari was easy. Even though
they’d only been together in a physical sense a couple of times, their
intuition for each other’s needs came naturally. She’d like to believe their
future held the same certainty, but only time would tell. She met Ari’s gaze.


“I love making love to you.” Her voice cracked. The truth of her confession
sucked the air from the room.


Ari touched her face. “Come to bed with me.”


The longing in Ari’s eyes sent a flame of fire through her. She
was wet and needed Ari’s touch. Ari stretched out beside her and kissed along
her shoulder to her mouth. Ari stroked her tongue over Hudson’s lips before
pushing inside. The kiss ended too soon and Hudson moaned in frustration.


“I…want…to…taste…you,” Ari said between kisses.


Hudson’s clit twitched. She’d had Ari’s talented tongue on her
hot center before, and the memory brought another flood that coated her thighs.


Kissing her breast, ribs, stomach, and hip, Ari covered the trail
to her center with hot breaths and a wet tongue, eliciting a lengthy groan. The
pounding of her clit blocked her ability to speak. She lifted her pelvis in
anticipation, seeking the pleasure Ari’s mouth would bring. Her body jerked at
the first stroke of Ari’s tongue.


“You taste like syrup.” Ari lightly licked a circle around the
head of her clit. Once. Twice.


Hudson strained upward. “More,” she pleaded.


Ari’s hands traveled over her stomach to the pebbled knots of her
breasts. She fingered each one and gently tugged, sending a shock wave
downward. Ari tongued her opening, spreading the hot fluid over her swollen
folds. She nipped along her thigh down to her ankle and repeated the
ministrations on the other side before inching up to straddle her hips. She
bucked, hoping to send a message to Ari. Her entire body was on fire. 


“What are you doing?” she gasped.


Leaning closer, Ari blew on her nipple, making it tighten
painfully. 


“Giving you pleasure,” Ari said before her mouth covered Hudson’s
and explored it with her tongue, the essence of her flavor still on Ari’s lips.



Pulling away, Ari smiled. “Don’t you like it?”


She closed her eyes and inhaled. She had to concentrate to form
coherent words. “It’s torture.”


Ari reached behind her and pressed a finger against Hudson’s clit
before sliding inside. Ari rode her hips in rhythm with the strokes. She
grasped Ari’s hips and synchronized their grinding to deepen the thrusts, but
every time she felt the tension in her belly build, Ari moved to a different
beat, interrupting her progress.


“A nice kind of torture, right?” 


Ari filled her and then withdrew completely to spread the liquid
coating her fingers over her throbbing knot of nerves. “Please,” she groaned.
“Please let me come.”


Ari wanted to please Hudson more than anyone she’d ever been
with. Hudson’s beautiful body made it easy. That didn’t mean she wanted it to
be quick. Drawing out Hudson’s arousal to the point of begging, made her own
folds wetter. Hudson’s plea for release made her clit pound in response. Ari
drove deeper into the hot tunnel, reaching the sensitive ridge and twisting her
hand. The inner walls threatened to lock her inside before she focused all her
attention on the clit that was impossibly hard beneath her fingertips.


“Come for me, baby.”


She watched Hudson’s face while the hands on her hips gripped
harder as Hudson rose against the pressure of her fingertips. A slow flush
began at her ridged abs and traveled between her breasts. Hudson bucked hard
and cried out, nearly throwing Ari off. The small knot pounded against her palm
and she slid back inside to feel the spasms of Hudson’s orgasm. Her sudden
entry caused another climax, and Hudson’s entire body shook with another set of
waves. She was beauty in motion. Ari waited until her heaving chest slowed and
the jerking movements quieted. Withdrawing, she leaned over and covered
Hudson’s mouth with butterfly kisses.


“God, you are beautiful.”


Hudson’s eyes fluttered as her mouth moved into a languid grin.
“I’ll bet you say that to all the women you torture.”


Hudson pulled Ari on top of her, and she spread her body over
Hudson’s, relishing the warmth against her cooler skin. Their swollen lips
touched tenderly, without the earlier urgency. Satiated, Ari curled against
Hudson’s side, tucked under her arm, and sighed. She pulled the covers over
them and rested her hand in the center of Hudson’s chest, her thumb lightly
brushing the curve of her breast. Hudson stroked her back, drawing a circular
pattern. It was the last thing she remembered.


 


* * *


 


Ari stretched along Hudson’s body. Somehow, she’d ended up almost
completely on top of her. She inhaled the scent that was uniquely Hudson’s,
tinged with the not unpleasant linger of sex.


“Are you awake?” she whispered.


“Uh-huh.” Hudson’s hand slid down to cup her ass. She gave it a
gentle squeeze. “I didn’t think I was that tired.”


She reached up to cup Hudson’s face. “I don’t think it was fatigue.”



Laughing, Hudson met her gaze. “I think you’re right.”


Ari snuggled close, enjoying the ease with which they’d
apparently both fallen asleep.


“I could stay here forever.”


Hudson stiffened beneath her and she regretted thinking out loud.
Maybe it was too soon. Maybe Hudson’s heart wasn’t as invested in moving
forward as hers was. Maybe she was the only one who thought she was falling in
love. Even though she had nothing to compare her feelings to, romance novels
described it as a feeling of euphoria. Of total bliss. The emotions she felt
when she was with Hudson were indescribable, and falling in love was the best
description for her current state. She needed to do damage control before
Hudson bolted again. Rising on her elbow, she met Hudson’s stormy eyes.


“What’s wrong?”


“Nothing.” 


“Why don’t I believe you?” Ari sat up.


“It’s not you or anything you did. It’s me. All me.” Hudson broke
eye contact, staring off into the distance like she was looking for answers. “I
haven’t wanted to think about forever. Until you.”


“That sounds nice, but the doubt is a little disconcerting.” She
didn’t want to discourage any progress they’d made, but she wasn’t going to
tolerate Hudson’s insecurities forever and she needed to know what Hudson was
thinking. “So why are
you comparing me to Pam?” She couldn’t help the edge in her voice. She didn’t
know how Hudson felt because she’d never been in love and she wasn’t prepared
to have it all come to an end. What she did know was that she didn’t want that
kind of an ending for them, which didn’t make any sense since their
relationship had only just begun.


Hudson’s face paled. “I don’t know. You’re nothing like her.”


Ari turned away, her eyes brimming with tears. She wasn’t sure if
she could fight a ghost. She wasn’t sure if she wanted to. The only thing she
did know was that Hudson filled a void in her she hadn’t even known existed.
Something inside her had shattered and the splinters scraped away the layers
formed by self-preservation. What did it mean to stay whole if it meant a life
empty and alone? 


Hudson’s fingertip guided her chin to face her, and she took
Ari’s hands in hers. “I know it’s crazy. I know it’s irrational. But I swear
I’m not making excuses. You are a wonderful person and I think we can be great
together…” Hudson stopped and pursed her lips, “in more ways than we already
are. I don’t want to question my feelings, but it happens.” 


Ari took Hudson’s hand and placed it over her heart. “I trust
what’s in here. I listen to what it’s telling me, and it’s telling me we can
make a wonderful life together.” She waited a beat. “Am I wrong?” She needed to
know if she had to pull back. Step away. Stop falling for Hudson, even if her
heart told her otherwise.


“No, you’re not wrong. I am.”


She hesitated even while knowing she had to push on. “Then why do
we keep ending up here?”


Hudson shook her head. “I don’t know. If you can’t wait,”
Hudson’s voice cracked, “I’ll understand.” 


“I didn’t say I wouldn’t wait. I just wish you could believe in
the confident woman I saw earlier. She was magnificent.” Ari trailed her thumb
along Hudson’s strong jaw and felt it tremble.


“Let’s get up and watch TV. I think we both could use the
distraction.”


Chapter Eighteen

 

 

 


Hudson watched Ari dozing next to her. Their lovemaking had
been as spectacular as the first time. Full of steamy hot desire and passionate
kisses. That was until she’d soured the mood. She’d reacted defensively to
Ari’s innocent statement and regretted where her mind had traveled. When Ari
said “forever” she couldn’t help thinking, “Nothing lasts forever.” And even
though Ari listened to Hudson’s explanation, she’d been hurt. A shadow had
clouded her beautiful features. And when she’d turned away to hide it, Hudson
feared she was slipping away. The pain she caused lingered when Ari had finally
faced her. Tears pooled in her red-rimmed eyes, obscuring the hazel color
Hudson had come to read so well. Much like her own pain, Ari’s had been
palpable and she had caused it.


“Idiot,” she grumbled.


Here was the woman of her dreams. One who didn’t hide her
feelings. And in return, Hudson had sent a very clear vibe of “don’t go there.”
But why? Wasn’t the fairy tale of a happy-ever-after ending—the same kind of
relationship her mothers had shown her was possible—the same thing she’d always
wanted? Against all odds, her parents had sought each other out and professed
forbidden love. They’d even dared to have children—and still, their love
endured. What secrets did their love hold? How had they managed to sustain
their relationship through times of uncertainty and heartache? As a child,
she’d rarely heard more than occasional heated words. She also remembered
sounds of passion when, as a teenager, she’d sneak home, thinking they were
asleep. 


And still, a life of fulfillment and love eluded her. She had
managed to think she could embrace the fairy tale for a little while tonight,
but her bravado had vanished in the blink of an eye—replaced by the all too
familiar fear of commitment. Ari deserved a partner who would stand by her, be
strong with her, love her, and take chances. Hudson was failing miserably.


She’d be pacing right now if she didn’t think she’d wake Ari.
Their shoulders touched. Ari’s face was at peace. How could she fix whatever
was broken inside her? What would it take to push her forward? She did want a lifetime,
not of perfection, but of perfect balance. With someone who loved her. Was it
too much to ask? She let her head fall against the back of the couch, stared at
the ceiling, and sighed.


“Hey,” Ari said.


“Hi. Sorry I woke you.”


Ari sat up and tucked a leg under her, watching Hudson before
lightly tapping her forehead. “You’ve been stewing again.”


She couldn’t help laughing. “What gave you that idea?”


“Wrinkles.”


Hudson gasped in mock exaggeration, attempting to be shocked. “I do
not have wrinkles.”


“You do when you’re thinking.”


She mirrored Ari’s posture, resting her arm across the back of
the cushion, and intertwined their fingers. She loved touching Ari in any way
she could.


“Yeah. I was thinking how much of an asshole I am.”


Ari frowned. “You aren’t an ass. You’re confused and scared, and
sometimes oversensitive.”


“Maybe.” Thinking about her mothers made her wonder about Ari’s
family. “Tell me about your childhood. What are your parents like?”


Ari looked off to the side. “You don’t really want to know.”


“Sure I do. I want to know everything about you.” Even as the
words came out, she realized she hadn’t shared much with Ari either. Ari took
so long that Hudson thought she wasn’t going to answer, but she finally
shrugged and curled deeper into the corner.


“I’m an only child born to a conservative couple who grew up with
prejudiced beliefs.” 


Ari was facing her, but her eyes glassed over and Hudson knew she
was lost in memories.


“I…” Ari faltered, then cleared her throat before going on. “My
father didn’t want me. I don’t think children were ever in his life plan, and
being a girl was his biggest disappointment. He went out of his way to let me
know how much of a failure I was. How I’d never amount to anything.”


She wanted to reassure Ari her father’s view of her wasn’t how
she saw her, but she had a feeling if she interrupted now the story would end.
“What about your mom?”


Ari snorted. “She was the typical beaten down, dutiful wife. She
never had a backbone. It’s a wonder I have any at all.” The bitterness in her
words was cutting.


Hudson wanted to find a way to put a positive spin on what must
have been a contentious childhood. “But you survived.” Ari nodded, so she
pressed for more. “And you grew strong.”


“It’s not like I had a choice. I knew the only person I could
rely on was me.”


“No friends?” 


“Chelsea. We were pretty close until the sixth grade. Her dad was
offered a job in Kentucky, and they moved away. I was devastated.” 


She couldn’t stand the look of abandonment on Ari’s face any
longer. “Come here.” Hudson backed into the corner of the couch, making room
for Ari between her legs. She wrapped her arms around her, reassuring Ari she
wasn’t going anywhere. 


“Better?”


“Yeah. Thanks.” Ari rubbed her hands along Hudson’s forearms. 


“Can you tell me more?”


“There’s not much to tell. I kept my grades up so that I didn’t
have to hear what a failure I was. In high school, Kara and I got to be close.
She was a godsend. I wouldn’t have survived without her. She is the only person
I’ve ever known who loved me.” 


The statement caused an intense sense of privilege for the
wonderful childhood she’d had surrounded by loving adults and a bevy of close
friends. Hudson had no control over the tears that fell. She’d lived with love
her whole life and she couldn’t imagine living without it. Ari turned in her
arms.


“Hey.” Ari traced Hudson’s lower lip with her thumb, sending a
shiver through her. Everything Ari did was intimate, even when there wasn’t a
hint of sexual intent. Ari touched the essence that was Hudson. 


“Baby, don’t cry.” Ari wiped the tears away. “We’ll get through
this.”


Ari’s certainty anchored her to the possibilities that lay ahead.
If Hudson was going to love again, Ari was definitely the one, but her mind was
a jumble of mixed emotions, and she didn’t have the strength to sort them out.


“Come to bed with me.”


“I don’t know if that’s such a good…” she protested.


Ari shook her head. “Just to sleep. I want a night wrapped in
your arms and you in mine. I want to wake up beside you in the morning.”


Hudson could do this. She could give a night to Ari and maybe she
could give her more of them—in time. “Okay.”


“Thank you.”


“Don’t thank me yet.” Ari tipped her head in confusion. 


“I need my toothbrush and nightclothes.”


“Do you want me to come upstairs?” Ari asked.


“No, no. I’ll be quick.” She placed a chaste kiss on Ari’s mouth
and made a dash for the stairs.


* * *


 


Ari woke to a warm breath moving across her chest. She had slept
well wrapped within Hudson’s arms. It had taken a while to go to sleep as she
replayed their lovemaking over and over in her mind. It had been more than
satisfying. Hudson had a way of taking her to the pinnacle over and over again
before letting her reach climax. The feeling had been worth every torturous
second, and she’d made sure she’d given Hudson a night to remember. She was
well aware that sometimes Hudson cloaked her feelings, but she didn’t think it
was true while they were in the throes of passion. Ari was able to read all of
her emotions then, and each facial expression, each touch, had been with
desire, need, and tenderness. 


It was Hudson’s ingrained hesitation—the moments that clouded her
handsome features in dread—that caused Ari the greatest concern. Even if she
had no prior experience with love, Ari had no doubt she was falling for the
enigmatic Ms. Frost, and there wasn’t a damn thing she could do to stop it. The
only thing she could do was show Hudson how she felt. For the first time in her
life, she was willing to give a relationship equal importance as her business.
She remembered her father’s words, could hear them as if he were in the room
with her.


“You’ll never be successful with that foolish cooking thing. It’s
a waste of time and money. No one will want to marry a failure.” His lean, tall
frame had towered over her and his face contorted in disgust. The crow’s feet
that gathered at the corners of his anger-filled eyes had caused her
overwhelming feelings of despair.


His words had cut to the quick, but she hadn’t let him see how
much they hurt. Instead, she’d walked away with her head high after telling him
he was wrong. She was stronger than he thought and each sacrifice she’d made
was a testament to what she was capable of.


And then there was Hudson’s curiosity about her childhood. She
hadn’t seen it coming, but she had to admit it had been a relief to share a
part of her secret with Hudson. There would most likely be more conversations
between them of a similar nature. She was curious about Hudson’s upbringing and
wondered if she had a similar story and if that was the reason she hadn’t heard
about her family. 


But the intimate story had done little to ease her angst. How
much of herself was she willing to sacrifice to have a relationship with
Hudson? Or maybe it wouldn’t be a sacrifice at all. Maybe they could overcome
their insecurities together. Every question brought another, and the answer to
each one was the same. Only time would tell. But how long she was willing to
wait was the biggest one of all.


Hudson stirred; her hand moved down Ari’s tank top and stopped at
her belly. She felt the heat of her palm and luxuriated in the caress. 


“Morning.”


“Good morning.”


“What time is it?” Hudson stretched, her long arms reaching
toward the ceiling.


She glanced at the clock. “A little after eight.”


“Holy shit.” Hudson sat up, disoriented.


Ari touched her arm. “Hey, it’s okay. It’s Saturday.”


Hudson relaxed against the headboard. “Wow. That was a head
rush,” she said. “I do have classes today, but not till this afternoon.” She
rubbed the sleep from her eyes like a young child, and Ari’s heart melted a
little more.


She placed a gentle kiss on the corner of Hudson’s mouth. “I’ll turn
on the coffee and start breakfast if you don’t mind making the bed.”


“Mmm…sounds like a deal.”


The aroma of coffee filled the kitchen, and she hummed as she
pulled breakfast items from the refrigerator. She dared to imagine more
mornings like this with Hudson. Maybe it was foolish on her part, but she
couldn’t help it. Every time they were together the more she wanted another.
There was only one other person who needed to share her sentiment. Hudson
sashayed in as if on cue.


“Smells good.” She reached around Ari for the carafe and poured
coffee. “Want some?”


“Please.” Ari whisked the pancake batter. When the griddle was
hot, she ladled out four perfect circles and then turned the sausage links.
Hudson handed her a mug. She inhaled the rich chicory aroma and blew across the
steaming liquid. There was nothing like the first sip of the day. Her eyes
closed and she relaxed against the counter, ready to face another day.


“I like seeing you just out of bed,” Hudson said. “You’re so damn
sexy.”


“You don’t have to say that just because I’m cooking you
breakfast.” The tease in her voice was an attempt to hide her embarrassment.
She knew what she looked like in the morning, and it was anything but sexy. She
flipped the pancakes before pulling plates from the cupboard. Warm hands on her
shoulders guided her around.


“It’s true.” Hudson’s eyes spoke volumes. She saw the sincerity
in them and wished they were always this vulnerable. Hudson’s natural charisma
intensified when her guard was down. Like now.


“Thanks, but if you don’t let me get back to the stove, the
pancakes will burn.”


Hudson slid her hands down Ari’s shoulders and stepped back. “We
can’t have that.” Her voice was serious, but the hint of a grin wasn’t lost to
Ari.


After the first mouthful, Hudson made satisfied noises and licked
her lips, catching bits of food with her tongue. “These are delicious.” After
the last morsel had been scraped from her plate, she sat back. 


“They aren’t anything special, but I’m glad you liked them.” Ari
stood.


“Come home with me.”


Ari stopped gathering dishes in mid-motion. “What?”


Hudson brought her plate and mug to the sink. She leaned against
the counter. “Come with me to visit my mothers. They live on the Cape in
P-town.”


Dumbfounded by the sudden invitation, she backed up to the
counter across from Hudson and crossed her arms. “Where is this coming from?
You’ve never mentioned your mothers before.” Ari wasn’t sure what the intention
behind the invitation meant. If it was to introduce her to Hudson’s family, she
knew it was a huge step, and she wanted to be sure Hudson was serious.


“I know I haven’t shared much about my life, and I want to start.
I think you’d like them, and I know they’d like to meet you.”


“They know about me?”


“Well, they know of
you. I haven’t talked to them in about a month, so they don’t know we’ve
become—involved.”


“Why now?” She looked at the two catering orders hanging on the
refrigerator clipboard. The first was a midweek engagement and the second was
the following Saturday. 


Hudson blew out a breath. “I want to know more about you, and you
want to know more about me. Right?” 


“Of course.”


“What better way than to meet my parents and take a little
vacation at the same time.” Hudson’s eyes pleaded, even if she didn’t voice how
much she wanted Ari to agree.


“I can’t drop everything and go away.” Hudson’s face fell, and
Ari realized how much this trip meant to her.


“When were you thinking?”


“Whatever works for you.” Excitement filled Hudson’s voice. “I
can help with anything you need.” Her face beamed like a child expecting her
first puppy. How could she say no?


Ari pulled her date book closer and flipped through the next few
weeks. She’d blocked off Labor Day weekend a few months ago. It might work. She
tapped the page. “Here.”


Hudson looked over her shoulder. “That’s a busy time on the Cape,
but Mom squared will be thrilled.” She paused. It was plain she was deep in
thought. “If we leave after work on Thursday and head back sometime Sunday,
we’ll avoid the heavy traffic.”


“Mom squared?”


Hudson laughed. “Yeah. A nickname I came up with in grade
school.”


Three nights away from thinking about the business would be good
for her. If catering orders started coming in with any regularity, she wouldn’t
be taking any vacations for a while. And getting to know more about Hudson and
her family was something she’d wanted to ask about but hadn’t pushed.


“Okay, but only if I pay my way.”


Hudson waved her off. “We’ll be staying at my house if you don’t
mind sleeping with me. I have a queen bed.”


“In your parents’ house?” The thought of Hudson’s mothers knowing
they were sleeping together made her a little uneasy.


“Well, yeah.” Hudson faced her. “I think they already know I’m a
lesbian.”


Ari slapped her in the stomach. “Smartass. You know what I mean.
Won’t you feel funny?”


“I don’t think so. I have my own bathroom, so you won’t have to
streak around naked…unless you want to.”


She chewed her lower lip. She hadn’t done an overnight at another
person’s home since grade school. The times with Kara didn’t count because she
was more like a sister. Still, the anticipation on Hudson’s face was hard to
ignore. If Hudson was as excited as she appeared, maybe it meant she was
gaining confidence, and Ari didn’t want to destroy any progress she was making.


“Okay, but I reserve the right to be embarrassed.”


“Fair enough.” Hudson glanced at the clock as she rinsed their
dishes. “I hate to eat and run, but I need to go to the dojo before class.”


“I’d love to go sometime.”


“To the dojo?”


She nodded. “I’ve heard you talk about it so much I know it’s a
big part of your life, and…well,” maybe this was a part of her life Hudson
wanted to keep apart from Ari. “I’m sorry. It was a silly idea. You go ahead.
I’ve got this,” she said and began filling the dishwasher. 


Hudson stood next to her. “If you want to follow me in your car,
I could still get to the Y in time.”


She studied Hudson’s face to see if she was just asking her to be
nice, but she seemed genuine. “Only if you’re sure.” 


“I am.”


Ari closed the dishwasher and glanced at her nightwear. “Can you
give me fifteen minutes?”


“Okay. And thank you for agreeing to the trip. It means a lot to
me.” Hudson’s mouth covered Ari’s, and the kiss conveyed her appreciation.
“I’ll meet you outside.” Hudson’s smile lit up the room. 


She’d do whatever she could to keep Hudson smiling, including
sleeping in the same bed under her parents’ roof. God help me.


 


* * *


 


Hudson pulled next to her in the parking lot then took her hand
as they walked up to the entrance. 


“This is it.” The sign hanging over the door simply read Master
Jin’s Dojo. The storefront windows had been painted halfway up, giving privacy
to those inside while providing lots of natural light. “I’ll introduce you to
Master Jin, but once I begin my practice, I might not make eye contact again
until I’m done.” 


“If you’d rather not have me there, I’d understand.”


Hudson shook her head. “No. I’m glad you’re interested. It’s
just…” She blew out a breath. “I’ve never brought anyone to my dojo. Ever. But
I want to share with you all the things that are important to me.” Hudson’s
lips touched her cheek before she let go of her hand. She faced the door and closed
her eyes, pulling in an unbelievably long breath before exhaling for an even
longer time. 


“Ready?”


The enormity of the moment wasn’t lost on Ari. Hudson was about
to share a very private activity with her, and she was determined not to do
anything to make Hudson regret trusting her. 


“Yes.”


Ari didn’t know what she expected when she walked through the
door, but the energy in the room surrounded her like a down comforter on a cold
winter night. Hudson’s hand rested on the small of her back, and she waited,
not sure what to do next. Hudson set her bag on the floor and watched as a
small group of adults performed a type of slow-motion dance. The instrumental
music playing in the background was just loud enough to be heard. Others, both
young and old, knelt along the edge of thick mats that covered the majority of
the center space. She wasn’t very good at guessing measurements, but she knew
it was close to half of a basketball court. When the group ended, they bowed to
a short, elderly gentleman, and Ari knew he must be the dojo master. He turned
and walked in their direction, although she could have sworn his feet didn’t
touch the floor, his movement was so fluid. Hudson closed her right hand into a
fist and covered it with her left.


“Master.” Hudson bowed. 


He bowed in return.


“I would like you to meet my…friend, Ari. Ari, this is Master
Jin.”


Ari was about to reach out to shake his hand, but caught herself
at the last minute and did a small bow instead. “Master Jin.”


Master Jin met her gaze, and a small smile graced his lips. “Ms.
Ari. Have you come to join us today?” 


She glanced at Hudson before answering. “Not today, but I would
like permission to watch.”


Master Jin’s eyes sparkled with more than curiosity. He gave the
slightest nod and with an open hand gesture, led her to a bench with a thick
cushion. She was glad it had a smooth back to lean against. She settled in,
noticing Hudson was no longer in the room.


“Thank you.”


He moved to the center of the room and invited four of the more
than dozen onlookers to the mat. They lined up behind him and closed their
eyes, breathing similarly to the way Hudson had before they’d entered the
building. 


And then she was there.


Hudson knelt on the corner of a mat across the room. Her eyes
were closed and her face relaxed. She wore a bright white gi with a black belt
tied high around her waist. Ari turned back to the group and watched as they
repeated the movements several times. When they finished, everyone bowed before
returning to the edge of the mat. Others paired off at the far end of the room
and engaged in mock combat. There didn’t seem to be any force behind the
punches and kicks because none landed, but she imagined there was a great deal
of energy behind them. Each one could have been a lethal blow. Master Jin didn’t
make a sound when he faced Hudson, but her eyes opened as though he had spoken.
He invited her to join him, and they turned to each other.


Master Jin bowed first, and Hudson followed, their gazes locked.
“Begin.” 


Hudson’s body moved in a fluid motion, unlike anything Ari had
ever witnessed. Each pose morphed into the next without her knowing where one
ended and the next began. Within a few minutes, Hudson had performed a series
of leaps, kicks, and punches. Ari couldn’t believe Hudson wasn’t even breathing
heavy from the exertion. Then all movement ceased with a gesture from the
master.


They faced each other again, and the sparring began. A rapid
succession of blocked kicks and thrown punches followed until Hudson landed on
her back with a thud. With lightning speed, she was back on her feet and
engaged in the battle. She made contact twice before Master Jin took her to the
mat again. 


Ari was transfixed. The speed at which things happened while
everything seemed to move in slow motion was nothing short of amazing. It was
easy to understand how Hudson’s body had developed such chiseled musculature.
For the entire time, Hudson didn’t look at her, and she knew why. Even a second
of lost concentration could bring a serious injury. When she fell, each landing
was controlled. No energy was wasted in the motions of engagement. When she
attacked, she knew how far her body had to move to make contact, although she
rarely got the chance. Master Jin avoided most strikes with a simple shift of
his weight. Their battle ended as quietly as it began. 


Hudson cleaned the mats they’d used and then retreated to a
corner, once more closing her eyes for several minutes before walking through
the only other door at the end of a short hallway. Ari imagined that was where
the lockers and showers were located. She felt a peaceful calm wash over her as
the floor participants continued practicing. They were respectful of each other
and their master. Most impressive was the sureness of their art. She had a much
better understanding of the pull the dojo held. Hudson reappeared a few minutes
later. Her hair was wet, and she’d changed into her street clothes.


Master Jin approached Ari, and she stood out of respect.


“I hope you have found what you were looking for.” He spoke in a
gentle tone, and his eyes softened as Hudson neared.


Ari gazed at Hudson, then faced Master Jin. “I believe I have.”
This time she did hold out her hand. “Thank you.” She’d thought about saying
more, but it wasn’t necessary. She had no doubt he knew what she meant.


Fist in hand, Hudson bowed to her teacher before guiding Ari to
the exit.


She wasn’t sure if she should talk. She’d witnessed more than
just sparring and blows exchanged. Hudson and her master had engaged in a
reverential dance of death that was full of life. And now, as she tried to
recall specific details, it all felt surreal. As if it was more a dream than
reality. Perhaps it had been. Time had stood still. 


Ari took Hudson’s hand. “Thank you seems feeble after what you’ve
shared.”


Hudson’s face reflected serenity. “Thank you for wanting to be a
part of it.” She gestured to the building. “This is a big part of my life.”
Hudson cupped her neck and leaned in. Their lips met in a soft kiss. 


“Can I see you tonight?” Ari asked.


“I’d like that.” Hudson slid her hand over Ari’s shoulder and
trailed down her arm. “I still have laundry to do. How does seven sound?”


Ari brought Hudson’s open palm to her lips. “Until then.” 


Ari watched Hudson drive off, then looked at her phone. They’d
been at the dojo almost two hours. Where had the time gone? No wonder Hudson
felt the need to be here as often as she did. It brought things into
perspective. She felt centered even though she hadn’t participated. The energy
that had washed over her left her feeling changed. Cleansed. 


Life with Hudson would be filled with many experiences she’d
never imagined. If she were ready. If Hudson was willing. Bringing her today
should have convinced Ari that Hudson wanted her to be involved in every aspect
of her life. Not to mention asking her to go with her to her childhood home to
meet her parents. 


She started the car and decided to stop at the farmers’ market to
pick up a few things for dinner. They needed to talk about the trip, and she
had to make sure she could handle the booked catering jobs on her own.


 


* * *


 


Hudson poured a capful of detergent into the swirling water and
thought about her earlier turmoil. When Ari had mentioned wanting to go with
her to the dojo, her first reaction was to make an excuse why she couldn’t go.
However, thinking about the philosophy of Asian arts and how all people and
events were connected to the greater cosmic realm had changed her mind. The
dojo did not “belong” to anyone. It was a vessel for interaction and awareness.
It was a gift to her, and she was obligated by those beliefs to share it with
everyone who was called to seek a deeper understanding of the Universe. Ari had
embraced it, and Hudson liked seeing the awed expression of what she was
witnessing. Ari also understood it was a part of her life never witnessed by
any former partners. Until today, it had been her refuge and respite from the
angst of the world. She’d been concerned that somehow Ari’s presence would
change those feelings, but she needn’t have worried. If anything, Ari had
earned another level of trust. If Hudson could share an activity that she
considered sacred, and Ari acknowledge how special the sharing was to her, it
only solidified what Hudson already knew. Ari was unique, and she would be a
fool to let the past keep her from her future.


Checking the clock to see how much time she had before heading
downstairs, a thought surfaced.


“Shit.” What
the hell was I thinking? She had to call home. She knew it wouldn’t
be an issue for her to spend the holiday weekend, but she needed to let her
parents know she was bringing Ari. It had been years since she’d brought anyone
to meet her folks. Not since before she and Pam moved in together. Look how well that had gone.
She shrugged off the thought. Ari wasn’t Pam. Far from it. They were total
opposites, and it wasn’t fair to her or Ari to keep comparing them. So why do I do it? The
cell phone in her hand mocked her. It had been a few weeks since she’d called
home. She missed her parents, even more so when self-doubt reared its ugly
head. They’d always been her greatest supporters, and she should have relied on
them more when she was at her lowest, but she’d wanted to prove they’d raised a
strong, independent woman.


“Well, if it isn’t my long-lost daughter,” her mother’s voice was
flat.


She rolled her eyes, glad Momma G. couldn’t see her. “Hi, Momma,
I’m not lost. In fact, I’ll be home in a few weeks.”


Her mother squealed on the other end, and Hudson pulled the phone
from her ear. “Hudson honey, you’ve made my day.”


Hudson heard the smile in her mother’s voice. “Good.” She pulled
in a breath and pushed on. “I’m bringing Ari with me.”


“Oh? As a friend?” She waited quietly on the other end. 


“Yes. No. I mean, she is a friend, but we’ve been—seeing each
other.” Hudson didn’t know why she was shy all of sudden. She’d always been
able to talk about anything with her mothers, especially Momma G.


“Does that mean you’ve slept together?”


Hudson looked at the ceiling, hoping to find a delicate way to
respond. “Yes.”


“Hot damn, it’s about time.” 


“Momma,” she warned her.


“Don’t you Momma me. I’ve been worried sick about you. We both
have, Hudson. It’s not normal for a woman as beautiful and charming as you not
to have a lover.”


“I’m fine.”


“We were beginning to think we needed to take your card away,”
She said, laughing. The sound warmed Hudson’s insides. It was a familiar memory
that had filled her childhood home on a daily basis, and one of the many
reasons her schoolmates loved being invited for sleepovers.


“I’m going to regret this visit, aren’t I?” She ran a hand over
her face. She would have to prepare Ari for Momma G.’s warped sense of humor.
She would take every opportunity to embarrass Hudson unless Mom D. stepped in
to save her.


“Nonsense. Since when can’t you take a little ribbing? So when
can we expect you?”


From the noise coming over the phone, Hudson pictured the big
calendar being taken off the wall. For as long as she could remember, every
important date had been kept on the pages of a wall calendar. There were two
totes full of them in the attic. Hudson had asked why she kept them and was
told memories fade, but what’s written lasts forever. Some memories were meant
to be forgotten, but others she was grateful someone had kept track of. She
could always count on Momma G. to supply the details of the family’s events,
from her first broken bone to her learner’s permit to going away to college.
Each was recorded, and they had celebrated every one in a special way.


“The Thursday before Labor Day.”


“Let’s see, that would be August thirtieth. Got it. Will you be
here for dinner?”


“Don’t plan on it, Momma. We both have to work and won’t get
there until nine or ten. We’ll grab something on the way.” P-town was home to
some great restaurants, but they’d probably only make it to a few on this trip.
If Ari enjoyed the quaint community, and Hudson would never understand how a
person couldn’t, they would visit again.


“Earth to Hudson.”


“Sorry. I missed that.”


“It’s okay, honey. I’m sure you have a lot on your mind. This is
a good thing, bringing Ari home, isn’t it?”


“That’s what I’m hoping. Is Mom around?”


“She’s out in the garden. Hang on.” The telltale squeak of the
back screen door made her wonder why they’d never fixed it. It had been like
that since they’d moved in.


“Dale, our daughter is on the phone.”


Hudson heard her mother yelling. A few minutes later, Mom D.’s
voice answered.


“Did she have temporary amnesia?” Mom asked.


“Hush now, she’ll hear you.”


“Good.”


Hudson heard their good-natured quibbling and shook her head,
grateful some things never changed.


“Hello?”


The rougher voice of her birth mother brought her more comfort
than she’d thought possible. “Hi, Mom, and before you say it, I already know. I
need to call more.”


“See, you are smart. To what do we owe the honor of hearing from
you?” Mom didn’t pull any punches when it came to dealing with her children.


“I’m coming for a visit.”


“Really? When?”


Hudson repeated all the pertinent details before sharing the most
important. “I’m bringing Ari with me.”


“Wow. She must be special. It’s been ages since you’ve brought
anyone home. I think Pam was the last one.”


She expected the mention of her ex’s name to make her defensive.
When it didn’t, she took it as a good sign.


“I know,” she said. “I think you’ll like Ari. She’s warm and
friendly.” Her mom had never cared for Pam, saying there was something “off”
about her.


“Is she pretty?” 


Hudson rolled her eyes. “Yes, Mom, she’s beautiful.”


“Just teasing. I don’t care what she looks like as long as she
treats you well and you like each other. That’s the main thing.” Her voice
dropped lower. “’Course, there’s nothing wrong with having a good-looking woman
on your arm. Just icing on the cake.”


Mom D. was old-fashioned in many ways, and Hudson believed she
would have done well in the Roaring Twenties, even though life had been scary
for many in the LGBT community back then.


“Mom, I’ve gotta go.”


Her mother sighed. “Sure. You’re a busy
woman. I miss you, baby girl.”


“I miss you, too, Mom. I promise not to make it so long between
calls. Okay?”


“Okay. I love you, Hudson.”


“I love you. Tell Momma G. I love her and I’ll see you both
soon.”


“Will do.”


Hudson stared at her cell phone. She loved her parents and was
grateful for all they’d done. Especially for how they’d raised her and her
brother. It hadn’t been easy for lesbians to raise children in the eighties,
but they’d faired okay by living in Provincetown where everyone was family in
one way or another. She wanted to raise her own family in a neighborhood like
the one she’d grown up in. Each person shared in their neighbors’ well-being,
and she knew where her caring nature came from.


The buzzer sounded. She went to flip the laundry and stopped
after a few steps. Huh.
That’s the first time in
ages I’ve thought about having a family of my own. She didn’t want
to be distracted from her plans for the next few hours, so she tucked the
thought away. She needed to consider what the idea of a family meant for her
and Ari.


Chapter Nineteen

 

 

 


“I can’t believe you’ve never been to the Cape.” Hudson’s
shock was apparent in her voice.


“Gee, don’t make it sound so villainous. I was a country girl
before moving to the city. We never spent money on vacations,” Ari said. Not to
mention her parents would never have visited the lesbian Mecca of the East
Coast.


“I didn’t mean to insult you. I’m just surprised.” Hudson
concentrated on the road until they came to a traffic light, and then she
glanced in her direction. “It’s beautiful. Once you’ve been here for a few days
you’ll understand the attraction.”


Ari looked out the passenger window, admiring the quaint houses
and the flowers that grew everywhere. “I like the flowers.”


“Then you’ll love Momma G.’s plants. She’s got them in every
available nook and cranny. She says it adds to the rustic charm of the house.”


Ari wondered how anyone got anywhere. The streets were so narrow
that cars could barely pass. Everyone parked along the roads.


“Why are all these cars here?”


“Most of the B&Bs only have room for a few cars, so the town
designates spaces on the street. People who come here often aren’t fazed. It’s
just part of the ambiance.” The pure joy on Hudson’s face made Ari think of a
kid in the candy store.


“You really like it here.”


Hudson nodded. “A lot. Aside from it being home, P-town has a
wonderful sense of community that I’ve never found anywhere else.”


Ari wished she’d grown up having the security of being surrounded
by like souls; individuals who cared for, and about, each other. She’d
constructed her own world with goals being more important than feeling like she
belonged to the human race. The hollowness inside had always been there. She
understood Hudson a little better every day. Maybe Ari’s idea of what was
really important would be tested on this trip. 


Traffic waited for pedestrians at every corner. Hudson turned
left, and then right onto another long street. Her eyes opened wide. Every
building held a shop, restaurant, or hotel. A steady stream of meandering
people of every gender type, nationality, and family unit filled the sidewalks,
spilling out into the street. Hudson slowed to a crawl; a huge grin graced her
handsome features.


“There’s nothing like taking a first-timer for a ride on
Commercial Street. Isn’t it amazing?” 


“It’s something, all right.” She feared a walker was going to be
run over, but everyone on the street had the same carefree look. “Is it always
like this?”


“No. Sometimes there are so many people you can’t move.”


She stared out the windshield as they crept along. She couldn’t
imagine more people than were already in front of them. And beside them. It was
like the parting of the Red Sea. As soon as the car passed, the crowd closed in
behind them, reclaiming the street.


Hudson patted her leg. “We’ll be out of it soon. I need to get
back onto Bradford.” Hudson deftly maneuvered the car, heading up a steep hill
and turning left, then right, then left again. After a few more blocks, the
road widened and only a few people were walking. Ari relaxed against the seat.


“I’m glad you’re driving. People were way too close back there.”
She shook her head, still unsure what the attraction was. It appeared to be
just another tourist trap. She caught a glimpse of the water to her left and
the sand dunes to her right.


“The views are worth it. I’m glad we were able to leave early.
Driving through town in the dark just isn’t the same,” Hudson said before
pulling into a narrow driveway running the length of an adorable Cape Cod-style
home. The light blue clapboard siding and white trim fit the landscape. A
covered porch started at the back door and disappeared around the front. An
English garden took up a huge part of the side yard and planters graced the
stairs and railings. Every color in the natural world was represented.


Hudson grabbed the two duffle bags from the trunk while she got
their backpacks. The sun seemed lower in the sky than at home.


“Is there a place to watch the sunset nearby?” Ari stood at the
top of the stairs looking off in the distance.


“On the beach is the best. We can take a sunset dune ride if
you’d like.” Hudson’s face glowed in the golden light before she closed her eyes
and took a deep breath. “There’s nothing like the salt air.”


Ari wasn’t sure if it was the salty air, the atmosphere of the
town, or that she was away from the whirlwind schedule she kept, but she felt
her soul settle. When she opened her eyes, Hudson was in front of her. The look
reflected back at her could have meant almost anything except she’d seen it
before. Hudson leaned in and she took a step back, looking to see if anyone
could see them.


“Hudson, not here,” Ari whispered.


One side of Hudson’s mouth lifted in a mischievous grin. “Here is the perfect
place.”


She rolled her eyes. “I don’t mean ‘here’ I mean, here. Your
parents’ home.”


Hudson laughed out loud. “Did I mention they’re lesbians?” She
took a step closer and Ari put up both hands to keep her at a distance.


“Very funny. Can I at least meet them before we make out on the
porch?”


“Okay. You win—this time, but I’m not making any promises once
you’re in my bed.” Bending to pick up the discarded bags, she winked. “Hope
you’re hungry. Momma G. loves to cook for people.”


“I’m starv—” she didn’t have a chance to finish. The front door
opened and a very tall, handsome woman with salt-and-pepper hair and slate gray
eyes grabbed Hudson and spun her around as if she were a small child.


“You’re home.”


Laughing hard, Hudson got her feet under her and kissed her
mother on the cheek. Ari couldn’t remember the terms Hudson used to distinguish
her parents. She needed to pay attention. “Yes, Mom. I’m home.” She turned to
Ari and pulled her close.


“Mom, this is Ari Marks. Ari, this is Dale. I call her Mom or Mom
D.”


Ari held out her hand. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Dale. Thank
you for letting us invade your lovely home.”


Dale took her hand in both of her larger ones and gave a firm yet
gentle squeeze. “Manners and
pretty. How nice for a change.”


“Mom.” Hudson’s tone held a hint of displeasure.


“Sorry. Where are my
manners?”


“What manners?” another woman chimed in. “You haven’t bothered
with them since I said I’d live with you.” The voice came from a shapely woman
Ari guessed to be in her fifties. She stood in the doorway and kissed Hudson on
the cheek before extending her hand.


“You must be Ari. I’m Gina and we’re delighted you made the
trip.” Her hand was soft and warm. Her touch had a tender quality. One of the
many attributes she found appealing in Hudson.


“Thank you. It’s nice to meet you.” Ari’s mind spun. Hudson’s
features resembled both of the women, and she wondered how that was possible.
“Your flowers are beautiful.” Ari waved at the plants.


“I do love getting my hands dirty. Come inside and get settled,
then we’ll have drinks.” Gina held the screen door. 


Inside was just as quaint as the exterior. Comfortable furniture
in a pale blue checked pattern and white end tables lent itself to the beach
atmosphere. Family photos lined the mantel and a collage of babies up to
adulthood hung in the hall. They walked to the far end and turned left.


“Here we are.” Hudson’s face turned a rosy shade. “It’s not much,
but it’s home.” She appeared embarrassed by the simplicity of the space.


Ari stepped inside and waited for Hudson to follow before
shutting the door. “I think it’s lovely.” She ran her hand along the antique
white chest of drawers. Its well-worn surface was smooth and cool beneath her
fingertips. Mementos from Hudson’s childhood sat on a shelf in the corner. A
swimming trophy. A small plaque for first place in a spelling bee. A framed
photo of a younger Gina and Dale with two children.


“May I?” she asked before picking it up. Hudson nodded and she
pointed to the young boy. “Your brother?”


“That’s him.” Hudson looked wistfully at his reflection.


“You okay?”


“I miss him. Most of the time I’m all right with not seeing him,
but it’s been a while.”


“How long?” She placed the frame back on the shelf and took
Hudson’s hand.


Hudson looked up to the ceiling as if searching her memory.
“About four years.”


“Wow. That is
a long time.” Their gazes met. Turmoil churned in Hudson’s eyes.


“We have the same father. We had fun growing up. Not being able
to hear my brother’s voice or see him is hard.”


“I didn’t know.” She wondered about the logistics, but left it
alone. Hudson must have surmised what she was thinking from the way she was
chewing on her lip.


“Curious?”


It was her turn to feel the heat in her cheeks. “Yes, but I don’t
want to pry.”


“You aren’t.” Hudson led her to the bay window seat. The cushion
was thick, comfortable, and most likely handmade. She imagined Hudson as a
child, curled up in the corner with the pile of pillows and a book.


“Momma G. donated the egg and Mom D. is my birth mother. They
asked one of their best friends if he would be the surrogate father. He agreed.
They said it was because his coloring and heritage was similar to Mom’s, but I
think they couldn’t imagine having anyone else as our father. That’s how close
they were.”


“Were? Did they have a falling out?” Ari knew friendships, even
long-standing ones, sometimes ended.


“He died about ten years ago.” Hudson’s demeanor conveyed a deep
sorrow.


She wished she hadn’t asked. This wasn’t how she thought their
mini-vacation would start. “I’m so sorry. Did you spend time together?”


A lopsided grin appeared. “Yeah. I mean, not like a parent
really. More like an uncle. He lived in Sandwich and worked in Boston. Every
other weekend he’d drive over to see us, and when my mothers decided to try for
another child, he willingly stepped in again. He taught me a lot about the
town’s history and the Cape. We fished and played on the beach. Momma G. would
cook and we’d tell stories around the dinner table.” Hudson was quiet for a few
minutes. “I had a great childhood and more love than anyone could want. It was
the same with my brother when he came along. Daniel loved us and we loved him.”


Ari tried to imagine what growing up in a loving family would
have felt like. Without siblings to fill the void, she’d grown independent and
relied on her friendship with Chelsea, then Kara, to fill in the gaps. It was
the single most important factor behind her unwillingness to create bonds. She
had no experience with feeling loved or loving someone else. Giving all her
attention to schoolwork, then college studies, gave her a sense of purpose. Her
outstanding grades led her to believe working hard was all she had to do to be
a successful woman.


“I’m glad you grew up with so many people who loved you. It
shows. I’m so glad we met.” She hugged Hudson.


“Thanks.” Hudson looked around the room once more before she
stood. “We should probably make an appearance or they’ll think we’re having
sex.”


Ari gasped. “You’re terrible. How can I face them now?”


“Didn’t take you long to forget how wonderful I am.”


 


* * *


 


“Mom?” Hudson called from the kitchen.


“Out on the porch.”


She turned to Ari. “Behave yourself. No kissing.”


Ari slapped her ass and laughed.


“There you two are. We were beginning to wonder if you were going
to hole up in your room for the weekend,” Gina said.


“I thought about it, but Ari…” Hudson stopped teasing when she
saw Ari clench her fists at her side. Maybe she was going too far. “Sorry,” she
muttered.


“No, you’re not,” Ari whispered.


“There’s no reason to be embarrassed around us. We’ve pretty much
heard or done most things you can imagine. I don’t think times have changed
that much since we were courting.” Dale pointed to a small serving cart. “Pour
yourselves a drink.”


There was an assortment of beverages including mojitos. She
reached for the pitcher and turned to Ari. “What’s your pleasure?”


Ari pursed her lips, but a corner of her mouth twitched, and
there was a gleam in her eyes that relayed she got the innuendo. “That looks
good.”


She and Ari sat in matching rockers and sipped their cocktails.
She missed the simple pleasures of being near the water, not having to think
about anything. She’d been away far too long.


“It’s good to be home.”


Momma G. reached for her hand. “It’s good to have you home. I’ve
missed you. I can’t say I wasn’t worried.” She squeezed Hudson’s hand. “Until
you and Ari connected.” Gina regarded Ari and tilted her head. “Hudson’s found
a reason to be optimistic about the future. I think you had something to do
with that, so thank you.”


“I don’t think it was me, but thank you for saying so.” 


Ari looked at her and Hudson’s heart picked up speed. Ari had
that effect on her most of the time. 


“Hudson was a great source of strength for me when I needed it,
and we can count on each other for support.” Ari looked at Gina and Dale before
continuing. “I can see where she gets her best characteristics.”


“That’s very kind of you to say.” Mom D. glanced in Hudson’s
direction, prompting her to respond.


“We’ve grown close over the last few months.” Her parents smiled.
A knowing look crossed between them. She’d be cornered at some point to explain
exactly how close they were.


“Well, now that the pleasantries are out of the way, I’m going to
put the finishing touches on dinner.” Gina headed to the door.


“Can I help?” Ari asked.


Gina winked at Hudson. “I’d appreciate the company.”


Hudson knew it was Momma G.’s code for wanting to spend time
alone with Ari. Her stomach fluttered with nervous energy. Her mothers could be
rather demanding at times when it came to the people in their children’s lives.
She settled back and relaxed. Ari could handle the interrogation.


“So, what’s been happening in your life?” Mom D. asked.


Guess it’s
my turn to be interrogated.


 


* * *


 


Ari cut the cucumber into thin slices and Gina mashed potatoes in
a pot. They worked in amicable silence, but she knew it wouldn’t last. Ari
could tell Hudson’s parents were protective of her. She would be the same way
if she ever had children.


“How did you two meet?” Gina asked as she added milk, then butter
to the pot.


She relayed the story as she remembered it, first at the Y, then
bumping into Hudson a couple of times. “When I found the house and needed a
tenant, I remembered Hudson was looking for a place.” Shrugging, she went on.
“From the first time I met her, I felt I could trust her, and I went with my
gut. It hasn’t failed me yet.” She made eye contact. “I’ve grown very fond of
your daughter.”


Gina stopped what she was doing and faced her, one hand on her
hip. “I have a distinct impression you’re more than fond.” A smile played at
the corner of her mouth, much like the one that often formed on Hudson’s.


“Yes. I am.” She looked at the salad, needing a break from Gina’s
intense stare. “Hudson—isn’t ready for a commitment. I hope that will change.”


“We raised her the best we could and we’re proud of the woman
she’s become. What we didn’t do was let her fail, and she never wanted to
disappoint us. When she and Pam broke up it hit her hard. Real hard. I’ve never
seen her turn tail and run from anything, but that’s what she did.” Gina went
back to mixing the potatoes, sprinkling in chopped chives and a splash of heavy
cream. “I asked her why. She said she hoped she and Pam would have the
fairy-tale life Dale and I have. Damn near broke my heart.” She spooned the
mixture into a dish and put on the lid.


Gina turned to face her. “She’s stronger than she appears. She
just needs to find her way again. I think you’re helping her do that.” Gina
wiped her hands on her apron. “All set there?”


“I think so.” Ari had added grape tomatoes and pecans to the
bowl. She couldn’t wait to dive in. Her stomach grumbled.


“Let’s get them in here. Dale gets cranky if she’s not fed on a
regular basis.”


 


* * *


 


“Please, no more stories, Mom!” 


Hudson brought the last of the plates to the sink and rinsed them
before putting them in the dishwasher. She and Ari had been entertained
throughout dinner by her parents recounting her less than stellar early years
when she’d been a klutz and suffered a variety of injuries. Improving her
balance and stamina were the main reasons she’d taken up martial arts. It had
been one of the best decisions she’d ever made.


“Okay,” Dale said. “We’ll save some for another time.”


Shaking her head, she took Ari’s hand. “Want to walk into town?”


“Sure.”


“I’m going to put on jeans. It’ll turn cool once the sun sets.”
She knew the weather on the Cape well. The days were often warm, but nights
could be downright chilly by the water. 


“Good idea,” Ari replied.


Hudson kissed her parents on the cheek. “Don’t wait up for us.”


Momma G. laughed. “Those days are long gone, honey. You two have
fun.”


“Good night,” Ari said. “Thanks again for the delicious meal.”


“Glad you enjoyed it. Thanks for your help.”


Standing on the top step, Hudson took another deep breath,
marveling at the internal peace the ocean air brought. She’d spent a lot of
nights sitting on the top step listening to the crickets and gulls, feeling the
breeze brush her face, and working out whatever worries or problems were in her
head. She’d never struggled with her sexuality; coming out hadn’t been an
issue, although her mothers had assured her she didn’t have to love women
because of them. That had made her laugh till she cried. Ari’s voice broke
through her reminiscing.


“Hey, are you okay?”


She looked into Ari’s questioning eyes. “Never better.” She shook
her head. “That’s not entirely true, but I’m getting there.” She wrapped her
arm around Ari’s waist and pulled her close.


“Ready to see my childhood playground?”


“I thought you’d never ask.”


 


* * *


“That’s decadent.” Ari licked her lips. She had no idea what she
was in for when Hudson guided her to the flamboyant entrance of Guiltless
Pleasures. She’d spent a long time scanning the cases of homemade chocolates,
gelato, and pastries. Throwing up her hands in surrender, she’d left the
decision to Hudson.


“I know how you feel. It’s sacrilege not to stop here at least
once whenever I’m home.” Hudson scraped every last bit of gelato from her cup
before setting it down with a satisfied sigh.


“Good thing we have a bit of a walk ahead of us. I’m stuffed.
Again.” Ari tossed their containers on the way out and took a sip of her
lukewarm coffee. It was still good.


“I guess I got caught up in the atmosphere and didn’t realize how
far we’d walked.”


“I don’t mind. It’s fun being around all these people.” Everyone
she passed seemed to be enjoying a leisurely stroll through what she’d learned
was the main thoroughfare of P-town proper. Groups of women and men chatted and
laughed, stopping for selfies in front of various establishments. The
atmosphere gave her a sense of belonging to a greater community. One she hadn’t
experienced anywhere else. She bumped hips with Hudson. “You were right about
this place.” She led Hudson around a corner, out of the crowd. “Thank you for
asking me to come home with you.”


Hudson leaned back against the building, her hands on Ari’s hips.
“I’m glad you said yes. This place has always felt magical to me. I hope it
does for you, too.”


Hudson pulled her closer and captured her mouth. The kiss was
slow and gentle, and her tongue lightly traced Ari’s lips, sending a shiver
down her spine. A flare of disappointment coursed through her when they parted.


“No wonder your kisses are magical.”


Hudson brushed a wisp of hair from her face. “I want to make love
to you.”


Familiar longing gripped her and her sex clenched. Visions of
Hudson touching her, tasting her, making her wet with a need that flooded her
senses. “Take me home, baby.”


Chapter Twenty

 

 

 


Ari watched Hudson as she held the mug up to her mouth with
both hands and stared across the table. They had tried to be quiet when they
got back to the house. Once they were in Hudson’s room, they undressed and slid
between the soft flannel sheets. They’d talked in hushed voices for a few
minutes, followed by slow, tender lovemaking. Ari had covered her mouth to
stifle her moans, but from the look on Gina’s face, she wasn’t sure she’d been
successful. “What do you two have planned for today?”


Hudson started and a few drops of coffee splashed from her cup. Ari
giggled. She dabbed up the spill and cleared her throat. “I think we might go
on a whale watch and then later do a sunset dune tour.”


“Oh, I haven’t been on that beach at sunset in ages. Have you?”
she asked Dale.


Dale rose and placed her dishes in the sink. “Not without you.”


“Can we go?” Gina asked.


Dale glanced first at Hudson, then Ari. “Not this time, babe. Let
the kids enjoy this trip without us playing chaperone.”


Ari picked up her juice and took a gulp. “I don’t mind if you
want to come along. It’s not like we’d be alone. Right?” Ari asked Hudson, who
was clearly not enthused about the thought of her parents tagging along.


Gina pushed away from the table. “Of course, dear. You’re right.”
She paused for emphasis. “But I want to hear all about it. Will you be back for
dinner?”


“Don’t plan on us tonight, Momma, but we’ll probably come back
for a snack and to rest our feet this afternoon.” Hudson drained her mug. “What
are you two doing today?”


“School starts up next week. I’ve got rosters and lesson plans to
work on. Maybe weed the gardens later,” Dale said.


“What about you, Momma?” Hudson washed the last cup and placed it
in the drainer.


“I’ve got six houses to inspect before we sign contracts, and
there’s a new garden path at the Caraways’ that needs planting. I should figure
how many bulbs to order.”


Ari sat quietly taking it all in. 


“Dale’s a teacher at the middle school and I…” she began before
Dale came up behind her and wrapped her arms around Gina’s waist.


“And Gina does it all. She’s a groundskeeper for most of the
businesses and some private homes. In the winter, she does maintenance for
seasonal owners who are only here for weekends and vacations during the
summer.”


“You’re just saying nice things about me because I promised to
bake this weekend.” She turned in Dale’s arms and gave her a resounding smooch
on the cheek.


“It sounds exhausting,” Ari said and Hudson chimed in.


“Oh, she’ll try to tell you it’s not that bad, but when winter
comes she’s glad for the break, right, Momma?”


Gina sighed. “Sure, who wouldn’t be, but I’m not that old,” she said in
mild protest. “Get out from under my feet, now. I’ve got stuff to do.”


“Yes, Momma. Love you,” Hudson said. 


She placed her hands on the sides of Hudson’s face and held her
there. “I love you.” 


Dale patted Hudson’s shoulder. “Don’t worry about us. Go enjoy
the day.”


* * *


 


Hudson caught Ari in the camera lens unaware. Her eyes sparkled
when the whales were close, and every time they breached the water, she gasped.
She was radiant today, as though she was in her natural element out on the
water. Hudson felt the same way when she kayaked, but this was different. Her
heart sang and her protective outer shell crumbled a bit more. Maybe it was
time. Maybe she could tell Ari she was ready to take the next step. Ari told
her she’d wait, but she worried she was pushing Ari’s patience. Life was short.
Too short to have regrets, and she didn’t want Ari to be one of them. After
they got back home she would tell her what she’d known for a while. She was
falling for Ari, and Ari had a right to know their relationship wasn’t
one-sided.


“Look!” Ari pointed toward the bow.


Hudson caught sight of the calf as it landed in a splash. She was
putting on a show for the passengers, and her camera clicked in rapid-fire.
She’d been so busy watching Ari she’d missed it breaching the water and hoped
there was at least one good shot.


“Did you see it?” Ari grabbed her hand and squeezed.


Ari’s excitement traveled through Hudson and struck a chord. A
full life included having someone to share moments like these with, and she
wanted to share hers with Ari.


“I did. I hope I caught some of the action.” She held up the
camera.


“That’s okay. We saw it together.” Ari pulled her down and
brushed her lips over Hudson’s. 


“Ari…” she began, but at the same time the boat’s microphone
crackled to life, breaking her train of thought and her nerve.


“On the bow side at two o’clock is a pair of adults,” the watch
director announced.


The blowhole exhalation broke the surface close to the rail, and
the backs of two huge whales came into view before diving in front of the boat
again. Hudson was happy the animals were entertaining Ari, but the moment of
her revelation was lost.


“Wow. Two of them at once.” Ari studied her face. “I’m sorry, did
you say something?”


Hudson shook her head. “I’m just glad you’re enjoying yourself.”
She pulled Ari closer as they rode the sea.


Ari laid her head on Hudson’s chest. “I am.”


 


* * *


 


Hudson’s parents listened to the tales of their day. Ari was
animated, using her hands to describe how the whales had come up close to the
boat. When the story ended, Mom D. leaned forward.


“Hudson, can we talk inside?”


“Sure, Mom.” She stood. “I’ll be right back.”


Ari nodded, looking concerned. “Take your time.”


They sat in the breakfast nook and her mother’s steady gaze
forewarned the talk was going to be serious. Mom moved an envelope between
them.


“We received this today from the lawyers.”


She stared at the envelope. “The ones I hired?”


“Yes. I’m not sure why it came here. I’m sorry, Hudson. I thought
it was about the trusts.” She sat back, running a hand through her graying
waves. “Pam plans on fighting. She said you walked away and gave up your rights
to everything you left behind.”


Hudson had every right to ask for what belonged to her whether
she walked away or not. But if she were honest, she didn’t know if she wanted
to fight anymore. Hearing Ari talking with Momma G. gave her another reason to
move on.


“It doesn’t matter so much anymore, Mom. Let her have the shit.”


Her mother tapped the manila envelope again. She had the hardened
look Hudson remembered when she had taken a stand and fought for principles
important to her and the well-being of her family. She was the rock they all
depended on. “There’s more.”


“What more could she possibly want?” Hudson asked.


“She knows about your trust fund.” Mom D. sat back after
delivering the news and waited.


Shaking her head, she leaned forward. “How? I never told her.
I’ve never told anyone. You and Momma G. are the only ones who know.”


Her mother grasped her forearm and gave a light squeeze. “Who
knows. Maybe a private investigator. Everything is out there now, thanks to our
cyber age.”


Anger welled up inside and acid churned in her stomach. Even
though she really wanted back some of the items that had been in her family for
generations, they weren’t worth the battle. But the trust was hers and hers
alone. She hadn’t planned on using it until retirement and her plan hadn’t
changed. Until then, no one touched it. In fact, it was a stipulation from her
grandparents. She could access up to fifty percent of it if she married,
otherwise it remained in trust until she reached fifty-five years of age.


“She’s not getting a damned penny. Not now, not ever. What do we
need to do?”


Twenty minutes later, she stepped onto the porch. She was still
pissed as hell, but she and Dale had a plan. She just needed to calm down
before attempting to be social.


“I’m going to take a walk.”


“Great. Where to?” Ari rose and looked up expectantly.


Hudson took both Ari’s hands in hers and held them to her chest.
“I’m sorry, baby. I need to go alone.”


Ari tipped her head and studied her, her brows knit close
together. “Are you okay?”


“No, but I will be.” She brushed her lips over Ari’s incredibly
soft mouth. “I’ll be back in a little while. My parents will keep you busy
until then.”


Ari pulled her into a warm embrace and whispered in her ear.
“I’ll be here.”


 


* * *


Ari watched Hudson descend the steps and head down the driveway,
wondering if she should have said more, done more. It was clear Hudson was
distraught, and she hated seeing her that way. Maybe if she knew what the
problem was she could help.


“Can I ask what happened?”


Dale and Gina exchanged knowing looks. Gina nodded at Dale.


“Come, sit down. We’ll have iced tea and fill in the gaps.”


“I take it you know about Pam?” Dale asked.


“I know she and Hudson were together for a while before they
broke up and that’s when Hudson moved to Albany. And she wasn’t emotionally in
a good place for a quite a while.” Ari glanced at the door and hoped Hudson
would let her help with whatever was going on when she returned. “I know she’s
upset when she takes off like this.”


“Oh, trust me, she’s a lot better, and I know you being in her
life has made a world of difference.” Gina patted her hand. “She’s finding her
way through you.”


Chewing her lower lip, she pushed away her nerves and asked the
burning question. “Is that a good thing?” she asked.


“It’s a very good thing.” Dale’s eyes twinkled with some unspoken
knowledge.


“Good, because I’m falling for your daughter in a big way.”


“Yes, dear, we know.”


Ari glanced between them as they shared a grin. “How?”


“It’s as plain as the nose on your face.” Gina laughed. “For both
of you.”


“Huh,” she said. “Hudson hasn’t…” She hesitated. She didn’t want
to betray Hudson’s trust after they’d come so far.


“Don’t worry. I know she’s treading lightly. It might take her a
bit, but she’ll come around. I know she cares for you. She’s just trying to
convince herself falling in love is worth the risk of being hurt again. It’s
like that for most people.” Dale looked at her tenderly. “Wouldn’t you agree?”


Ari could feel her face heat up. “Yes.” Her voice cracked when
she admitted she’d thought the same thing, although for her it wasn’t so much
risking being hurt as much as the thought of failing at running her business and at love.


“Anyway,” Gina continued, “when she left Pam, all she took were
her clothes. We kind of pushed her to get back the family heirlooms that were
meant to be hers. Only it’s backfired.” Gina wrung her hands. Her eyes dropped
to the sweating glass in front of her.


“Now, babe, don’t you think for one minute this is our fault. It
has nothing to do with us, and everything to do with Pam,” Dale stated.


Her confusion must have shown. Dale went on to explain. 


“We gave Hudson the name of our lawyer. A person who we knew
would stand up to Pam and follow through on Hudson’s wishes. Unfortunately, Pam
found out there was more to get out of our daughter.”


“I’m sorry; I don’t know what you mean.”


“Hudson has a trust fund and Pam knows about it. That’s why
Hudson’s upset. Pam wants part of it.”


She sat back, dumbfounded. She had no idea about the trust fund.
Why would she? They hadn’t known each other that long, and apparently, Hudson
had kept the news from Pam, too. She wasn’t angry with Hudson. Her protective
feelings for Hudson stirred her anger. An emotion she rarely entertained.


“She can’t do that, can she?”


Dale shook her head. “No. Even Hudson can’t access it until she’s
older, but that doesn’t mean Pam isn’t going to try. I never did like that
uppity woman.” Dale’s fists clenched.


“You know she only visited us once the whole time they were
together? She thought she was too good for the likes of us,” Gina said. 


Dale grasped Gina’s hand between hers and gave a little squeeze.


Ari tried to make sense of the info dump. Her head spun as she
sorted through the main points. Pam intended to keep everything. Hudson had a
trust fund. Pam wanted a piece of the pie.


“Thank you for telling me. What can I do to help Hudson?”


Gina spoke first. “Be there for her. Let her know you care. Be
patient. I don’t know what the news will do to her.”


“And let her come to you. Sometimes she gets quiet with
unsettling news. Sometimes it gets her hackles up. Never know which one it will
be until she lets on,” Dale said.


Gina harrumphed. “I wonder who she gets that from.”


 


* * *


 


Hudson sat on the jetty and let the setting sun soak into her
bones. The heat and wind chafed her skin, but her soul gained strength from the
place she’d always found solace as a child. The jetty was the last place a
person would want to be in stormy weather, but she’d been raised here, and even
in the midst of sea surges, she would venture out, thrilled as the water
crashed on the rocks and sprayed her face with foamy salt water.


It was here she came to work out dilemmas, and this was one. Pam wants another piece of me.
She laughed without joy. That’s
right up her alley. Take, take, and take some more. Hudson had given
her whatever she’d wanted, including her freedom. Whatever she thought would
keep Pam in love with her. No. It was time to be honest. Past time. She gave
Pam everything so she’d stay and hoped she’d change her mind about never having
a family. Hell, she was even willing to be the birth mother as long as Pam
would invest in their family.


“I knew,” she mumbled into the wind.


Yes, she had known Pam would never be that parent. The most she
could have hoped for was her agreeing to let Hudson stay home and raise their
children until they were school age. But she wouldn’t have taken an active
role. It wasn’t in her DNA. Hudson didn’t want to admit she’d made a crucial
error in judgment when it came to Pam. Sure they made a handsome couple and
moved in affluent social circles. Pam knew how to play people to get what she
wanted and Hudson had been a casualty of the chessboard. Hudson was the exact opposite,
much like her parents. The simple things brought her the most joy. That was the
way she’d been raised. How had she fallen on such dark times? Shaking her head,
she walked to the farthest point and looked out at the gently rolling sea. She
might never understand the reasons she’d settled, but that didn’t mean she
couldn’t change course from here on out.


Her grandparents had been of hardy stock. They had loved her as
only grandparents could and wanted only the best for her and her brother. It
was the reason they’d set up the trust funds when Dale had refused to be named
as their heir. After a heated argument, Dale had accepted—on one condition. The
trust would be split in two and given to her children. Hudson and Sid stood to
inherit a small fortune when they turned fifty-five. It was meant as a
retirement fund, or if either should marry, they could access part of the money
at that time. Grandpa and Nana meant for her to enjoy life without financial
worry, and she’d be damned if Pam would have any part of her future.


The sun would kiss the horizon soon, and she knew Ari would be
worried. It was time she told the woman who had found a way into her heart what
was going on and what her plans were. She also had to tell Ari she loved her.
The thought still made her anxious. One
crisis at a time. For the immediate future, she needed to talk with
her lawyers and prepare for the battle that was coming. Maybe she could find an
hour or two to spend at her hometown dojo. She would need to center her energy
for the days ahead.


Chapter Twenty-one

 

 

 


Hudson leaned in and kissed Ari softly when she got back.
The scent of the ocean clung to her skin, and Ari longed to take her in her
arms and make love to her. She wanted to show her gentleness and devotion she’d
never given to any other woman. God,
I really do love her.


“Are you okay?”


“Yes.” Hudson sat beside her on the top step and bumped
shoulders. “We’re going to miss it.” She lifted her chin toward the setting sun
they couldn’t quite see. 


“There’ll be more.” Ari looked at Hudson’s profile. She didn’t
want to have doubts, but she was human. “There will be more, right?”


Hudson’s gaze held hers and the shield Hudson normally had up
dropped, letting her see inside. For the first time since they’d met, she knew
how Hudson really felt and she shivered with the knowledge. Then Hudson pulled
her to her feet, took her hand, and walked toward the end of the garden.


“Step up here.” Hudson didn’t let go of her hand as she balanced
on the wrought iron bench and pointed left. “Look.”


Off in the distance she could see a small portion of sun and a
tiny sliver of the ocean. The reflection coated the water with a fiery shade of
orange and cast its glow upward into streaks of clouds. Hudson wrapped an arm
around her waist and pulled her tight.


“It’s the best I can do for now.”


Ari was sure she was talking about much more than the sunset.
Hudson was asking for patience, but there was also a promise of more. Not just
sunsets, but of their future. She believed in the unspoken pledge. She had to or
else her heart would suffer a major blow. After admitting to Dale and Gina her
feelings about their daughter, she embraced what she’d been hesitant to say out
loud. She loved Hudson. Probably had for some time, and she was certain Hudson
felt the same. Why neither of them could say it out loud, she wasn’t sure.


“I…” Hudson began before looking skyward. “You know how much I
care for you, at least I hope you do. I wish I could tell you the words you
want to hear….”


Ari pressed her fingertips to Hudson’s lips. “It’s okay. I can
wait to hear it. I know it’s in here.” She placed her hand over Hudson’s heart.
“The words will come when they’re ready.” She stood on tiptoes and replaced her
fingers with her lips. A tear spilled over and ran down Hudson’s cheek. She
brushed it away.


“I’m still a fool,” Hudson said.


Ari smiled. “If you insist.”


Hudson playfully slapped her ass. “Hey, you weren’t supposed to
agree.”


“Too late to take it back.” Ari stepped down from the bench. “I’m
hungry.”


Hudson stepped beside her. “Food is the last thing on my mind,
but I guess I could treat you to dinner. Let’s head to town.”


 


* * *


 


“So, what’s your game plan?” Ari placed the last grilled shrimp
in her mouth. She washed it down with a crisp Pinot Grigio and waited.


“I’m going to fight her. She has no right to my inheritance. I
don’t care what it costs in legal fees. She’s picked the wrong time to go for
the kill.”


She’d told Hudson about the conversation with her parents and
that she wanted to help.


“I appreciate you being a shoulder to lean on, but this is my
battle. I should have known she’d pull something backhanded. Finding out about
the trust wasn’t on my radar. Of course, my radar’s been askew for a while.”
Hudson’s eyes flashed with anger, but it quickly faded. “She’s pissed me off,
Ari. I’m not letting her have her way. Not this time.”


“It’s good to see you standing up for yourself. Just remember my
offer is for the duration.” She had her own battle going on. The two sides of
her brain were at war. One side hoped Hudson would lean on her for support. The
other, now that Hudson had come to terms with the situation, wanted her to be
strong and stand on her own. To find the determination to confront Pam until
the conflict was resolved. She was sure Hudson would come through as the
victor. She just hoped it didn’t cost her any more emotional pain. If her
spirit was crushed again, she wasn’t sure Hudson would be able to bounce back.
She hoped the person she’d met months ago no longer existed. For both their
sakes.


“I know.” Hudson pushed her plate away. “Coffee?”


Grinning, she shook her head. “You know what I want?”


Hudson blushed in response to the innuendo.


“Well, that too, but I was talking about something else.”


Hudson swallowed hard. “What?”


“Let’s go to Guiltless Pleasures and have one of those sinful hot
chocolates for dessert.” She’d been too full from the gelato last night, but
the thought of dark chocolate melting into steamed milk had her licking her
lips. Hudson watched the swipe of her tongue as it traveled from one corner of
her mouth to the other.


“Jesus, you make me crazy.”


“In a good way, I hope.”


“Oh yeah,” Hudson stood and gathered Ari against her. “In a very
good way.”


 


* * *


Hudson lowered onto Ari’s naked body, reveling in the feel of the
soft, smooth skin against hers. Leaning on an elbow, she brushed the hair from
Ari’s face and kissed her. Hudson moved her mouth in gentle patterns over Ari’s
lips as she tasted the remnants of chocolate. The more she’d watched Ari lick
the foamy richness from her lips, the more turned on she had become. By the
time they left the café her Jockeys were soaked. As they strolled back, she’d
had all she could do not to pull Ari into a dark alley and take her.


“What are you thinking?” Ari asked when the kiss ended.


“How hot you’ve made me,” she said, nipping at Ari’s chin before
sliding down to take a pointed nipple in her mouth. It grew harder as she
sucked. She ran her teeth around the base with enough pressure to make Ari gasp
and arch into her. The other nipple tightened and she circled her tongue around
the rosy area before capturing Ari’s lips once more. Ari lightly raked her
nails along her back, sending a fresh wave of heat along her spine. Her sex
beat with desire while she explored Ari’s hot mouth.


“I want you.” She looked into Ari’s hooded eyes, hoping to see
the need she felt. She wasn’t disappointed. Sliding along Ari’s heated skin,
she placed kisses in areas she knew were sensitive, making Ari squirm.


“Please,” Ari whimpered.


She settled between her milky thighs and kissed and nipped the
tender flesh. She paused at her center and blew a warm breath over the
glistening folds. Ari shivered and groaned.


“You’re enjoying torturing me, aren’t you?”


Hudson pointed her tongue and touched the tip of Ari’s clitoris,
making her jump and gather the bedding beneath her in clenched fists. As much
as she wanted to dive into the sweetness, her intent was to draw out their
lovemaking. She moved her mouth to the other thigh. Ari snaked her fingers into
her hair and pulled until their eyes met.


“I’m begging you. Don’t make me wait any longer.” Hot need burned
in Ari’s eyes and she trembled under Hudson’s stare before letting go and
falling back on the bed.


She abandoned her notion of traveling the length of Ari’s leg and
turned to the core of sex pulsing in front of her. Hudson inhaled the scent of
desire and licked the sweet folds from Ari’s opening to her throbbing bundle of
nerves and back down. Light strokes set the rhythm before she took the hardened
nub between her lips and sucked. She tongued the knot in tight circles, never
losing contact with the point of pleasure. Ari’s sex clenched. Once. Twice. Her
thighs began to shake and her tummy muscles tightened. When Ari’s climax
neared, she slid her fingers inside and stroked the hard knot over and over
again. Ari arched against her, color rising along her glistening body. Hudson
slid in and out, her fingers coated in the thick juices of Ari’s succulent sex.


“Oh God,” Ari gasped before her body went rigid, locking Hudson’s
fingers inside.


She lapped at the liquid heat flowing from Ari as her body
convulsed in time with her orgasm. Hudson loved watching her come. Loved
knowing she could give her pleasure. Yes, she loved her, but still couldn’t
bring herself to say the words. She kissed the throbbing flesh once more and
moved beside Ari, taking her into her arms. Ari laid her head over her pounding
heart.


“You make me feel so good.”


Hudson kissed the top of her head and rubbed her back. “That
makes me happy.” Entwining their legs, she sighed in contentment.


“I’m only staying here a minute. I want to make love to you.”
Ari’s eyes fluttered as she spoke.


“Shh. Go to sleep, baby.” Although her sex throbbed, her need to
hold Ari was stronger.


“But, don’t you want me to…?” 


“Right now, all I need is for you to be in my arms.”


Ari snuggled closer. “If you’re sure?”


I’ve never
been surer. “I am.”


* * *


 


Ari glanced over and noticed the tension in Hudson’s jaw. She’d
been quiet on the ride home and Ari couldn’t help wondering what she was
thinking. They’d had a wonderful weekend except for the part about the trust
fund. It hadn’t stopped them from taking walks on the beach, shopping in town,
and making love. If this trip was any indication of what their life could look
like, she was all in.


“Hey.”


Hudson met her glance. “Hmm?”


“I was wondering why you’re so quiet.” Ari tried to read Hudson’s
face, but from the side there weren’t many clues. She’d need to see her eyes to
really know what she was thinking.


“A lot’s happened in a short time.” Hudson changed lanes and
pointed to the rest stop sign. “Want to get a snack and stretch our legs?”


She wondered if it was a stall tactic or if Hudson really needed
the break. “Sure.”


“Good. We can talk without me having to concentrate on traffic.”


Ari didn’t know what Hudson wanted to say, but it seemed
important enough to have her full attention. She hoped for the best and
prepared for the worse. When Hudson took her hand, and shared a grin, it didn’t
quite reach her eyes, but she forced one in return.


“I’ve had an amazing weekend. Thank you for making the trip with
me.” Hudson broke off a piece of her Danish and popped it in her mouth. “My
mothers think you’re wonderful.” She reached across the table and squeezed her
hand. “So do I.”


“Is there a ‘but’ coming?” She swallowed a gulp of juice. It was
hard making it go down around the lump in her throat.


Hudson shook her head. “No ‘but.’ I’ve been thinking how I would
have never imagined feeling like I do right now.”


She held Hudson’s gaze. “How do you feel?”


“Grateful. For meeting you, for the offer of a place of my own,
for our friendship.” She looked down at the abandoned food for a minute before
she continued. “For the relationship we have and the romance we share.”


Ari waited, knowing there was more Hudson needed to say and not
wanting to interrupt.


“I won’t lie and tell you I don’t get scared when I think about
where our relationship is going, but I’ve come to realize I’m more afraid of
not loving again. Life’s short. It gets shorter every day and…” she glanced
around, watching the people hurrying around them, “I don’t want to be one of
those people.” Hudson pointed to a woman dragging her struggling child toward
the restroom. “Life isn’t meant to be raced through.” 


“I’m not sure what you’re saying exactly, but I trust you.” She
reached to cup her cheek; her thumb stroked the soft fuzz.


Hudson turned her face and kissed her palm. “I’m not sure either,
but I think I had a point to make.” She grinned. “I just wanted you to know the
future is looking much brighter than I would have ever imagined and I want you
there.”


 


* * *


 


“That’s the last of it.” Hudson dropped an armful of packages
onto the island. “Exactly what did you buy?” She surveyed the sea of bags.
She’d never seen so many in one place at one time.


“Never mind. I had fun.” Ari searched in a shopping bag and pulled
out a long-handled cooking utensil. “I’ve been looking for one of these
forever,” she exclaimed.


“Uh-huh.”


“Oh you. You didn’t buy anything because you’ve been to those
shops dozens—no, probably hundreds of times. Give me a break.” Ari placed her
hands on her hips.


Hudson laughed. “As long as you don’t ask me to help put it all
away, I’m good.” She peeked in the open bag, and Ari slapped her on the ass.
“Besides, I did buy something.”


“What?” Ari smirked and wrinkled her nose.


She pulled a small wrapped box from her back pocket. “This.”


Ari moved closer. “It’s wrapped beautifully. What is it?”


“It’s for you.”


“Me?” She looked over at the pile, knowing nothing she’d
purchased was for Hudson. She felt terrible. “I didn’t get you anything.”


Hudson lifted her chin with a finger. “That’s okay. I saw this
and it reminded me of you.”


Ari looked between the small square box in her hand and Hudson.


“Well, are you going to open it or just look at it?” It was her
turn to put her hands on her hips.


Ari set it on the countertop and drew one end of the petite green
ribbon, then carefully pulled the tape away. Inside, on a layer of white
cotton, lay a charm bracelet. Attached to it was a tiny silver whisk.


“It’s so delicate.” She hugged Hudson and kissed her. “It’s
perfect.”


“Here, let’s see if it fits.”


Ari held out her wrist and watched Hudson’s nimble fingers latch
the tiny clasp. The silver chain fit tight enough that she wouldn’t lose it.
Wrapping her arms around Hudson, she melted against her.


“Thank you.” She wanted to say more. Like how much she adored the
woman in her arms. How much she fantasized about their future, dreams to be
made into reality, and the love they shared. She had no doubt Hudson loved her.
She felt it in her touch, her kisses. Saw it in her eyes. Despite all she knew,
Hudson had yet to say the words, and until she did, Ari was reluctant to
confess her feelings out loud for fear she’d push Hudson away.


Hudson stepped back and held her by the shoulders. “I’m glad you
like it.” Her eyes shimmered and Ari saw the emotions coursing through the gray
depths. Abruptly, Hudson shoved her hands in her pockets and glanced everywhere
but at Ari’s face. She held her tongue, knowing Hudson was fighting to say
something that scared her. Maybe
this is it. Maybe she’ll actually say the words I need to hear.


Finally, Hudson looked back up. “I should go unpack. Do laundry.”


Disappointment clutched her heart. Perhaps she’d been wrong.
Maybe Hudson would never be able to tell her she loved her. She swallowed hard
and nodded. “Okay. I probably should unpack, too, and put all this stuff away.”
She turned away not wanting Hudson to see the anguish threatening to shred her
soul apart. The back door opened and she peered into the nearest bag, unable to
see while tears pooled in her eyes.


“Ari?”


“What?” She winced at the tone of her voice. She hadn’t meant to
sound as sharp as she did. It was too late to take it back.


“Uh…” Hudson hesitated.


Clearly, Hudson heard the annoyance in her voice. 


“I was going to ask if you wanted to order in later.”


Ari took a deep breath and let her frustration ebb away. Hudson
had been clear about her intentions, but she hadn’t made any promises she
couldn’t keep. It was her own fault she was feeling let down. She forced the
tears back, refusing to use them against Hudson.


“Okay. Come down when you’re ready, and we’ll pick a menu.”


Hudson walked up behind her, turned her, and cupped her face in
the palm of her hand. Her mouth closed over Ari’s. The kiss built in intensity
and their tongues caressed and explored in a slow tango. When she pulled away,
Ari swayed and her eyes slowly opened.


“I don’t want our time together to end,” Hudson said.


It was hard to read the meaning in Hudson’s words. Did she mean
today? Tomorrow? Forever? Why couldn’t she say what was visible on her face?
What would it take to make Hudson sure enough to let go of the one thing she
feared more than being alone? Being in love. Ari shuddered, dreading their
future hopes might never turn into reality.


“It doesn’t have to.”


Hudson let out a long breath. Its warmth caressed her face. “I
know.” Her voice cracked, and she cleared her throat. Her lips parted and
closed again. Ari knew she was holding back.


“I’ll see you in a couple hours.”


“I’ll be here.”


The door closed and she sat down, fingering the silk scarf she’d
bought. The variegated grays reminded her of the many shades of Hudson’s eyes.


“I’m not giving up on you,” she said out loud to the empty
kitchen. After their weekend together, she was more determined than ever to
help Hudson find her way out of the emotional chains that still bound her.


 


* * *


 


Hudson dropped her bags by the door and plopped into the nearest
chair.


“Fuck,” she said.


Hadn’t she had a conversation this morning with her parents about
this very thing? They’d encouraged her to tell Ari she loved her. To not waste
any more time fighting the feeling. She’d confessed her fears of being hurt
again. Their words echoed in her head.


“You do know the old saying is true, right?” Momma G. had asked.
She looked at Mom D. who nodded in agreement.


“It is
better to have loved and lost, than never to have loved again.”


She knew they were right. Everything they’d ever taught her spoke
of the worth of taking risks, in all aspects of life. Failure is a skewed view
of an attempt at a goal. What was her goal? She had it all mapped out at one
time, but the foundation she’d built had crumbled and she hadn’t had the
strength to shore it up again. Instead, she’d run from the rubble.


“Coward,” she said. She ran her fingers through her hair and flopped
back. She’d made a mess of her life and now her relationship with Ari was
paying for it. Ari deserved more, and if she didn’t want to lose the woman she
loved, she’d better get her act together. She pushed off the chair and groaned.
She had a dinner date. Maybe between now and then she’d find a way to tell Ari
the truth.


Chapter Twenty-two

 

 

 


“Hi, Dale. It’s Ari.”


“Hi, sweetie. It’s good to hear from
you.”


She bit her lip. She’d been fighting the urge to call Hudson’s
parents all week, but she needed sound advice. Not something she’d likely get
from her own. Her silence didn’t go unnoticed.


“Everything okay?”


“Yes. Well, yes and no.” Gathering her courage, she pushed on.
“Uh…you know I love your daughter, right?” She sounded like a child and
grimaced.


Dale chuckled. “It’s pretty obvious, but that’s not the reason
for your call, is it?”


Damn. Hudson had told her how intuitive her mothers were, and
she’d seen it firsthand. No
point in beating around the bush at this point.


“Closure.”


“What?” Dale’s confusion came through the phone.


It was her turn to chuckle. “I’m sorry. What I mean is I think
Hudson needs to find a way to have closure with Pam. I’d like to help her.”
There was silence at the other end, and she worried she’d overstepped her
boundaries. “I need your advice.”


 


* * *


 


“Damn it, Ari.” Hudson fumed. “You know I can’t do this. Why
would you even ask?” Her earlier calm turned to uncertainty.


“Wait. Please don’t go before I can explain.”


“No. Never again. This…this is why I didn’t want to get involved,
and I was right. Relationships always lead to pain. I’m done, Ari.” She stormed
up the stairs, slamming the door on the pain and, virtually, on Ari.


“What the fuck?” she said. Pacing the confines of her apartment
and knowing Ari was downstairs listening to her rant did nothing to help her
mood. She grabbed her wallet and keys and fled. Her tires screeched as she sped
out the driveway. She didn’t know where she was going, but she needed to get
distance between them. Her anger simmered, threatening to boil over the top.
She pulled over to the curb and slammed the car into park. She dropped her head
against the headrest as she gripped the wheel hard enough to turn her knuckles
white.


When Ari had called up to her saying she needed to talk, she
thought it had something to do with the business. In the past few weeks, Ari
had received close to a dozen contracts and it wouldn’t be long before she was
going to need help. What she’d gotten instead had felt like a punch to the gut.


“I think the reason you can’t tell me how you really feel is that
you never had closure with Pam.”


“Ari, I don’t think—” she’d begun before Ari cut her off.


“I’ve arranged for you and Pam to meet.”


She jumped to her feet. “You did what?” She slammed her hands on
the island, jarring the dishes. “You had no right.” Her anger had burned
white-hot and she hadn’t given Ari a chance to say a word.


She rubbed her eyes. Why would Ari have gone behind her back and
set her up to see Pam? She never wanted to have to deal with her again. She was
leaving it up to her lawyer to 
do that. She straightened up and blinked. Maybe that was it. Maybe Ari believed
she’d never dealt with the breakup in a constructive way. While it was true
she’d run from admitting there’d been issues between her and Pam, she’d dealt
with it ending. Hadn’t she? 


“Shit.”


The answer wasn’t pretty. She’d run without looking back. Maybe
Ari was right after all. Maybe the reason she couldn’t tell Ari she loved her
was because she’d never told Pam she didn’t
love her. Compared to what she had with Ari, it was possible she’d never really
loved Pam. Or at least, not as much as she thought she did. Maybe she’d settled
for a less than loving relationship thinking they’d work at it. That way she
could just go on believing she had the life she’d always wanted. A life like
her parents had. She’d never taken the time to ask if her dreams would mesh
with Pam’s. She just assumed they would. After all, they were together. Didn’t
being together mean they saw the same things for their future?


She’d been wrong to storm out and not give Ari a chance to
explain. She had the feeling she hadn’t acted alone. How would she have been
able to find Pam, let alone contact her? Her parents had a part in it. She
wanted to be angry with everyone. She wanted to tell them to mind their own
business. This was her life, and she got to decide the path she’d follow. Only
she hadn’t done such a great job at it, and there hadn’t been any monumental
dreams she’d followed. How had she missed taking control and doing something constructive
with her life? And she hadn’t done one thing that revolved around her future
since moving away.


Looking around, she got her bearings and headed to a neighborhood
bar. A place she could be just another face in the crowd with no one counting
on her or expecting her to be reasonable.


Hudson stood at the bar and ordered. She’d thought about having a
beer, but knew if she went down that path, she’d be taking a taxi home. Scotch
in hand, she settled in a small booth and pretended to watch the football game.
She needed to own up to her mistakes, and it made her stomach queasy. She’d
made poor choices, but spending time with Ari and making love with her wasn’t
in that category. Ari was like a breath of fresh air compared to the few women
she’d slept with since Pam. Her mind wandered back to their first meeting and
how much she’d enjoyed talking with her, even if Ari had appeared a bit clumsy.
It seemed like ages ago. What if she’d ruined her chances with Ari? What if her
childish reaction was all the proof Ari needed to end their relationship before
she was in too deep? Hudson groaned. Once again, when life hadn’t gone the way
she wanted, she’d cut and run.


She lifted her glass to the television screen. “Way to go.”


 


* * *


 


Ari listened to the footfalls overhead. Hudson paced upstairs,
obviously upset at what she’d done. The back door banged, followed by the sound
of tires screeching on the pavement. Had she gone too far? Dale and Gina had
been cautious in their encouragement of what might be construed as a drastic
measure, but they hadn’t dissuaded her either.


Dale told her she’d proudly passed on her stubborn streak to her
daughter, which went hand-in-hand with rarely asking for help, even when she
was desperate. Ari knew they were well aware of how much Hudson was struggling
to free her heart from the past. She’d told them she didn’t doubt Hudson’s
love, even if she couldn’t bring herself to say the words out loud. Ari said
she thought not having closure with Pam was the reason. They asked what she
wanted to do and listened to the plan she’d come up with. After voicing their
concerns about how it could end disastrously, they agreed to help. She was
taking a risk, but neither she nor Hudson could keep going in circles.
Something had to give. She was either going to force Hudson to step into the
future, or shut the door forever. She had gone with her gut instincts.


“Now what do I do?” 


She thought about calling Hudson’s parents again, but she’d
involved them enough. There was no sense turning Hudson against them. It had
been her idea and it was her responsibility to see it through, if she could.
She sat at the kitchen table and gathered her upcoming orders, date book,
recipes, and supply list. With one ear tuned to the driveway, she dove into
work, hoping the distraction would give her time to sort out what she wanted to
tell Hudson. If she would listen to her at this point was anyone’s guess.


 


* * *


 


Hudson slowed to a crawl, not wanting to alert Ari she’d
returned. Her anger had abated a couple of hours ago. After nursing her club
soda, she’d gone for an intense session with Master Jin. He knew her mood the
minute she hit the door. Instead of telling her to meditate, he’d put her
through a demanding routine, and it had taken all her concentration to
complete. The few times her mind had wandered, she’d ended up on the mat with
him staring down at her before backing away and engaging her again.


Now that she could think without seething with anger, she
realized Ari had most likely been right in asking her to confront Pam. She
couldn’t move forward with one foot in the past. It was an admission she
loathed making. After everything she’d put Ari through, including her inability
to make a commitment or tell her she did
love her, would Ari even want to hear what she had to say?


She crept up the back stairs. There hadn’t been any sound coming
from the first floor, but she was sure Ari was awake. She turned the key,
pushed open the door, and stopped. Ari was curled up in the corner of her couch
and sound asleep. Even in slumber her beautiful face showed signs of worry, her
brows knit. Hudson set her bag on the floor and knelt beside her, brushing
strands of hair from her face. Ari’s eyes fluttered open.


“Hi.” Ari’s gaze held hers.


“Hi. What are you doing here?” Hudson stroked her arm, loving the
feel of Ari’s skin.


Ari sat up. “I know I shouldn’t have invaded your space. I was
worried and after you didn’t answer your cell…” She hesitated. “I didn’t think
you’d talk to me unless I waited for you.”


She went to the counter and picked up her phone. It blinked. Four
missed calls and two messages. They were all from Ari.


“I didn’t have it with me. I’m so sorry you were worried.”


“Where did you go?” Ari took a breath. “Never mind. It’s none of
my business.” She got up to leave.


“Don’t go. Please? We need to talk.” Hudson hesitated, and then
went on. “I’ve made a mistake. Quite a few of them.” 


Ari’s face softened. “We all make mistakes. We’re human.” Closing
the space between them, Ari tugged her hand. “But you’re right. We do need to
talk.” Ari led her to the couch and tucked a leg under her so they were facing,
their hands still connected.


Hudson watched Ari’s face, her lips pursed in a thin line. She
looked back up and held Hudson’s questioning gaze, still wondering if she’d
destroyed her chance of a future together. Ari didn’t make her wait long.


“I had no business contacting Pam, and I am so sorry I dragged
your parents into it. Whatever my intentions were, that doesn’t give me any
right to tell you how to handle your situation.” Ari ran a thumb over her
knuckles. “I thought maybe it would be a chance for closure, and then maybe
you’d be able to…” Ari broke eye contact, her eyes glancing at their joined
hands. “Anyway, I’m sorry, Hudson. I only wanted to help.”


“You were right.” 


Ari stared open-mouthed before snapping her jaw shut. “What did
you say?”


“You were right. I ran away because it was too difficult for me
to face, or at least that’s what I believed. I never told Pam how I felt other
than to deny it was over. I didn’t see it coming because I couldn’t admit my
vision for the perfect relationship with a perfect life and a perfect family
wasn’t ever going to happen between her and me. It felt too much like a failure
to admit the spark between us was based on the physical relationship we had,
not the emotional ties we shared.”


“I know I pushed you.”


“It’s because you did that I can see all of it now. Relationships
don’t fail. I didn’t fail.
Sometimes they work out, sometimes not. I’m not above being human and making
errors in judgment and neither is Pam. She wanted a high-pay, high-stress
career, and the fame and notoriety that went with it. That was her dream, but
it wasn’t mine. She had the guts to tell me it wouldn’t work between us. I
can’t blame her for being honest. Neither of us verbalized what we wanted once
we were sharing a bed on a permanent basis. I think we took it for granted that
we wanted the same things without ever having talked about what was important
to each of us.” She paused, hoping that she was expressing herself clearly. “At
the beginning, we were having such a good time nothing else mattered.” She
pressed her hand to Ari’s cheek. “It all matters with you.”


Ari’s hand covered hers. “Does that mean you’re not mad at me?”


Covering her soft lips with her mouth, she hoped Ari could feel
the passion inside of her. She ran her thumb along her cheek as she withdrew.


“So, tell me about this meeting I’m supposed to have with Pam.”


“Okay, so I got to thinking…” Ari began. Her eyes sparkled with
enthusiasm as she talked.


I can do
this. I can do this if it means there’s going to be a future us. 


Chapter Twenty-three

 

 

 


Hudson wiped her hands on her pants again and took a deep
breath. She glanced at the clock on the dashboard and turned off the ignition. Let’s do this. She had
no idea if Pam was inside. She’d never been prompt when they were together,
thinking it was unsophisticated to show up on time. Pam had a knack for making
people wonder if she’d show, waiting to make her grand entrance. She entered
and waited for her eyes to adjust to the dimly lit interior and was surprised
when she spotted Pam already seated, a partial glass of wine on the table.


“Hello, Pam.”


Pam’s eyes met hers, and she seemed genuinely glad she was there.
“Hudson.”


Pam stood and pulled her into a warm embrace, taking Hudson off
guard. She’d never been publicly demonstrative, unless it was to impress
someone.


“It’s good to see you. Please.” Pam gestured to the chair across
from her and sat. “I wasn’t sure what you were drinking these days. I was here
a bit early.” Pam pointed to her wine.


“It’s nice to see you, too.” Hudson studied her face. Although it
had been almost two years since she’d last seen her, Pam seemed older. There
were a few more lines around her eyes, and she’d lost weight, bordering on
anemic. Hudson gestured to the waiter.


“We’ll have a bottle of whatever my companion is drinking.”


“Are you trying to get me drunk?” Pam said, poking fun at her.


Hudson held her tongue. She didn’t want their meeting to be
antagonistic, even though she hoped it was the last time they’d ever see each
other. She was about to recount their last encounter before realizing it wasn’t
necessary. Tonight was about the future. Not hers and Pam’s, but hers and
Ari’s.


“You seem different. Is everything okay?” Although they’d parted
with angry words, she still cared for the woman that she’d spent part of her
life with.


“It’s kind of you to ask.” Pam’s cheeks pinked. She was clearly
uncomfortable. “My dream job has turned into a nightmare, and my latest ex was
cheating on me for the last six months.” She finished off her wine and forced a
smile. “Other than that, life is great.”


“I’m sorry to hear about both. You were so excited about the
promotion.”


“Yes, well…things change.” Pam leaned forward. “Speaking of
change, Ari seems like a wonderful person.”


“Yes, she is.”


“She loves you.” Pam sat back. “Hasn’t she told you? Oh my, did I
let the cat out of the bag?”


“Well…no, it’s just…” Hudson had to take a minute to recover.
She’d been pretty sure Ari loved her, but for it to be that obvious to Pam made
her head spin.


“You and I had issues because we never said what was on our mind.
I know we had our differences, but I never thought you deserved the purgatory
you put yourself in when we split,” Pam said without malice.


Hudson was confused. When she’d moved away, she had the
impression Pam couldn’t care less. That she was happy Hudson was out of her
life. Now it appeared as though Pam was doing a one-eighty, and she wasn’t sure
she could trust what she was hearing.


“I’m not following you.”


Pam poured more wine and took a sip.


“That happened a lot.” She swallowed and went on. “Here’s the
thing. We were good together, but we weren’t good for each other. You did your thing, I did
mine, but aside from sex…which by the way was mind-blowing, at least for me…we
never…” She paused and stared ahead, as though needing to find the right word.


“Meshed?”


“Yes!” she exclaimed, drawing the attention of nearby diners. She
looked at them and mouthed “sorry” and Hudson had to laugh. She liked this Pam.
This stranger across from her was demonstrative and funny, and a little
outrageous. Not at all like the stuffy, snobbish woman she remembered.


“What’s happened to you? You aren’t anything like I remember.”


“You want the truth?” Pam asked.


“Yes.”


“I was a rich bitch. I put on a show and knew I could get
anything I wanted. All I had to do was demand it, expect it, or pay for it.”


“Are you broke?” She didn’t mean to pry, but she needed to
understand what had caused Pam’s miraculous transformation.


Pam laughed so hard she almost spit her wine. “Lord, no.” She met
Hudson’s gaze and held it. “I’m still rich. I’ve just decided I don’t have to
be a bitch to get what I want. All I have to do is ask for it.”


Hudson ate while she considered her next question. She’d come
here for a reason and she couldn’t leave without knowing.


“Then why wouldn’t you give me my things? Why threaten me with
wanting my trust fund?”


Pam waved her off. “You really don’t know, do you?”


She shook her head, totally confused.


“I wanted to see you again. I thought you’d show up at the door
demanding your things—take what was yours and end all the drama. That didn’t
happen. Then out of the blue you send a lawyer after me. I got pissed. I dug a
little deeper, thinking I needed something more to get you face-to-face, and
the trust fund served the purpose.” She motioned between them. “Here we are.”


“So you don’t
want my inheritance?”


“Hell no. I pay enough damn taxes.” She giggled. “But seriously,
that’s yours and no court in the world would give it to me.” Pam must have
recognized the distress she’d caused. “I had no intention of going through with
it. It was a bluff and you called it.”


Hudson sat back, letting everything Pam said sink in. If only
she’d faced her one more time, this past couple of years could have been spent
healing and moving on. Instead, she’d managed to sink into depression. All
because she didn’t want to hear what Pam had to say. She felt even more of a
coward than she had before. But she could change the course of her life going
forward. Everything was in her hands; all she had to do was move on without
fear. She knew what she wanted. She knew who she wanted to spend it with.
Nothing was impossible.


“You’ve certainly taken the wind out of my sails. I came here
expecting a clash of wills, and instead, I find myself liking you more than
when we were together.” She winced at the crude admission. Embarrassed, she
felt her face heat. “I’m sorry. That was uncalled for.”


“Pshaw. You’re not the first person to tell me how I come across.
I’d like to think I’ve changed for the better.”


Hudson reached for her and stroked the back of her hand. “If you
don’t mind me saying, I can tell how much you have.”


“Thank you.” Pam became quiet and Hudson believed she’d offended
her again. Pam finally met her gaze, her eyes shimmering with unshed tears.
“I’m sorry I broke your spirit. I know how much you wanted a family, but that
was never in my future. Still isn’t.” Pam leaned closer. “Can you forgive me?”


“Yes, if you’ll forgive me for assuming we were on the same
page.”


Pam put her other hand over the top of their joined ones. “I
never blamed you for our troubles.”


 


* * *


 


Her cell phone’s loud tone brought Ari to a stop. She’d been
binge cleaning ever since Hudson left to meet Pam. Every time she finished a
task, she’d look at the clock and wonder how things were going before moving on
to the next project. The house hadn’t been this clean since she’d moved in. She
picked up the phone knowing it was Hudson and dreading what she might tell her.
Maybe they’d talked about how much they’d enjoyed each other’s company and
perhaps they should try to make it work. Maybe Pam had threatened to take
Hudson for a proverbial ride until she was so beat down she’d do anything Pam
asked. No. A few months ago, that might have been the outcome, but Hudson had
regained her confidence, and Ari was sure she would stand up for herself.
Still, when faced with fight or flight, Hudson had a history. She took a deep
breath and prepared for the worst.


“Hello?”


“Hi,” Hudson said. “I’m glad you’re still up. Can I come and talk
with you?”


Her heart sank. She dreaded whatever Hudson had to tell her, but
just like when she was a child, she’d rather have the bandage ripped off than
slowly peeled away. Swallowing hard, she tried to sound poised.


“Okay.” She felt anything but. “Would you like coffee?”


“Sounds good. I’ll be there in about ten.”


She closed her eyes. There wasn’t anything in Hudson’s tone to
give away the reason she wanted to talk, but her chest filled with dread. “See
you then.”


Her hands shook as she filled the carafe, spilling it down the
side. Leaning on the counter, she gulped in air, feeling like she couldn’t
breathe. She had it bad for Hudson and that wasn’t going to change no matter
what the outcome of her and Pam’s meeting. If it was bad news, she’d deal with
it. It’s what her parents had taught her when she’d had no choice. Coping was
the one characteristic they forced her to master, and master it she had.


Ari didn’t want to seem too anxious. Hudson’s evening had to have
been emotional whether it had been amicable or contentious. She opened the door
and stepped back. Hudson met her gaze and held it before stepping in and
wrapped her arms around Ari. She covered Ari’s lips with her warm mouth. The
kiss turned into a slow, gentle burn, kindling the heat in her groin. She
didn’t want to have a visceral reaction, but when it came to Hudson, she had
little control over her body. Hudson backed away.


She held her breath. She thought it was a good-bye kiss until she
saw relief on her face.


“Things went okay?”


Hudson nodded. “The kiss was my feeble attempt to thank you for
giving me the push I needed to find closure with Pam.” Hudson stepped closer.
“Pam doesn’t want anything. All she wanted was to say good-bye. Wish me well.”
Hudson’s eyes filled with tears. “I never gave her the opportunity to tell me.
I walked away and carried the hurt with me until tonight.” She let out a
breath. “I promise not to let that happen to us.”


“Us?” Dare she hope this meant what she thought?


Hudson took her hand and led her down the hall to her bedroom.
They stood facing each other, and Hudson’s hands moved to the buttons of her
blouse. One button flicked open, then the next. Their gaze never wavered.
Hudson slid the material off her shoulders, leaned over, and kissed the flesh
of her neck, collarbone, and chest. She shivered with delight. The sensual
nature of Hudson’s deliberate, slow movements sent her pulse racing. She heard
her heart pound in her ears. Hudson hadn’t even touched her yet. Her sex
clutched with longing. She watched Hudson’s long fingers unbutton her jeans and
the zipper moved downward at a maddening pace. The lack of urgency was
infuriating. She needed to be touched, wanted to feel Hudson inside her. When
the zipper stopped, a gush of wet flooded her undies.


“Hudson…” She trembled, her legs shaking in anticipation.


Hudson nuzzled her neck. “You smell good,” she said, wrapping an
arm around Ari’s waist. “I can’t wait to touch you.”


She moaned. “I need…”


Hudson’s lips latched onto the pulse point of her neck, sucking
the tender flesh. Her legs gave out and Hudson lifted her to the bed, her jeans
pooled at her feet. She finished undressing her and stood at the side of the
bed. Her eyes filled with adoration.


“You’re so beautiful, Ari.” Hudson shed her own clothes and
lowered herself until their skin melded together.


She caressed Hudson’s face and pulled her down until their mouths
met once more. Her world exploded into white-hot light. The beauty of the
moment wasn’t lost in the sensations surrounding her. Tears fell from the
corners of her eyes. She’d waited all her life to feel the connection she had
with Hudson. No one had ever come close. She’d never let anyone this close.


Hudson’s lips moved over her chin and down her chest until they
reached her nipple. As soon as her lips closed over it, it tightened. She
pressed upward, forcing more of her breast into Hudson’s mouth. 


She lavished attention on one, then the other.


Ari growled. “I need you. Now.”


Hudson moved against her flesh. Their eyes had locked before
Hudson slid two fingers inside and she gasped when they rubbed the inner
ridges. The slow rhythm in and out, alternating with pressing her clit, made
her hips jerk. The heat rose in her abdomen, her climax edging closer. Hudson
withdrew and spread her quivering thighs wider, her hungry mouth ravishing her
swollen flesh. When she pressed her tongue into Ari’s opening, she cried out,
the orgasm ripping the breath from her chest.


Hudson cradled her in her arms, her body shaking as wave after
wave crashed against her. Minutes passed before she could move.


“My God, what you do to me.”


Smoothing her hands along Ari’s back, Hudson kissed the top of
her head. “There’s nothing I enjoy more than spending time with you, no matter
what we’re doing.”


The sincerity of her words touched her heart. “We have such a
special connection.”


“Yes, we do.”


She waited for Hudson to say more. When she didn’t, she knew it
was up to her to draw out what she longed to hear.


 


* * *


 


Hudson’s breath caught in her throat. Her body reacted to the
intense pleasure and arched off the bed. She hung on the crest of orgasm for
long minutes before falling into the abyss. Crying out Ari’s name, she grabbed
at the sheets, needing to find an anchor as she tumbled. Ari brought her to the
crest again. Breathing hard, she looked along her body to watch Ari lap her
juices and saw her satisfaction when their eyes met. Her oversensitive flesh
forced her to squirm out of Ari’s grasp.


“Where do you think you’re going?” Ari climbed along her body and
settled over her thighs. 


Hudson languidly kissed her. Ari’s lips still tasted of her
essence. She relaxed into the warmth that enveloped her as they continued to
move against each other.


“I’m not going anywhere.” She plucked at Ari’s nipple with her
fingertips.


“Let me feel you.”


“I think you already have.”


Ari ground her hip against her center and her clitoris twitched
from the pressure. Ari stopped moving and leaned back.


“You’re so beautiful. Inside and out. I’ve embraced all the
things that make you you.
I know that there’s another piece.” Ari placed a hand over Hudson’s heart. 


“I need to have all of you. Trust me. I’ve got you, baby, and I’m
not going to hurt you. Stop holding back. Please.” 


The plea reached Ari’s eyes.


Hudson palmed Ari’s cheek. So it had come to this. Ari was asking
for her heart. For months, they’d been moving toward this moment. For months,
they’d grown closer and closer. And while the sex had always been fantastic,
the last couple times had felt deeply intimate. When they touched, it was more
than with their mouths and hands. Their souls touched. Hudson wanted to feel
this intimacy with Ari every day.


Her heart had been pushing forward, even when her mind tried to
find reasons why it should stay locked away. She’d been avoiding the inevitable
even though she knew she wanted to love and be loved again. She didn’t know if
Ari could feel her inner struggle, but she was determined to stop being a
coward. Ari deserved a fulfilling life. She deserved to be loved.


“I never thought I’d want to love again. You’ve helped me see
there’s always a chance for love. I know we didn’t meet by accident. Fate had
other plans for me. For us.” She stroked Ari’s face. Traced her lips. Felt her
heart pound against her chest. “I won’t waste another minute. Not this time. I
love you, Ari. I’m sorry it took me so long to tell you.”


“I’ve waited so long to hear those words from you. I tried to be
patient.” Tears filled Ari’s eyes.


“No. You were perfect. You are
perfect.” 


Ari slowly rolled them, exchanging positions. “I love you, Hudson
Frost.” 


Their lips met and all the doubt she’d had fell away.


Epilogue

 

 

 


One Year Later


 


“You look so handsome.” Ari smoothed the shoulder material of
Hudson’s tux and adjusted her bowtie.


“Don’t think I’m going to do this forever. I love helping out,
but I’m stretched thin.” Hudson finished filling the tray with bacon-wrapped
scallops and balanced it on her hand.


Ari was looking forward to the birth of their child. At first,
she’d worried it was too soon for them to start a family, but they weren’t
getting any younger, and she’d assured Hudson there wasn’t anything they
couldn’t handle together. Dale and Gina had heard from Sid and told him to call
his sister right away. She’d been excited by the idea of Hudson’s brother being
the sperm donor. The baby would have characteristics of both her and Hudson. A
month later, her eggs had been fertilized, followed by a successful
implantation.


Hudson ran her hand over Ari’s swollen abdomen. She hadn’t
thought Ari could be any more beautiful, but pregnancy brought out the beauty
she already possessed. She’d moved in with Ari, and they were turning the guest
bedroom into a nursery. The full-time accounting job came with benefits so she
could provide health insurance for her family. Her parents would come in shifts
to help out after the baby was born. She’d asked Ari if she wanted to include
her parents, but she’d outright refused, saying she didn’t want their
negativity ruining their family.


Ari patted her ass and smiled. “I know, darling, and as soon as
I’m done with the interviews, I’ll have a sous chef, and you can go back to
finishing the baby’s room. Now go serve the masses. I expect you to share
stories of the women who flirt with you.”


Hudson brushed her lips over Ari’s and smiled. “Okay, but I’m not
sharing my tips.” She headed out the door and into the bright light of her
future.


 


 


THE END
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