
        
            
                
            
        

    
		
			The Business of Pleasure

			Synopsis

			Valerie Raffield’s dreams are about to come true. Her magazine, MisRule, is ready to launch. Only trouble is, she’s struggling to find an editorial designer who understands her vision.

			 When Lennox Falcone gets a nibble at her long stagnant résumé, she’s thrilled and excited to work remotely for Valerie. Things fall through when the MisRule team decides to go with another prospect, and Lennox is let down to say the least. But Valerie knows how talented Lennox is and keeps her on as a graphic artist. As they work closely together, their fascination with each other intensifies, and the MisRule team starts questioning the ethics of their relationship.

			By the time the launch comes around, Valerie’s desire is undeniable. But their first face-to-face meeting doesn’t go as planned, and as secrets are revealed and passions burn bright, Valerie’s heart and her business could be in jeopardy.

			





What Reviewers Say About Ronica Black’s Work

			A Love that Leads to Home

			“If you love a slow-burn romance where the characters are carefully dancing around each other while being incredibly adorable, this story is for you. It was an emotional read for me, and if you want a good heart-wrenching story, read it.”—Hsinju’s Lit Log

			Freedom to Love

			“This is a great book. The police drama keeps you enthralled throughout but what I found captivating was the growing affection between the two main characters. Although they are both very different women, you find yourself holding your breath, hoping that they will find a way to be together.”—Lesbian Reading Room

			The Practitioner

			“The Practitioner by Ronica Black is the angsty sort of romance that I can easily get lost in. I wanted to fill a tub and bathe in all the feelings. Hell, if I had one of those fancy, waterproof Kindles, I just might have.”—Lesbian Review

			Snow Angel

			“A beautifully written, passionate and romantic novella.”—SunsetXCocktail

			Under Her Wing

			“From the start Ronica Black had me. I loved everything about this story, from the emotional intensity to the amazingly hot sex scenes. The emotion between them is so real and tear jerking at times. And the love scenes are phenomenal. I feel I’m raving—but I enjoyed it that much.  Highly recommended.”—Kitty Kat’s Book Review Blog

			The Seeker

			“Stalkers, child kidnappers and murderers all collide in this fast-paced, dual-plotted novel. This is not Black’s first novel, and readers can only hope it will not be her last.”—Lambda Literary Review 

			Flesh and Bone—Lambda Literary Award Finalist

			“Ronica Black handles a traditional range of lesbian fantasies with gusto and sincerity. The reader wants to know these women as well as they come to know each other. When Black’s characters ignore their realistic fears to follow their passion, this reader admires their chutzpah and cheers them on…These stories make good bedtime reading, and could lead to sweet dreams. Read them and see.” —Erotica Revealed 

			Chasing Love

			“Ronica Black’s writing is fluid, and lots of dialogue makes this a fast read. If you like steamy erotica with intense sexual situations, you’ll like Chasing Love.”—Queer Magazine Online

			Hearts Aflame

			“Hearts Aflame takes the reader on the rough and tumble ride of the cattle drive. Heat, flood, and a sexual pervert are all part of the adventure. Heat also appears between Krista and Rae. The twists and turns of the plot engage the reader all the way to the satisfying conclusion.”—Just About Write

			Wild Abandon—Lambda Literary Award Finalist

			“Black is a master at teasing the reader with her use of domination and desire.  Black’s first novel, In Too Deep, was a finalist for a 2005 Lammy. …With Wild Abandon, the author continues her winning ways, writing like a seasoned pro. This is one romance I will not soon forget.”—Books to Watch Out For

			In Too Deep—Lambda Literary Award Finalist

			“…an exciting, page turning read, full of mystery, sex, and suspense.”—MegaScene 
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Chapter One

			“I’ll give you a million dollars if that green tea Frappuccino is for me,” Valerie Raffield said as she hurriedly rounded her glass-top desk to examine one of her three large computer monitors. She gripped a mouse and clicked, examining the latest portfolio to come in from her overflowing inbox of interested graphic designers.

			“Then get out your checkbook, sista. Cuz this green tea Frap is all yours,” Devon, her senior editor, said, setting the drink on her desk along with a straw, which he quickly opened for her. “On second thought, I better take a cashier’s check. No offense.”

			She scrolled through the images, only half listening. “None taken.” She squinted against the bright afternoon sun as it shone through the floor-to-ceiling windows of their second-story office. Around them, outside her glass-walled office, the remainder of the magazine staff scrambled about, busy preparing for the very first issue of MisRule, her brainchild and to date, her most prized endeavor.

			“Not that you’re not good for it,” Devon continued, “it’s just, well, we haven’t even launched yet and there’s your green tea Frap addiction, and your obsession with Italian furniture, and your lifelong want for a Maserati—”

			“Yeah, yeah,” she said, cutting him off. She waved him over and grabbed her drink to take a big pull off the straw. The icy smoothness hit the spot so well she almost rolled her eyes back in her head. “Come here. I want you to take a look at these. They just came in.” She scrolled through the images and sank into an office chair next to Devon.

			“Whoa,” he said.

			“I know.” She continued to scroll through, both of them in awe at the images of the portfolio before them. 

			“Who is this?”

			Valerie shrugged and set down her drink. She went back to her email to the cover letter and résumé.

			“Someone named Lennox Falcone.”

			Devon laughed. He scooted his small frame closer to the monitors and squinted alongside her in the sunlight. “No, seriously, who is it?”

			“That’s the name.”

			Devon leaned in and looked at the screen for himself. “Geez, sounds like a porn star or something.”

			“I like it,” Valerie said, skimming the résumé. “And according to this, she’s just as fierce as her name. Check out her credentials.”

			Devon read the résumé and nodded, lips pressed together. “Impressive.”

			“She is, isn’t she?” She went back to the images in the portfolio. “And her work, well, it speaks for itself. It’s got just the kind of edge we need here at MisRule. It’s what we’ve been looking for for weeks now.”

			“You mean what you’ve been holding out for,” Devon quickly corrected her.

			“Yes.” Valerie took another drink of her Frap. “And now I’m glad I did.”

			“Didn’t seem to matter that you gave the rest of us heart attacks in the process,” he said.

			“Nope.”

			She leaned back and crossed her legs, relieved at finally having found someone who seemed to have the same vision she did when it came to design and graphics.

			“Please tell me she’s readily available,” she said, watching Devon as he continued to read.

			“Looks that way,” he said as he scrolled down the résumé. “There just seems to be one little problem.”

			“What?” she asked. 

			“Well, two actually.”

			“Oh God, don’t toy with me, Devon. Just tell me.”

			They’d been looking for someone for so long, she couldn’t imagine losing the person before she’d even interviewed her. 

			“She lives in Colorado.”

			“So, I’ll convince her to move here.” She could do it. She’d convinced people to do less before. And there was always working virtually in the meantime. “What else?”

			“Her work history.” He turned to look at her. “There’s a gap.”

			“What kind of a gap?”

			“A big one. Almost three years.”

			“No explanation?” 

			“No.”

			“Shit.” She thought for a moment, desperate for an explanation. “So maybe she had a baby or volunteered for someone or something.”

			“She could have. But most people explain that somewhere along the line.”

			Valerie rubbed her brow, knowing he was right. 

			“Whereas this guy,” Devon said, clicking on a different screen. “Baxter Tooley, has an impeccable résumé and work history.”

			“Talk about a weird name,” Valerie said.

			“He’s damn near perfect to round out and lead the team.”

			“He’s boring. Not near as edgy and creative.”

			“He’s stable. Available and local. And he gets the job done.”

			“MisRule’s not about settling or just getting the job done. It’s about the fight, the demand, the call to action. You know that.”

			“Yeah, I do. But, Val, we’re running out of time. We need to decide something now. The other designers have nearly finished their work for the launch and they’re now awaiting direction and feedback. If we don’t hire someone, all that falls on you. And while that may work for the time being, it won’t last long. You’ve already got too much on your plate as is.”

			“I know, I know.” She sighed. “Call Baxter. Get him in here for an interview.” She wheeled closer to her desk and grabbed her phone. “And get me Lennox’s number.”

			“You’re calling her, too?” His look of disappointment was not lost on her.

			“I need answers. I need to be sure we’re passing her over for a good reason.”

			He slowly nodded as he brought up her number on the screen. Then, as Valerie dialed, he got up and walked away, leaving her alone to hear what she assumed was going to be bad news all on her own.

			





Chapter Two

			Lennox Falcone cursed and searched for a place to rest her paintbrush as the phone rang. Unable to find a satisfactory spot, she tucked the paintbrush behind her ear and rushed to the phone, wondering why she hadn’t left it closer to her in the first place. 

			“Hello?” She was breathless and still searching for a place to put her brush. She hurried to the kitchen and grabbed an old plastic cup and filled it with water, wondering why the hell she hadn’t done this as well when she’d first started. 

			What’s wrong with me?

			Sure, she had a cup for her main brush, but she didn’t like to mix paint water with her different brushes. So usually, she had several cups ready and waiting as she worked. But not today. Today she’d spaced. Totally. It was a miracle the painting was even turning out at all. But somehow it was. She grinned at her progress, despite her absentmindedness.

			“Yes, hello. I’m looking for Lennox Falcone?”

			“This is Lennox,” Lennox said, hoping to God it wasn’t a sales call.

			“Ms. Falcone, hi. My name is Valerie Raffield. I’m calling you from MisRule magazine. I’m interested in your portfolio. Do you have a moment to talk with me?”

			Lennox blinked, a little surprised. It had been a while since she’d had a hit on her résumé and portfolio. And none of those hits had amounted to anything. 

			She placed her brush in the cup and returned to her stool where she ran a hand through her hair and stared out onto her small patio. The wind was blowing slightly, causing her potted plants to dance. She reminded herself to water them later that evening.

			“Ms. Falcone?”

			“Uh, yes. Yes, please, go on.”

			Have I forgotten how to have a phone conversation, too?

			“As I was saying, I’ve been going over your portfolio and I’m rather impressed. Your work is well…dynamic. Edgy. Bold. Just what I’m looking for here at MisRule.”

			“I—well, thank you. I’m glad you like it.” It had been a while since anyone had complimented her work, too. 

			“I just have some questions for you here in regard to your résumé.”

			“Ah.” Her weakening hand fell to her thigh. Now came the letdown. It was typical and she’d been silly to let her hopes get up at the beautiful sound of a woman’s voice complimenting her.

			“First of all, would you be willing to relocate to the Phoenix metro area?”

			“Phoenix?” Her mind flew. She’d never considered Phoenix before. She’d visited the Valley of the Sun a couple of times, but it had always been in passing, on her way to somewhere else. She’d never explored the area before. “I’m not sure. It wouldn’t hurt to consider it, I suppose.”

			“Where are you now?”

			“Durango. Colorado.”

			“So, you aren’t that far.”

			“No.”

			“Well, it’s something to think about. My second, and perhaps most important question, is about the gap in your work history. It looks like you went almost three years without employment. Is that correct?”

			Lennox scratched her temple. “That’s correct.”

			“Any reason why?”

			“I—” She searched for words and cleared her throat. “I was in a bad accident several years ago and I’ve been recovering.”

			“Oh.” Silence. “I’m so sorry to hear that.”

			“It’s okay.”

			“Are you—all right?”

			“I can do the job if that’s what you’re asking.” She’d spent the better part of the last three years recovering, dedicating the majority of her time to learning how to walk again and regain better use of her dominant arm. She damn well could do the job, even if it was more difficult than it used to be. 

			“That’s nice to know, but that’s not what I meant. I wanted to know if you were okay. As in, beyond the physical. Going through something like that must’ve been very difficult.”

			Lennox stood and crossed her arm over her chest. No possible employer had ever called and asked how she was emotionally. In fact, most didn’t even bother asking about her well-being at all. Some made excuses and hung up, while others simply said they’d get back to her. This was…new. Different. Unexpected.

			“It has been, yes,” she found herself saying. She moved to the patio door. “But I’m okay now. I’m…good.”

			“That’s good to hear.”

			“Thank you,” Lennox said. “For asking I mean.”

			“Of course.”

			More silence.

			“What I’m looking for, Ms. Falcone, is someone to lead my graphics team as an editorial designer here at the magazine. I need fierce, edgy, bold content. And someone who understands that. Think you might be interested?”

			“Yes. Uh, yes, that sounds very interesting. I just—I’m not sure about the relocating. I’m not sure how soon I could make that happen.” She grabbed hold of her bronze handled cane and walked back to the living room where she stared at herself in the mirror behind the couch. 

			It had only been a few months since she’d moved into her own place once again and now someone was asking her to up and move to a different state. It felt too soon, like the world was slipping out from beneath her feet.

			“Tell you what,” Valerie said. “I’ll send some info on MisRule and you can decide if what you see interests you at all. And we’ll talk again, say tomorrow? For an interview? I need to make a decision fairly quickly.”

			Lennox nodded. “Sure, okay. That sounds good.”

			“I’ll also include what your salary and benefits would be so you can make an informed decision as to whether or not you want to go forward at all.”

			“Okay.”

			“Great. I’ll speak to you tomorrow then. Same time okay?”

			“Sure.”

			“Good-bye, Ms. Falcone.”

			“Good-bye.”

			Lennox ended the call and tossed the phone on the couch. Then she traced her finger over the scar on her temple and down to her abdomen where she lifted her shirt and traced the red rope-like line down to her hip. Her blue jeans hid the remainder that led down to her thigh. 

			“Can I do this? Am I ready?”

			Her phone dinged and she snatched it up and saw that she had new email from Valerie Raffield. She rounded the coffee table and sat, pulling her laptop onto her lap. Then she opened it and began reading about MisRule magazine and Valerie Raffield. 

			





Chapter Three

			“Mm, baby, what’s wrong?”

			Valerie opened her eyes and glanced down at Rory who was on her knees between her legs, gently kissing her thighs as she looked up at her expectantly.

			“Nothing, I just, I don’t know.” She fingered Rory’s hair before she moved away and smoothed down her skirt. She sat on the couch and crossed her legs. 

			“Have I done something wrong?” Rory asked, rising to come sit next to her. She rested her hand on Valerie’s lap, expectant look still on her face. 

			“No, no of course not,” Valerie said. She patted her hand. 

			“Then what is it?”

			Valerie sighed and glanced around at her dim living room. The windows were large with the blueberry of twilight painting the sky just beyond them. Her furniture was modern, Italian, and her rugs the finest in Persian quality. The artwork on the wall was equally high in value and taste and yet it was all falling flat as she stared out at her illuminated rectangular pool. She had the finest of most everything, including a brand new magazine she was thrilled about launching, and yet something was off. Something didn’t feel right.

			“Are you sure?” Rory asked.

			Valerie continued to stare out at the pool. “You haven’t done anything wrong, Rory.” It was true. She hadn’t. Rory was nothing but devastatingly beautiful and sexually versatile. But she just didn’t do it for Valerie. Other than sex, they had nothing in common, and the sex, well, it wasn’t doing it for her anymore and she could no longer hide it.

			“I think I just need some time to myself,” Valerie said. 

			“As in, you don’t want to do this anymore?”

			This, consisted of meeting during her limited down time for a quick roll in the hay. It wasn’t anything serious or even predictable. But it had been going on for the better part of a year.

			“Right.”

			Rory bit her lip. “Okaay.”

			“Again, it has nothing to do with you.”

			“Yeah, I get it. It’s you not me.” She stood and slid into her flats. 

			“Rory.”

			“No, it’s okay. You’re right. This is going nowhere, and no offense, but I no longer think I want it to.”

			Ouch.

			Valerie bit her tongue.

			Rory crossed to the front door. “You know for someone who said she was just all about a good time, well, love, you need to look up the definition of a good time.” With that she walked out the front door and slammed it behind her, leaving the bone chill of her last statement in her wake. 

			Valerie rubbed her arms and tucked her feet in beneath her. She reached for her wine and took several tasty sips, allowing her eyes to fall closed as she did so. Despite not having reached climax with Rory, she felt little in the way of disappointment. Hell, she didn’t even feel aroused and it had been that way for a couple of weeks now. She’d just put off the inevitable in telling Rory it was over. Whatever it was. 

			Truth was, she was just better off alone. Totally alone. She didn’t need anyone for anything, not even a few passionate quickies here and there. She had a vibrator. That was good enough. And far less of a headache.

			But the notion didn’t comfort her like she knew it should. Something wasn’t right and she knew it and it had nothing to do with Rory and her lack of interest in the young fashion model. 

			It was something else. Something deeper. 

			And whatever it was, it was causing an unbearable ache and sadness to overcome her. Swallowing down tears, she rose and carried her wine to her desk in her office where she sat and started up her computer. Stacks of files and papers were in neat piles on her desktop and she set down her wine and began flipping through them. She had so much to go over to edit and approve. So much to do. Articles to read and edit. Photos to look at, writers to hire, ideas to consider. It was never ending and Rory and whatever was causing the deep sadness inside had no place in her life right now. 

			She focused on the notes for the layout of the first issue, or prototype, and brought her mouse to life. She was happy with the first quarter of the layout, but she needed and wanted yet another eye for the remainder. A trained eye. An artist’s eye. But the ones she hired had given her their opinion, and while she valued them and appreciated them, what they were saying just didn’t quite hold water. The look of the magazine was still missing something. 

			Vibe.

			Yes, that was it. It was missing the rebel vibe she was going for, and she had a feeling only one person would truly understand what she was talking about. 

			She clicked open her email and smiled as she read the reply from Lennox Falcone. She’d looked over the information she’d sent and she was ready to go ahead with the interview tomorrow.

			Thank God.

			Valerie sat back and clicked on Lennox’s portfolio once again. She scanned image after image and her heart rate increased as her excitement grew. Yes, this was the one. She just knew it. Lennox could take MisRule to the places she wanted it to go. There was no doubt. 

			She sipped more wine and relaxed, allowing the thought of Lennox Falcone to comfort her troubled mind.

			





Chapter Four

			Lennox paced the length of her small living room and chewed on a cuticle, ignoring the pain in her leg. She’d hung up with Valerie Raffield over an hour ago and still there was no word on the job. The virtual interview had gone well, at least she’d thought, though she’d been nervous. It had included herself, Valerie, and two others. A man named Devon and another woman, Cecile. Valerie had introduced them as senior editors. They’d said they’d get back to her relatively shortly. 

			She eyed her watch and shook her head. 

			“Why am I so nervous?”

			She laughed and rubbed her aching leg. So what if she didn’t get the job? Then she didn’t have to worry about moving to Phoenix. After all, uprooting her entire life was the last thing she wanted to do. So why did she care so much?

			Because you like this woman and her vision.

			Lennox eased onto the couch. She did like Valerie and her vision. MisRule was right up her alley and she’d love to work for such an inspired and edgy publication. She knew already that the magazine was going to be a huge success and make a lot of waves in the publishing world. It was time for women of all races and creeds to have a fearless representation of their wants, needs, and desires with no explanations or excuses, and Valerie seemed to be well on her way to making that happen.

			“Who am I kidding? I want this job.”

			The phone rang and she snatched it up and answered before it had time to ring again. 

			“Ms. Falcone?”

			It was Valerie.

			“Call me Lennox, please.”

			“Lennox. Okay.” She laughed and Lennox quite liked the way it sounded. She pushed the thought from her head as Valerie continued.

			“We’ve gone over everything here on our end and we’ve made a decision.” She didn’t sound as excited as she had been earlier, and Lennox’s heart sank. She ran her hand through her hair and pushed out a breath.

			“Okay.”

			“We’d like to offer you a position, Lennox.”

			“But?” She knew one was coming.

			“But it’s not as an editorial designer. It’s as an independent contractor. As an artist.”

			“I see.” She knew she should be just as excited, knowing something was better than nothing, but she couldn’t help but feel let down. All that talk from Valerie about edge and vibe and vision. She’d been sure they were on the same page.

			“You sound disappointed.”

			Lennox blinked, surprised at her assessment and willingness to discuss it.

			“I have to admit, I am, a bit.”

			“I am too.”

			“You are?”

			“Yes. I wanted you for the editorial position.” There was a moment of silence. “But my colleagues thought it best to go with someone local, someone who can be here and someone who—”

			“Isn’t recovering from an accident.”

			“They’re very understanding, Lennox, but they want to be sure we have someone who can handle the rigors of the job, and without meeting you firsthand, and with your long absence from the work force…”

			“Yeah, I understand.”

			“But we would love to have you as an artist. The pay, of course, is less, but you could work virtually. What do you think? I’d still really love to have your vision and voice be a part of MisRule.”

			Lennox stared at her mangled cuticle. Something about the way Valerie asked warmed her heart. She sounded so sincere, like she really meant it.

			“Okay, sure.” What did she have to lose? She needed the income and she could stay in her home while doing it.

			“Great! I’ll have Devon send you all the info.”

			“Sounds good.”

			“Can you get started right away?”

			“Yes.”

			“Wonderful. I’ll talk to you very soon then.”

			“Okay.”

			“I look forward to working with you, Lennox. Have a good rest of your evening.”

			“You too.” 

			They ended the call and Lennox sat back on the couch and stared up at the ceiling. 

			She had a job. First one since the accident. She should be more excited. More relieved. But it felt like only a small piece to her big puzzle had fallen into place. Somehow, she needed more.

			She tossed her phone on the cushion next to her as her big orange, six-toed cat, Hemingway, jumped onto her lap. 

			“Hey, bud,” she said as she stroked his back. He stretched and purred his approval, sticking his rear in the air. “I just got good news.” He rubbed his face against her hand. “Really good news.”

			She continued to pet him. “So why am I not more excited? I know. I always seem to want more.” Her physical therapist Gabe had told her the same thing. It didn’t seem to matter what she accomplished, she was never satisfied. She always wanted more. Now here she was doing the same thing with her job. 

			“You have to give credit where credit is due,” she said, mimicking Gabe. “Celebrate every victory. No matter how small.”

			She scratched behind Hemingway’s ears, causing him to close his eyes. “Guess we should celebrate, huh?” She thought about how. She didn’t even have any beer in the fridge. “Ice cream?”

			Hemingway opened his eyes. She laughed. “I thought so.”

			She scooped up his heavy frame and headed for the kitchen, intent on finally heeding Gabe’s long ago given advice. 

			





Chapter Five

			Baxter Tooley was not nearly as interesting as his name. He was a tall, lanky man with a slouched posture and balding head and had the annoying habit of constantly pushing up on the center frame of his eyeglasses. 

			But, as Devon kept reminding her with a forced smile, he fit the immediate bill. He had a stellar résumé and his portfolio wasn’t awful. It just wasn’t nearly as dynamic as Lennox Falcone’s. But then again, none of the others they’d looked at had been either. Lennox, it seemed, was at a level all her own. And damn it if Valerie still didn’t want her for editorial design.

			“Right, Valerie?” Devon asked, lightly kicking her under the table.

			“Hm?” Valerie raised her eyebrows, trying to come back into the flow of conversation. 

			“We would need Mr. Tooley to start immediately,” Devon said slowly.

			“Right.”

			“I can do that,” Baxter said with a smile and a push on his eyeglasses.

			“Terrific.” Devon rose and escorted him out of the office. “Cecile? Will you show Mr. Tooley to his desk, please? And introduce him around?” He nodded as Cecile agreed and he then turned back to Valerie. His walk was quick, forced. He was pissed. “I know he’s not your first pick, but you could’ve at least paid attention to his interview.” He gathered his notes from the conference table.

			“Calm down. You got your way. Tooley’s in.”

			“It’s not a competition, Val. It’s what’s best for the magazine.”

			She scoffed. “So you keep saying.”

			“You’ll see. He’s a good choice. A solid choice.”

			“A boring choice.”

			Devon gave her a look and left her. She swept up her notes and made the way to her office, signing off on some things as she went. The second-story office space was busy like a hive with workers scrambling about, trying to make deadline. Any other day she’d relish in all the creative commotion. But not today. Today she felt like her creativity had been killed. Her voice silenced. And it was her damn magazine.

			But she knew Devon was right. At least theoretically. Tooley looked better on paper, and she knew she’d put up more of a fight if Lennox was local. As it was, she’d been fighting a losing battle. The investors would’ve agreed with Devon and Cecile and she would’ve been ganged up on. Things were just better this way.

			She entered her office and sat at her desk, slipping off her shoes as soon as she got settled. The Louboutins looked good, but today that particular pair was killing her feet. She leaned back in her chair, crossed her legs, and scrolled through her email. She already had one from Lennox Falcone. She opened it and paged through the personnel paperwork and settled on the other attached folder. She clicked on it and a new, different portfolio with the title “personal artwork” popped open. 

			Valerie leaned forward and looked through image after image. There were drawings—charcoals and pastels. Paintings—oil and acrylic. Still lifes, portraits, abstracts. Even some mixed mediums. All of it very, very good. 

			Valerie smiled as she took it all in and then eased back in her chair and put her finger to her mouth as she settled on a pastel nude of a woman. The subject was lying on her side, on a red blanket, facing the artist, dark hair spilling down onto her shoulder and upper arm. She was breathtaking. And Valerie had to have her.

			Quickly, Valerie grabbed her phone and searched for Lennox’s number. She considered emailing her but didn’t want to wait for the response. No, when Valerie wanted something, she went after it, and she wanted this piece of artwork.

			Besides, it wouldn’t hurt anything to talk to Lennox again, would it? No, of course not. 

			She dialed her and waited, trying to control her breathing. 

			Why am I so nervous?

			Because you’re moved by her. And because you happened to see that she was single on her personnel paperwork. 

			So?

			I’m not putting the moves on a new employee. I’m just….

			Moved.

			“Hello?”

			Valerie straightened. “Hello, Lennox? It’s Valerie Raffield. I hope I haven’t caught you at a bad time.”

			“No, no. I was just cleaning up my workspace. Just finished another painting.”

			Another one? Wow, she’s prolific.

			“That’s actually what I was calling you about.”

			“What’s that?”

			“Your artwork.”

			“Oh?”

			“Yes, one piece in particular. It’s a pastel of a nude woman. It’s titled What Once Was.”

			“Oh.” She sounded deflated.

			“I was hoping you still had it and that it might be for sale.”

			“I have it. Somewhere. It’s, uh, not for sale though.”

			“No?”

			“No, I’m sorry. It’s more of, uh, personal piece to me.”

			“I see.”

			Valerie tapped her pen on her desk. “And there’s no way I can convince you to sell it? No price high enough to make you part with it?”

			There was a sigh. “No, I don’t think so.” Silence. “Why do you like it so much?”

			“Well, it’s beautiful. One of the most beautiful nudes I’ve ever seen. The colors are lush and gorgeous and the subject, well, she’s breathtaking. You really captured her.”

			Valerie waited as more silence ensued.

			“I—I don’t think I can. I’m sorry.”

			Valerie nodded. “No need to apologize. I understand. She means something to you.”

			“She…doesn’t exist anymore.”

			Valerie swallowed. “Oh.” It was a strange way to explain that someone had passed away. But nevertheless, she could sense her pain. “I’m so sorry.”

			“It’s okay.”

			“No, not really. I should’ve never called and asked. It’s just that…your artwork really speaks to me, Lennox. You’re very talented. I could look at your work all day.”

			“So that means, you like the personal stuff as well as the graphic?”

			“Oh, absolutely. I called you wanting to buy some, didn’t I?”

			“Yes, I guess you did.”

			“May I ask what prompted you to send it?”

			“The personal file? I guess I was hoping it would lead to more work. I could really use it.”

			“Well, you have a fan in me, Lennox. You know that. Let’s work this first project together and see where it leads. I’m sure, if you’re as good as your work hints at, they’ll be plenty of work headed your way.”

			There was more silence and then Valerie heard the faint meow of a cat.

			“Did you see anything else you liked in that portfolio?”

			Valerie perked up. “Yes. I saw a lot of things I liked.”

			“Pick out something else. Anything.”

			“Okay.”

			“I have to go now,” Lennox said. “I have an appointment.”

			“Right. Of course. I’ll talk to you later.”

			“Let me know what you choose.”

			“I will.”

			“Good-bye.”

			“Good-bye.”

			Valerie smiled. Then she grabbed her mouse and began looking through the portfolio once again, after she made the pastel drawing of the nude her wallpaper.

			





Chapter Six

			“You’re looking really good, Lennox,” Gabe said, settling on the examination table and crossing his thick arms. Lennox had just walked the length of the floor for him at his rehabilitation center and she was hoping he’d see her point. 

			But judging by the warm smile on his face, it was obvious he didn’t.

			Lennox stopped walking and pointed at him with her cane. “Don’t you see?”

			“See what?”

			“This!”

			“What?”

			“This!”

			“The cane? What’s wrong with using the cane?”

			“What’s wrong? What’s wrong? I should be doing better that’s what’s wrong.” She shook the cane again. “I shouldn’t need this thing!”

			Gabe chuckled, seemingly amused by her temper. He shook his head and stood, motioning for Lennox to sit on the table. She did so with a grumble and lay down on her back, allowing Gabe to gently lift her right leg. She winced as the stiff muscles tightened.

			“We’ve discussed this, Lennox. You may always need the assistance of the cane. But that’s not a fault or a personal failure. It’s just the way it is. I mean, my God, considering your injuries, you’re lucky to be walking at all.”

			“I don’t want the cane,” she grumbled. “I’ve come this far. I should be able to nix it.”

			She winced again as he held her leg higher.

			“Have you been doing your stretches?”

			“Yes,” she said defiantly.

			“Why do you lie to me? You know damn well I can tell.”

			She glanced away from his penetrating gaze. “I have been doing them.”

			“Lennox,” he said.

			“Just not as much as I should.”

			He sighed. “And yet you’re here bitching about the cane.”

			She shoved his hand away and sat up. 

			“You know you have to put in the work.”

			“And I do! I walk two miles a day, Gabe.”

			“You have to do the stretching. And the floor exercises. You know this.” He crossed his arms again. “What’s really going on?”

			“Nothing.”

			“Come on, Lennox. You show up here four months after our last treatment, ranting and raving about your cane, which you worked very hard to be able to use, and you’re telling me nothing’s going on?”

			He tsked at her. “Mentirosa.”

			“I’m not lying. I’m just…I don’t know. I think it’s this job.”

			“You got a job?” He grinned. “Hey, congrats. I know you were worried about getting back into the workforce.”

			“I did. Sort of. I’m doing some contract work for a new magazine.”

			“Awesome, woman. Good for you.”

			“It is, it’s just…I didn’t get the really good job because they wanted me to relocate to Phoenix and I’m just not ready yet. I mean, with just finishing up rehab and moving into my own place again.”

			“It’s a lot.”

			“Yes.”

			“So, cut yourself a break. You’re doing great.”

			“I really wanted that job.”

			He lightly patted her arm. “So you’ll get a better one. Besides, maybe there’s a reason why you didn’t get this one.”

			“Like what?”

			He shrugged. “Like fate.”

			She laughed. 

			“No, seriously. There’s a reason for everything.”

			“Oh God, I forgot you believe in all that.”

			“I do. And you will too. Just wait.”

			“Like there’s a reason why a drunk driver slammed into my bike and nearly killed me?”

			“Uh-huh.”

			“Other than just dumb luck? Yeah, right.”

			“There is. It just hasn’t revealed itself to you yet.”

			“I see.”

			She scooted off the table. “Deep, philosophical shit aside, is there any way to get rid of the cane?”

			The corner of his mouth lifted in a grin. “Do the work, chica. Every day. No excuses. Then maybe.”

			“Maybe?”

			“Yeah, maybe.” He walked the short distance to a small refrigerator and retrieved two small water bottles. He handed her one and opened the other for himself. They both drank in silence for a few moments before Gabe spoke again.

			“You sure there’s not something else prompting this new drive of yours?”

			“Like what?”

			“You tell me.”

			She blinked. “No, I don’t think so.”

			“You sure? Like maybe a woman?”

			She coughed, swallowing her water wrong. “What?”

			He laughed. “I guess I got my answer.”

			She shook her head as she wiped droplets from her chin. “Why would you think there’s a woman?”

			“Because you show up here out of nowhere carrying on like a madwoman waving your cane! Come on, you do know how crazy this all is, don’t you?”

			She took a moment to think about what he’d just said. It did seem a little nuts. She hadn’t even called first or made an appointment. 

			“There’s no woman,” she finally said.

			“No? No woman in say, Phoenix perhaps?”

			She opened her mouth to answer but stopped. 

			Valerie.

			Valerie was in Phoenix.

			“No,” she said, hoping it held the conviction she definitely did not feel.

			It didn’t.

			Gabe laughed. “I thought as much.”

			“There isn’t,” she tried again. She’d never even met Valerie. Hardly even spoken to her. Yet, there was something there when they did speak that made her want to impress her, made her want to talk to her more. And then there was the sound of her laugh and the fact that she’d wanted that particular pastel drawing of the nude…

			“Gabe, there really isn’t.”

			“Okay, whatever you say.”

			“I just really want to walk on my own.”

			“Then I think you really need to think about why. Because you’re doing great, Lennox. You’ve come so far. Remember how thrilled you were to be able to walk at all? And now you’re pissed over the cane?”

			“I just want to be…”

			“What?”

			“Normal,” she said softly.

			“Lennox, you’re alive. You survived a very serious accident. Fuck normal. Besides, what is normal? No cane? Well, fuck that. That cane is sexy. That cane is your badge, your proof of battle. Proof that you’re fighting and kicking ass every day.” He raised an eyebrow. “Who you trying to impress?”

			She narrowed her eyes. “I told you, no one.”

			“Good. Because if she doesn’t like the cane, then I say fuck her, too.”

			Lennox rolled her eyes and fought thinking about Valerie. Would she judge her because of her cane? Feel sorry for her? 

			Her stomach dropped.

			God, I hope not.

			That’s why I need to be strong, on my own.

			Sans cane.

			





Chapter Seven

			Valerie rubbed her eyes and sipped from her glass of water. The liquid was tepid and her eyes tired, so she rose to go to the kitchen for a fresh refill. The evening was balmy and calm, with the occasional breeze blowing through her open French doors from the veranda. The scent of orange blossoms hung in the air, and she closed her eyes and inhaled as she drank her cold water.

			The past couple of weeks had been trying, but MisRule was right on schedule for launch. Everything was falling into place, and her editors were pleased with the work being turned in, as were her investors. But she still felt like the vibe she’d envisioned for her magazine was off a little. Too subdued. 

			If only…

			She returned to her computer and opened the work Lennox had turned in the week before. It had knocked her socks off, and she could tell it had knocked some of the others’ off as well. Even Baxter Tooley. Though he’d hidden it well, trying hard not to stumble over his words, pushing up on those thick-framed glasses of his. He was very much aware of Lennox and her work; he’d even asked why she wasn’t on full-time and working there in the office. Someone must have told him she’d been up for his job because he stopped commenting at all shortly thereafter, probably worried she’d soon have his job.

			She would if I was in charge.

			Wait.

			I am in charge.

			Damn it.

			She sipped her water and eased back in her chair. She was just about to go over Lennox’s personal artwork file again when the doorbell rang.

			She padded to the front door and opened it just as a UPS driver drove away, leaving a flat rectangular box on her doorstep.

			“Huh,” she said as she lifted it and carried it inside.

			She brought it into the living room and sat, grabbing the scissors from the coffee table. As she turned the box to open it, she saw that the return address was Colorado, but she couldn’t think of who would send her anything from there.

			She opened the box and pulled out what appeared to be a wrapped canvas. She lost her breath as she unwrapped it. 

			It was an abstract painting that somewhat resembled a beach scene. The color scheme was full of blues for the sky and sea and golds for the sand. It was beautiful and even more breathtaking in person.

			And she knew at once just who to thank.

			She pulled her phone from the pocket of her loose-fitting linen pants and dialed Lennox’s number, which she’d finally put in her phone.

			She smiled as she waited for her to answer.

			“Hello?”

			“Lennox, hi. It’s Valerie Raffield.”

			“Hi.”

			Valerie was so excited and touched she could feel her face burning. “I just got your painting.”

			“Oh, do you like it?”

			“I love it. Seriously, it’s stunning. I can’t believe you sent it!”

			“I told you to choose one you liked, so it’s my pleasure.”

			“It’s…” She shook her head, truly moved. “So nice of you.”

			“It’s nice to have a fan,” Lennox said. “Someone who really enjoys my work, so really, the pleasure is all mine.”

			Valerie sat back on the couch and brought her legs up lotus style. She sat staring at the painting, wondering where she’d hang it. She hadn’t been so thrilled with a gift in a very long time.

			“Well, thank you,” she finally managed to say. “Sincerely.”

			“You’re welcome. I’m glad you like it.”

			“I’m crazy about it.” She brought her hand to her throat as she continued to get lost in the colors. “How long have you been painting?”

			“Oh, I don’t know. Since I could hold a brush? My mother said I preferred paints to crayons, which caused her some trouble as I’m sure you can imagine.”

			Valerie laughed. “You were messy?”

			“Oh, yes. But she soon wised up and got me set up in my bedroom with a drop cloth and an easel, and, well, watercolors are too dangerous.”

			“I would love to see your work from back then.”

			Lennox chuckled. “And my mother would happily show you. She kept everything.”

			Valerie smiled, wondering more and more about Lennox. “Everyone at the magazine is really impressed by the work you’ve turned in. In fact, I’d say you’ve got the editorial artist on his toes a little.”

			“Really?”

			“I shouldn’t say that. It’s just that, well, I still want you.”

			There was silence as the words hung in the air and Valerie’s face burned hotter. 

			“I mean, you know.”

			“Sure, yeah.”

			“That came out kind of strange.” She laughed and it sounded silly. She cringed at herself.

			“I knew what you meant.”

			Valerie struggled to change topic. “How was it, you know, doing the work after so long?”

			“Exhilarating.”

			“Wow, really?”

			“Absolutely.”

			“It wasn’t a struggle?”

			“A little. But once I relaxed everything just came.” 

			Valerie tried to picture her working. “What exactly, I mean, if you don’t mind my asking, what exactly happened to you?”

			“You mean with the accident?”

			“Yes.”

			“I was on my motorcycle going through an intersection and a drunk driver ran the red light.”

			“Oh, no. How awful.”

			“I was lucky to have survived.”

			“My God. I’m so sorry.” Her heart fluttered as she thought about it. “So, you’re okay now? Or—”

			“I’m okay.”

			“Oh, because—”

			“I’m a mess, but okay.”

			“A mess?”

			“I’m not who I was,” she said softly. “I, uh—it’s been a long road.”

			“I can’t even imagine, Lennox.”

			“But I can do the job.”

			“Oh, I know you can. That’s more than obvious.”

			“I just can’t move. Not yet.”

			“I understand. I hope you don’t think I’m pressuring you?”

			“No. I, uh, just wish things could be different. I still need some time and well, Phoenix…it would be a huge move for me. In more ways than one.”

			“How so?” Valerie asked softly.

			“I—” but her voice fell.

			“You don’t have to say. I’m sorry if I’m prying.”

			“No, you aren’t. It’s nice to have someone to talk to.”

			Valerie smiled. “I feel the same.” She looked at the painting again and decided to hang it in her bedroom. She’d get new bedding to match the color scheme. 

			“It’s too bad you don’t live in Phoenix, Lennox. I’d really like to meet you and take you to lunch. Not to mention run a million ideas by you.”

			Lennox seemed to think for a moment. “Well, we can talk over the phone. I’m right here, ready and willing to hear those ideas.”

			“I just might do that,” Valerie said. 

			“I look forward to it.”

			“Good, so do I.”

			“We’ll talk later, then?” Lennox asked.

			“For sure. And, Lennox?” Valerie asked.

			“Yes?”

			“For the record. You don’t have to be anything other than who you are today.”

			There was a brief silence.

			Then, almost so faint she could barely hear her. 

			“Thank you.”

			





Chapter Eight

			“Come here, bud,” Lennox said as she extended her hand across the sofa toward Hemingway. The big cat trotted to her quickly and rubbed up against her, purring into her palm. “What’s up with you today, huh? You doing okay?” He collapsed onto her lap and continued to eat up her affection.

			“Me, I’m not doing so good. I’m…”

			What was she? 

			“Contemplative. Too contemplative.” She’d done nothing but think about her phone call with Valerie since they’d hung up the night before. She was thrilled she liked the painting she’d sent her, but she was more than thrilled at how their conversation went. She, like Valerie, was beginning to wish she lived in Phoenix also. She was dying to meet her. But more importantly, she was dying to know more about her. 

			Who was she?

			Was she married?

			Involved?

			Now why is my head going there?

			Lennox tried to shake the thought away, but she couldn’t help it. She loved talking to Valerie, and more and more she found herself wondering about her life.

			So what if she’s married? 

			I back off.

			What if she’s not married?

			I…

			I don’t know.

			She was in Colorado and Valerie in Phoenix, and she was currently doing contract work for her. It wasn’t a good situation as far as dating went.

			She massaged Hemingway’s head and laughed at herself.

			“I’m getting all carried away over nothing.” She sighed. “Guess it’s been far too long since I’ve been interested in someone, huh, boy?”

			He closed his eyes and rubbed his cheek against her fingers.

			She grabbed the remote and flipped through the channels, but her mind couldn’t focus. At last, she gave up and walked into the spare bedroom with her cane. There, she crossed to the far wall and began looking through the leaning stack of canvases. She found work she’d long forgotten about, but she didn’t take time to reminisce. She was on a mission for one in particular.

			When she found it, she pulled it out and held it at arm’s length.

			Her cheeks flushed as she examined the nude woman in the painting, remembering all too well the way she’d looked the day she’d painted her. 

			“Never again,” she whispered as tears formed in her eyes. And this was what Valerie liked. She wiped her face and set the canvas down. The doorbell rang as she was exiting the room.

			“Hello!” It was her mother and she was calling from outside. The door cracked open before Lennox could reach it.

			“Hi, Mom,” Lennox said, hurriedly wiping her face again.

			“Hi.” Her mother bounded in, grocery bags in tow. “I brought you a few things.” She headed directly for the kitchen, thankfully not looking at Lennox long enough to notice her tear-stained cheeks.

			“You always bring me a few things,” Lennox said, following her to help her put the items away.

			“I got this,” Mom said as she waved her away. “You go sit.”

			“Mom, I can help put away groceries now.”

			“I know, I know. But you don’t have to. So, go sit. Shoo.”

			Lennox gave up and left her and returned to the couch.

			“You don’t need to bring me groceries anymore either,” Lennox said. “I’m doing fine getting them myself.”

			“Well, it doesn’t hurt anything,” Mom said. “Besides, I like doing it. I can’t help it if I see things that I’d think you’d like when I’m out.”

			She rounded the kitchen wall and joined Lennox on the couch, handing her a bottle of red juice in the process. “I found these the other day. No sugar and no artificial sweeteners. Major flavor.”

			“Really?” Lennox took a sip. “Not bad.”

			“See what I mean?”

			She set her drink down and reached for a magazine. “So, how have you been?”

			“Not too bad,” Lennox said.

			“Yeah?” Mom looked at her. “Why don’t I believe you?”

			Lennox shrugged. “I don’t know.”

			“Something I should know? You didn’t fall again did you?”

			“No, I didn’t fall.”

			Hemingway jumped up into Mom’s lap, tail hung high. She smiled and loved on him, and Lennox thought how very much they looked like two peas in a pod with his vibrant orange fur against her stark silver locks. 

			“You should take him home with you,” Lennox said. “He loves you more than anybody.”

			“Oh, nonsense. He just likes his grandma is all.” She loved on him more and he rubbed his face against the jewels on her bracelet.

			Lennox took another sip of her drink. “He got used to you.”

			“Of course he did.”

			“You took care of him. For a long time. Took care of both of us.”

			“That’s what mothers do when it comes time.”

			Lennox looked at her. “You’ve put in more than your fair share of time, Mom.”

			Mom glanced at her. “Where is this coming from?”

			“Nowhere. I’m just saying, you’ve done a lot. That’s all. And it’s appreciated. Very much appreciated. But you don’t have to do it anymore.”

			Mom repositioned herself on the sofa, turning more toward Lennox.

			“Lenny, honey, what’s going on? You know I don’t mind doing little things for you. And as for the rest, honey, you were seriously injured. I was just doing what mothers do.”

			“I know but…” Lennox struggled for words. “I’m fine now.”

			“Okay.”

			“Really, okay? You believe me?”

			“Physically, yes. I think you can take care of yourself. Emotionally, there seems to be something troubling you.”

			Lennox set down her drink. “God, not you too.”

			“What does that mean?”

			“Nothing. Just that Gabe pretty much said the same thing.”

			“You saw Gabe?”

			“Yes.”

			“Is something wrong?”

			“No. Yes.”

			“What?”

			“I don’t want to use the cane anymore.”

			Mom said nothing, just looked at her. “Okay.”

			“Okay?”

			She shrugged. “I understand why you don’t want to use the cane.”

			“You do?”

			“You’ve always been fiercely independent and as determined and stubborn as a mule.”

			“Thanks, Mom.”

			“Well, it’s true. But it’s also true that you still need that cane. And that’s just a fact you have to accept.”

			“But I don’t accept it.”

			“I’m not surprised.”

			“I’m going to try and get rid of it.”

			“Don’t.”

			“I’m going to.”

			“Lennox, you’ll hurt yourself. I know you and you’ll push yourself too hard.”

			“I won’t.”

			Mom threw up her hands. “Okay, you won’t. But don’t say I didn’t tell you. And please, please, please, be careful.”

			“I will.”

			“I’m going to come by more often.”

			“Mom.”

			“What, you tell me something like that it gets me worried.”

			“I’ll be fine.”

			“Carry your phone on you at least. Even around here. Promise.”

			“Okay.”

			They sat in silence for a while and Lennox’s mind raced. Her mother was still hanging on and she still had the cane. Would it never end? 

			“Mom?”

			“Hm?”

			“What would you think about my moving to Phoenix?”

			





Chapter Nine

			Valerie was saying good-bye to a potential advertiser when Devon walked into her office already speaking. She waved him off and gave him a look and he stopped dead in his tracks and closed his mouth.

			“Uh-huh,” Valerie said into the phone. “I look forward to it. Okay. Talk to you then. Good-bye.” She hung up and palmed her forehead, overwhelmed at the number of phone calls she’d already made that morning.

			“What is it, Devon?”

			“Uh, the editorial calendar. We need to go over it.”

			“Sure. But not right now. Right now we need to go over the prototype.”

			“What? Why?”

			“Because I don’t like it.”

			“What’s wrong with it? You pretty much signed off on it last week. It’s going out—”

			“Push it back. I don’t like it.”

			Devon pushed out a breath and dropped his arms to his sides. “What’s not to like?”

			“The layout. The graphics.”

			He nodded. “Right. Let me guess, not edgy enough.”

			“No.”

			He laughed.

			“There isn’t enough personality, and personality and tone are what’s going to make MisRule different from the others out there.”

			“What sells is content.”

			“True. But we have to have the tone to get them interested enough to take the time to look at the content.” She held a copy of the prototype up and slapped it onto her desk. “This isn’t enough. It needs more. It needs—”

			“Edge.”

			“Yes.”

			“Christ on a cracker, Val, you’re killing me.”

			“I don’t really care.”

			“Oh, I know.” He sank his hands into his khakis. “And how do you propose we fix this?”

			“Well, not Tooley, that’s for damn sure.”

			“No, I’m thinking you already have someone in mind. Say, a graphic artist from Colorado who has no business overseeing the layout of this magazine?”

			“Her name is Lennox, and yes, she’s the one. I want her overall opinion and ideas.”

			“She’s not even a full-time employee!”

			“Thanks to you.”

			“Jesus, Val, what is this?” He gave her a hard look. “You’re not hot for this woman are you?”

			Valerie looked up at him quickly and pinned him with a hard stare of her own.

			“I’m not even going to acknowledge that with an answer, Devon. So, you’d better watch yourself.”

			“Then what is it?”

			“I really like her work. And I…trust her.”

			“Trust her? You don’t even know her.”

			“We’ve been talking on the phone—”

			“Oh, so I get it. You do like—”

			“Devon, don’t. Don’t even.”

			He clamped his mouth shut.

			“We’ve simply been discussing some things and I happen to know her a lot better than I know Tooley. Therefore, I trust her, and I trust her opinion and vision. If I don’t like what she has to say, then we stick with the prototype as is.”

			“But if you do, then we’re changing the whole thing?”

			“Whatever it takes.”

			“Jesus,” he breathed. “When will this meeting of yours take place?”

			“With Lennox? I’m calling her this evening. I had the prototype sent to her yesterday.”

			“Fine.” He turned to walk out. “You know, if you’d talk to Tooley, you just might learn to trust him, too.”

			“I did trust him, Devon,” she said, once again holding up the prototype. “And I got this.”

			“No one’s going to like this,” he said as he stood at the door.

			“No one’s complained about her work yet. In fact, it’s been quite the opposite. I should’ve gone with my gut on her and hired her despite your and Cecile’s misgivings.”

			“Then do it, Val. You’re doing whatever else it is you want.”

			“She’s not keen on moving here, otherwise I would.”

			“Yet you’re letting her redo the layout of the prototype from Colorado.”

			“I’m asking for her opinion and ideas if she has any. The work will be done here.”

			“She’s just going to give you her ideas?”

			“Yes. And I’ll compensate her of course. As a consult.”

			“Ah.”

			He shook his head. “Okay. You’re the boss.”

			“That’s right.” She forced a smile. “I am.”

			Devon left and Valerie sat back and crossed her legs. She sipped her coffee and fingered through the prototype. Going through the magazine page by page gave her butterflies, and she was so excited it was difficult to sit still. To see MisRule in large red font made her heart sing. But as she focused on the layout and graphics, she knew in her heart of hearts that it could be better. As of now it looked too similar to other magazines in the market. She wanted MisRule to stand out, to scream “look at me.” She wanted fierce and fearless and this just wasn’t it. And if she was going to do this thing, she was going to do it her way. It had taken her many a sleepless night to come to this conclusion.

			Many a sleepless night thinking about Lennox.

			She closed her eyes. Could Devon be too close to hitting the nail on the head? Was she having feelings for this woman?

			More importantly, was she letting it cloud her judgment?

			No.

			Even if she did have a curiosity about Lennox that went beyond the norm, it didn’t mean she was letting it affect her judgment. Lennox truly was a gifted artist and she really did trust her. Besides, they hadn’t even met in person for God’s sake, so what was Devon getting all excited about?

			Was it simply because she was gay? Would he have suggested something similar if Lennox had been a man and she’d wanted his eye and advice on the magazine?

			She didn’t think so.

			Note to self: talk to Devon about his accusation.

			In the meantime, she had more advertisers to call and an editorial calendar to finish.

			Devon and his accusations would have to wait.

			But putting Lennox from her mind, she realized, was going to be easier said than done.

			





Chapter Ten

			Lennox paced the length of the living room, waiting for the call to come. She eyed the clock and glanced at herself in the big mirror behind the couch. She wasn’t happy with her hair and her eyes looked tired. Damn it, why had she agreed to a Zoom meeting with Valerie? Why couldn’t she have kept it a phone call only like she had the interview?

			Because I want to see her firsthand.

			Only trouble was, now Valerie would get to see her too, and she wasn’t looking so hot. She tried to tell herself it didn’t matter, that none of this mattered, but it just wasn’t true. She wanted Valerie to like her, regardless of what that meant.

			She rounded the coffee table, sat, and opened her laptop. She turned on her camera and opened her email to click on the Zoom link. 

			“Here goes nothing.” She breathed deeply and waited for her call to connect.

			When it did she was nearly breathless.

			“Lennox, hi.” The woman staring back at her was gorgeous. So gorgeous Lennox could only sit and stare. “It’s so nice to finally meet you.”

			Hemingway crawled onto her lap, swiping her in the face with his tail, breaking her out of her trance. She blinked and came back to the real world.

			“Yes. It’s nice to meet you, too.” She returned Valerie’s killer smile and prayed Valerie couldn’t see the red that she knew was marking her cheeks. 

			“It’s funny. You look exactly as I imagined.”

			“Really?”

			“Uh-huh.” And then the smile slowly dissipated.

			“What? What is it?” God, can she see my cheeks? Can she see how damn tired I look? I should’ve highlighted my hair. I should’ve—

			“It’s you,” Valerie said softly.

			“Sorry?”

			“You’re the woman in the painting.”

			Now Lennox’s face caught fire. 

			Oh no.

			Oh God.

			“It is you, isn’t it?”

			Lennox swallowed hard and nodded.

			“Oh, my God.” Valerie seemed at a loss for words, and Lennox thought about just closing the laptop and ending the call. 

			She hadn’t been expecting this. Hadn’t even considered it.

			God, I’m an idiot.

			“I’m sorry,” Valerie said, shaking her head. “Forgive me. I’m just so surprised is all. I—you’re so beautiful. I—” She shook her head again. “I guess I’d better take that painting off my wallpaper on my computer.”

			Lennox nearly choked. “Your wallpaper?”

			“Yes, I loved the painting so much I just had to have it in some way. Don’t worry, I’ll take it down.”

			Lennox nodded, unable to speak.

			“Is that why you didn’t want me to have it?” Valerie asked.

			Lennox cleared her throat.

			“Never mind. None of my business. It’s a beautiful painting with a beautiful subject. We’ll just leave it at that.”

			Valerie seemed to be nervous herself as she shuffled some papers around on her desk. 

			“Now, down to business. What did you think of the prototype?”

			Lennox lifted Hemingway out of the way and straightened. “I liked it a lot.”

			“But?”

			“I can see where you’re concerned about something lacking, but it’s easily fixable.” Lennox brought up her email and shot one to Valerie with several attachments. “Here are some ideas I came up with. As you can see the changes would be fairly minimal, as it’s only the graphics that need reworking. The content is outstanding. I think you’ve got a real winner here.”

			Lennox sat quietly as Valerie looked at the screen and moved her mouse around. “Lennox, these are amazing. So much better than what we had. God, they’re really good.”

			“And very doable.”

			“I’ll have to send these to Tooley, get him started on these right away. I hope he can come up with something just as good.”

			“I’m sure he can.”

			“I hope you’re right.”

			“If he’s any kind of an artist, he can pull it off.”

			Valerie smirked. “If being the operative word there.”

			“You’re not liking his work?”

			“Overall, he isn’t too bad. It’s just, well, he’s not you. But my team keeps insisting I give him a chance.”

			Lennox thought for a moment. “Maybe it’s the artists under him. You know, maybe he doesn’t have much to work with.”

			“Maybe you’re right. Maybe I need to give you more work. You think you’re up for working with Tooley?”

			Lennox shrugged. “Sure.”

			Valerie smiled. “Thanks. I’ll make it worth your while.”

			Lennox blushed again and glanced away from the computer, convinced Valerie could see.

			Why does she have to be so good-looking? And why did she have to tell me I’m beautiful? God, if she could only see me now, the real me, from head to toe, she’d change her mind.

			“What’s your cat’s name?” Valerie asked, resting her chin in her hand.

			“Hemingway.”

			“Oh, how cute.”

			“He has six toes so it seemed fitting.”

			“How so?”

			“Hemingway had a six-toed cat that he was rather fond of.”

			“Did he really? I never knew that.”

			“Yes, so I got this guy and thought Hemingway fit him perfectly.”

			“He’s gorgeous.”

			“He’s my boy.”

			Lennox loved on him as he pranced on her lap, seemingly showing off in front of the camera. 

			“You make a beautiful pair,” Valerie said. 

			Lennox laughed. “Thanks.”

			They sat in silence for a moment and Lennox tried to keep her focus on the cat. She could feel Valerie’s eyes on her.

			“Your hair is shorter now,” she said. “Than it was in the painting.”

			Lennox touched her short locks, suddenly self-conscious. “Yes.”

			“And darker too.”

			“Yes.” I knew I should’ve highlighted it.

			“I like it.”

			Lennox swallowed again.

			“Do you have someone, Lennox? In your life?”

			Lennox met her heavy gaze. “No. You?”

			“No. No time really.”

			“That’s too bad.”

			“It’s not awful. But every once in a while I get the ping of loneliness. How about you?”

			“Sometimes.”

			Valerie seemed ready to ask another question, but she stopped herself and refocused on shuffling papers once again. “Well, I suppose I should let you go. It’s getting late. Thank you so much for your insights. I’ll be in touch soon.”

			“Okay.”

			She smiled. “Have a nice evening, Lennox.”

			“You too.”

			They ended the call and Lennox closed her laptop, sat back on the couch, and snuggled Hemingway with only two words coming to her mind.

			“Holy shit.”

			





Chapter Eleven

			After forwarding Lennox’s suggestions for the new graphics to Tooley, Devon, and Cecile, Valerie switched off her computer and headed into the kitchen where she poured herself a nice full glass of merlot. To her surprise, her hand shook as she brought the wine to her mouth. 

			What is wrong with me? 

			She took several sips and crossed to the open back doors. She walked outside onto her patio and made her way to the pool where she sat at the edge and dipped her bare feet into the water. The pool was illuminated and the colors changed slowly and rhythmically, almost in a lulling way. But her heart and mind were racing far too fast to be lulled.

			She couldn’t get the image of Lennox from her mind, and she knew that doing so now was going to be damn near impossible. Lennox was breathtaking, a beautiful tomboy with classic features and captivating eyes. There was absolutely no mistaking her. She was most definitely the woman in the painting, and now Valerie wanted it more than ever.

			But I can’t have it.

			Nor can I have her.

			Devon was right. I am hot for this woman.

			God damn him.

			She downed the rest of her merlot and leaned back onto her elbows. The wine held no answers and neither did the refill she knew she’d eventually want. But answers had to come from somewhere, somehow.

			Just then the doorbell rang and she stood, confused as to who it could possibly be. 

			“Devon, if that’s you, I’m going to flip out.” He couldn’t seem to leave her alone as of late, constantly up her ass over something.

			She deposited the glass on the coffee table and pulled open the door, ready to lay into him, but stopped as soon she saw who her guest was.

			It was Rory. And it had been weeks since she’d last seen her. “Hi.”

			“Hi, yourself,” she said, leaning on the doorframe. She had on a short, tight skirt and a form-fitting top, and her designer heels dangled from her fingertips. 

			“What are you doing here?” Valerie asked, confused. She thought quickly, trying to ensure that they didn’t have some sort of date arranged. She could think of nothing, recalling that they’d last spoken when she’d called off the rendezvous.

			“I just thought I’d drop by and see how you’re doing.” She grinned devilishly. “Miss me?”

			Valerie watched helplessly as she brushed by her and entered the house, dropping her shoes on the floor as she did so. “Because I missed you.” She turned to face her and smiled. “Val.”

			Valerie closed the door. “You’re drunk.”

			“Nope.”

			“Yep.”

			“Not even a little.” She walked up to Valerie and stood inches from her face. “See,” she exhaled long and hard. “Not drunk.”

			“Then what? Stoned?”

			“I just missed you is all. Is that so awful?”

			“Depends. Are you being serious?”

			She ran her finger down Valerie’s chin to her neck, then trailed her way down to her chest. “Yes. Love does funny things to a person don’t you think?”

			“You mean lust? Yes, it does.”

			She laughed. “I mean love.”

			“Oh, please, you love me like you love those shoes.”

			“A lot.”

			“Only when they’re on your feet. The rest of the time, they aren’t on your mind at all.”

			“Oh, come on, Val. I’m here, aren’t I? Why do you have to be so mean? Why can’t you just let us be? Let us do what it is we do best?”

			“Fuck?”

			She laughed again and rested her finger on her lips. “Yes!”

			“Because it’s pointless, it’s going nowhere.”

			“Then let it. Who says it has to go somewhere? I was having fun. Weren’t you?”

			Valerie thought. “Yes, but then the fun just…stopped.”

			“It doesn’t have to. It can be fun again.” She flattened her palm against Valerie’s chest and eased her back to the wall. “You don’t have to get all serious on us, you know. It can just be fun and that’s all.” She began placing tiny kisses along her neck, sending shivers down Valerie’s spine.

			She thought of Lennox and pushed Rory away, intent on keeping Lennox on the forefront of her mind. 

			“Come on, baby, just relax. Relax and let go. Let me please you.”

			Valerie clenched her eyes, trying to maintain control, but her body was quickly taking over, flooding her mind with pleasure. She saw Lennox’s face again and then the painting, and then the way Lennox had blushed, and she lost all control and knotted her hand in Rory’s hair and pulled her in for a searing kiss.

			Rory moaned into her, her victory cry loud and clear. She pinned Valerie against the wall and kissed her deeply, swirling her tongue, conquering her mouth. Valerie let her, keen on giving in and thinking of nothing but Lennox.

			Rory attacked her neck, kissed and sucked, causing Valerie to close her eyes and cry out, drifting away to that place where she could have the painting and the woman in it. A place far, far away, yet so close she could feel it.

			“Yes,” she breathed as Rory moved lower. “Yes.”

			Rory lifted her shirt and attached to her breast. If felt so good Valerie nearly shouted. She kneaded Rory’s hair in her hand as she softly urged her on, so close to orgasm she knew she’d come at the slightest of touches.

			“Please,” she begged her as she moved her hips, searching for friction.

			“You want it?” Rory asked with obvious delight.

			Valerie swallowed.

			“You want it, baby?”

			More images of Lennox came. Overpowering.

			“Hm? Tell me?”

			Valerie stiffened. “Yes.” She pushed her away and ran her hands through her hair. “But not from you.”

			What had she almost done?

			Rory blinked, her shock more than evident. “What do you mean, not from me? Are you seeing someone else?”

			Valerie shook her head. “No.”

			“Then what does that mean?”

			“Nothing.”

			Valerie pushed past her and headed for her glass of wine. She downed the rest in one gulp and walked to the kitchen where she refilled it and took another large sip.

			“Val, what the fuck?” She stood staring at her, hands on hips.

			“You should go.” She didn’t feel like explaining and more importantly, didn’t feel the need to. “This isn’t going to happen.”

			Rory started to speak but then stopped. Apparently, the serious look on Valerie’s face was enough of a message. She gathered her shoes and crossed to the door.

			“Don’t bother calling me. I won’t respond.”

			Valerie said nothing.

			Rory huffed and walked out the door, slamming it closed behind her.

			Valerie sipped more of her wine, relieved she was gone.

			“And I won’t be calling.”

			





Chapter Twelve

			“You are going to be coming down for the launch, aren’t you?” Valerie had asked during the last Zoom call with Lennox. Lennox had hesitated, unsure how to answer. While she wanted more than anything to attend the launch and meet everyone, especially Valerie, she was anxious about Valerie seeing her.

			Valerie had only seen her from the painting and the Zoom meetings. She hadn’t seen her walk, or more appropriately, her limp. She hadn’t seen her scars along her hip and thigh. The woman Valerie thought beautiful was a facade.

			How could Lennox face her knowing that? Knowing she’d most likely be disappointed?

			Lennox had eventually answered, telling her she’d think about it. That had seemed to please Valerie because she’d smiled and said, “Okay.” 

			Her smile.

			God, her smile.

			So warm, so inviting. 

			It never failed to warm Lennox from the inside out.

			Lennox thought of it now as she rounded the block, cane in hand. She checked her pedometer and noted that she’d already walked a mile.

			“Another mile to go,” she said, intent on beating her last time. She sped up a little and tried once again to walk without her cane. She made it about fifty yards before she was wincing in pain and needed to stop.

			“Damn it.” She bent over slightly and pressed on her hip, hoping the pressure would help ease the sharp stabbing. It didn’t. She straightened and tried to continue, this time using her cane. But the pain continued. It continued for the next hundred yards, until eventually she had no choice but to turn around and head back toward her apartment. 

			By the time she made it back tears had formed in her eyes. She clanged her way inside, dumping her cane and collapsing on the couch. She cried out as she shifted wrong and a sharp stab sliced its way down her leg. She gripped her thigh and prayed for it to stop. Hemingway, showing his apparent concern, hopped up on the couch next to her and meowed. He rubbed his face against hers and she couldn’t help but laugh.

			“Thanks, bud, but I think I’m gonna need a little more than that this evening.” She managed to scratch his head. “Got any painkillers? Advil, Aleve? Sledgehammer to hit me over the head with?”

			He merely purred. She eyed her watch. She had a Zoom meeting with Valerie in two hours. 

			“I’ve got some time to rest.” She loved on Hemingway and allowed her eyes to drift close. She was suddenly exhausted from her excursion and the pain seemed to dull as she sat still.

			Soon she was fast asleep.

			The ringing seemed to be in her dreams, yet she couldn’t place where it was coming from. She was on her bike, speeding through traffic, the wind in her hair, and this ringing kept chasing her. Eventually, she was pulled away from her dreams and her eyes opened.

			The ringing, however, did not stop. 

			“Oh, shit.”

			She fumbled with the laptop, doing her best to sit upright and appear awake.

			“Lennox, hi,” Valerie said, looking as devastating as ever.

			Lennox blinked, trying to focus. She cleared her throat. “Hi.”

			Valerie appeared confused. “Did I catch you at a bad time?”

			“Me? No. I’m good.” She smiled, hoped it looked convincing.

			“You weren’t…sleeping?”

			“Me? No.”

			“Because your hair, is…” She motioned toward her own hair. “Mussed a little.”

			Lennox caught sight of herself in the computer screen and grimaced. Her hair was mussed a lot. She hurriedly tried to smooth it down, to no avail. She gave up and threw up her hands.

			“Sorry, you caught me. Guess I may have dozed off a little.”

			“Should I let you go?”

			“No!” Lennox nearly jumped off the couch, then winced as a flick of pain came. “Sorry, just, uh, no, I’m fine. A little nap is all I needed.”

			“Okay,” Valerie said. She stared at her a moment before she spoke again. “I wanted to let you know that the prototype has been very well received. We’ll be ready for launch as scheduled.”

			“So soon?” Lennox grew nervous, thinking again about having to meet Valerie in person.

			“Well, we released the prototype a little later than we wanted, remember? And it was basically sent out to those still holding out. Now that we have them on board we have more than enough willing distributors and advertisers to get us started. We’re ready to go.”

			“Oh. Well, that’s great.”

			“You don’t sound so excited.”

			“I am. I just…guess I’m still not awake yet.”

			“You’re going to come down, right? For the launch? You have to.”

			“I’m still thinking about it.”

			“What’s to think about? We’ll pay your airfare and for your stay. And we’ll get to discuss some future business.”

			Lennox shifted. She couldn’t hide her discomfort though she tried.

			“You okay?”

			“Hm? Yes. I’m fine.”

			“You look like you’re in pain.”

			“Nah.” She cleared her throat again.

			“Is this going to be like the sleep? You’re going to lie until I prove you otherwise? The look on your face kind of gives you away, Lennox.”

			Lennox didn’t speak.

			“You’re hurting, aren’t you?”

			Lennox panicked. Searched desperately for a way out. She found one and reached for it.

			“I may not be able to do as much work for you in the near future.”

			There. That ought to hold her back a bit. But wait, what did that mean? Fuck.

			“I’m sorry?”

			Lennox struggled for an explanation. “I’ve been getting some interest from another publication. They want me full-time.”

			It was true, but up until now, she’d given it little thought. It was an environmental magazine, and while the message and the work was important, it wasn’t as nearly as exciting or dynamic as MisRule.

			“Oh. Okay. Are you going to take it?”

			“I’m considering it. And it would obviously mean I couldn’t do as much work for you.”

			“Right. Well, I guess a congratulations is in order.” She smiled, but it was a sad smile, one that failed to reach her eyes. “But I have to admit, I’d really hate to lose you.”

			“Oh, you wouldn’t lose me,” Lennox added quickly. “Just wouldn’t be collaborating as much.”

			I couldn’t bear not seeing you at all.

			“Still, I enjoy working with you and I value your work and opinion so much. You would be missed.” Her voice trailed off. “Maybe it’s for the best, though.”

			“Pardon?”

			Maybe it’s for the best? Did I hear her right? What does that mean?

			Valerie seemed to awaken. “Nothing. When will you know?”

			“I have to let them know by next week.”

			“Even if you decide to take the job, will you still come down for the launch?”

			Lennox chewed her lower lip. Damn, back to this. “I’ll have to see if my schedule allows for it.”

			“Okay.”

			“I’ll let you know as soon as I can.”

			“Please do. We’d love to have you.” She glanced away. “I’d better let you go.”

			Lennox shifted again and winced. Valerie saw her.

			“Are you okay?”

			“Just a little sore. I’m okay.”

			Valerie studied her like she didn’t believe her. “Okay, then. I’ll let you go.”

			“Okay.”

			“And, Lennox?”

			“Yes?”

			“Please, take care.”

			Lennox nodded. She ended the call, closed her laptop, and sat back on the couch, wondering if she’d be able to heed those words.

			





Chapter Thirteen

			Valerie shut down her computer and grabbed her designer purse and satchel. She exited her office and popped her head into Devon’s.

			“’Bout ready to head home?” she asked, prompting him to look up from his computer screen.

			“Just about.” He eyed her briefly and then went back to his screen. “Surprised you’re heading out. It’s not even past ten yet.”

			“Mm, I have a phone call to make.”

			“This late?”

			“It’s important.”

			“Must be.” He clicked his mouse.

			Valerie took a deep breath. “I want you to know that I plan on offering Lennox Falcone a full-time position here at MisRule.”

			Devon glanced up quickly. “What?”

			“I’ve given it a lot of thought and I think it’s the right move. Otherwise we’re going to lose her to another publication.”

			“But we haven’t discussed it, we haven’t—we can’t get rid of Tooley.”

			“Tooley stays. For the time being anyway.” She pressed her lips together, disliking the pinched look on his face. “I’ve made my decision and you won’t be changing my mind this time.”

			“We have no room for her—”

			“We’ll make room. We can nix some of the contract workers and just use her. You know she’s more than good enough.”

			Devon closed his eyes. “Valerie, think very hard about what you’re doing here.”

			“I’m doing what’s best for the magazine.”

			“The magazine or you?”

			She glared at him. 

			“I’ve seen her profile. I can see why you’d be attracted.”

			“Devon, I would never do anything to put this magazine at risk.”

			“I just want you to think about this. You’re making moves you normally wouldn’t make. Acting impulsively. You only do that when it comes to women. More specifically women you’re dating.”

			Valerie’s throat tightened with emotion. “I’m inviting her down for the launch to discuss it.”

			“Good. Maybe your meeting her in person will stop all of this.”

			“What does that mean?”

			“It means you’ll either lose interest and stop this madness over her or you’ll fall head over heels and be unable to hire her.”

			She stared at him. “Sometimes I really want to kick your ass, D.”

			“And right now I want to kick yours.”

			“You’re wrong about Lennox.”

			“Am I?”

			“You have no grounds to think this way—”

			“Not professionally, no. You’ve never done anything like this. But in your personal life, yeah, you have. I’ve known you for a very long time, Val. I’ve seen you fall for women again and again and you always get the same look, the same determination. You can’t see it, but you’re doing the same with Lennox.”

			“I simply like the woman’s work, Devon.”

			“I do too. But it’s more than that with you. I can see it all over you. Why won’t you just admit it?”

			“I would never do anything unprofessional.”

			“I hope not.”

			She clenched her jaw, wanting to tear into him. Partly because he was wrong and partly because he was right. She hated it when he was right.

			“Good night, Devon,” she said, turning to walk out. She left him without waiting for a response.

			Once home, she tossed down her purse and satchel and crossed to the fridge for a cold bottle of water. She considered a nice, long swim but decided against it, knowing she needed to call Lennox.

			She’d thought over Devon’s accusations on the way home and she decided to go ahead with the offer. It would be worth it to her to be able to have Lennox and her talent working for MisRule, even if that meant she couldn’t have any sort of personal relationship with her. MisRule was worth it to her and so was Lennox.

			I’ll just have to take a cold shower every evening.

			She sat on her couch and pulled out her phone. Her watch said it was close to ten. She hoped she wasn’t calling too late.

			The line rang three times before Lennox answered. She sounded surprised.

			“Hi,” Valerie said with a smile she couldn’t contain.

			“Hi.”

			“Sorry about the time. Can you talk for a bit?”

			“Sure. Is everything all right?”

			“Yeah, yeah. I actually have some really good news and I couldn’t wait to tell you.”

			“Okay. That sounds promising.”

			“It is.” She closed her eyes. “I want you to come down for the launch next week, you know that.”

			“Yes.”

			“Well, I want you to come down so we can meet and discuss further business.”

			“But—”

			“Lennox, I want to offer you a full-time position at MisRule.” Valerie opened her eyes and crossed her fingers.

			Silence.

			“You do?”

			“Yes.” 

			“Wow.”

			“You don’t have to decide now. I want you to come down for the launch so we can discuss it further. How does that sound?”

			“Valerie, I’m not sure I’m ready to move. I’m—”

			“We can work all that out. Just come down for the launch.”

			There was more silence. 

			“Valerie.”

			“Yes?”

			“I’m not sure I can come down.”

			“Oh, no. Why?”

			Another long pause.

			“I’ve injured myself.”

			“Oh, no. What happened?” Valerie straightened, concerned.

			“I pushed myself a little too hard I think.”

			“What were you doing? Working out, running?”

			“I was, uh, walking.”

			Valerie waited. “Walking?”

			“Yes.” She cleared her throat. “Valerie, it’s difficult for me to walk. I have to use a cane.”

			Valerie leaned forward. “Okay.”

			“So I was trying to do some walking without it and I hurt myself.”

			“Can you walk now?”

			“It hurts.”

			“I’m so sorry, Lennox.”

			“So, you see, I may not be able to make it down.”

			Valerie sensed the hesitation in her voice and recalled how she’d heard it since she’d first mentioned meeting her at the launch weeks ago. “Lennox?”

			“Yes?”

			“Do you want to come for the launch? Injury aside? Do you really want to come?”

			Lennox seemed to think for a moment.

			“I—”

			“Yes?”

			“I’m a little embarrassed. About the walking. I’m not used to the cane yet. Not used to needing the help walking.”

			Valerie nodded. “I understand. I suppose that wouldn’t be an easy thing to come to terms with. But I really hope you’ll change your mind and come. We can accommodate you in whatever way you need. I really want to meet you, Lennox.”

			“You do?”

			“Yes. Why wouldn’t I?”

			“Because I—I’m not the woman in the painting. Not anymore.”

			Valerie rubbed her forehead. “Is that what you’re worried about? That I’ll be disappointed somehow?”

			“I don’t know. Maybe somewhat.”

			“Lennox, I want to hire you because you’re talented, not because you look good in a painting.”

			Although I can’t stop thinking about that painting.

			“Like I told you before. You’re good enough just as you are.”

			“You really mean that?”

			“Yes, of course. Now heal up and get your ass down here so we can meet and discuss your future with MisRule.”

			Lennox laughed. “Okay, I’ll try.”

			“Don’t try, do.”

			Valerie laughed along with her.

			They said good-bye and ended the call and Valerie sat back and kicked off her shoes. She closed her eyes and imagined Lennox standing before her with a cane.

			She’d never seen anything so beautiful.

			





Chapter Fourteen

			“Looks like your girl’s a no-show,” Devon said as he sidled up next to her, sipping from a glass of champagne. 

			Valerie wanted to smack the smugness from his face, but she refrained and sipped from her own flute of bubbly instead. “She’ll be here.”

			“She flew in, didn’t she? Checked into the hotel here at the Point?”

			“I haven’t asked.” She was definitely considering doing it now though.

			“I wonder what would keep her?” He raised an eyebrow, and again the thought of smacking him surfaced. She decided to leave him standing alone in his tuxedo instead.

			“Perhaps she changed her mind about us,” he called after her. “Maybe all this was too much.”

			Valerie wound through a barrage of people, nodding hello and stopping to shake hands with some. All offered congratulations on MisRule and many wanted more than a few seconds of her time. Normally, she’d be glad to stop and chat, after all, these people were the reason why the magazine was bound to be a success. But she couldn’t relax, couldn’t get her mind off of Lennox.

			“God, where is she?”

			They were three hours into the party already and everyone was there. Including people who wanted to meet the very artists whose vision had brought MisRule to light. And one of those artists, thanks to Valerie’s bragging, was Lennox.

			Valerie finished her drink and deposited it on the tray of a waiter passing by. She crossed the room and headed outside into the balmy air to overlook the skylight of Phoenix. She was standing there enjoying the view when she decided to pull her phone from her clasp to check it again. But there was no word from Lennox. Now desperate to hear from her, Valerie tried to call. It rang three times then went to voice mail.

			She left a quick message.

			“Lennox, hi. It’s Valerie. I’m here at the launch and I haven’t seen you. Are you here? Are you coming? Again, we’d really love to have you. Let me know, will you? Hope all is well.”

			She ended the call and then sent the same via text. She waited a moment as the text said delivered, but no reply came. She hoped Lennox wasn’t stuck at home up in Colorado with the sore leg. If she was, she would’ve let her know, right?

			She didn’t think Lennox the type to flake out on her, but then again, who knew? Maybe Devon was right. Maybe this all was too much for her too soon.

			Devon.

			Damn him.

			“Hey, Val?”

			She cringed as she heard his voice come from behind.

			“The crowd is getting antsy. I think it’s time we bid them farewell.”

			“I’ll be there in a minute.”

			She hugged herself despite the mild night. She could sense that Devon was still behind her.

			“Look, I’m sorry,” he said. “About Lennox. It really is a bummer she didn’t show.”

			She said nothing, just continued to stare down at the twinkling lights of the city.

			“But maybe it’s for the best. Now you can move on and focus more on the other artists.”

			“Devon, don’t,” she said, unwilling to hear it. “Just please…not right now.”

			“Okay. But honestly, Val. It’s her loss.”

			She heard him walk away then and she turned to head back inside. She shook more hands and gave more hugs and accepted more congratulations. She said her thank-yous and stood on stage to do the same, this time to the entire room.

			Tears filled her eyes as she thanked everyone, glancing back at the blown-up cover of MisRule behind her. Her dream had come true, and as confetti and streamers floated down from above and the deejay cued up the music again, she caught sight of a woman turning to leave to walk through the doors. She had short, dark hair and classic features. Devastating eyes. And most importantly, she was walking with a cane. 

			Valerie nearly gasped and she struggled to finish her speech in order to get off the stage. But a crowd of people enveloped her, wanting to offer her their congratulations. She politely nodded, thanked them, embraced them, all while fighting to get through the large crowd. By the time she reached the door, the woman was gone. 

			Valerie raced to the elevators but found them empty. Then she raced to the front desk.

			“May I help you?”

			“Yes, I’m wondering if a friend of mine checked in and what her room number is?”

			“I’m sorry, we can’t give out that information.”

			Valerie pushed away from the counter and dashed outside. Cars and limousines were lined up, escorting her guests from the party. She waved more good-byes and walked to the spot where she’d stood earlier. She again hugged herself against the mild breeze. 

			Her phone buzzed from her purse and she hurriedly grasped it and turned it over. It was a text and it was from Lennox.

			But her heart fell as she read the disappointing two words.

			I’m sorry.

			





Chapter Fifteen

			Lennox sat idle in her rented car and reread Valerie’s message on her phone.

			Are you coming? We’d really love to have you.

			And then of course there had been her own eventual reply.

			I’m sorry.

			She sat and stared at the screen, wishing like hell she hadn’t sent it. For two days now there’d been no answer. Valerie hadn’t responded. She’d thought about texting again, to say what, she wasn’t sure. Now, she was sitting in the car outside Valerie’s house, eyeing the front windows, wondering if she should go and ring the doorbell.

			“Ah, hell, just go do it.”

			With her nerves on edge, she killed the engine and slid her phone into her back pocket. Then she grabbed her cane and walked up the driveway to the front door, all the while wondering if Valerie could see her. Wondering if she was disappointed.

			But she couldn’t worry now; it was too late. And she’d worried enough the other night, when she’d chickened out at the party and tucked tail and ran. She couldn’t do that again. She owed Valerie an explanation at the least.

			Thankfully, her leg had healed a little and she was able to move better than she had been the week before. And that’s when she’d decided to come for the launch. She knew she’d never be like she was before. That that was a pipe dream. One that was keeping her from Valerie. Little had she known that it wouldn’t be the ultimate reason why she chose to stay away.

			She pulled at her white V-neck tee and smoothed down her dark jeans. Her black motorcycle boots finished off her ensemble, and she hoped she looked good, but not too good. After all, she didn’t want to appear like she’d tried too hard.

			She ran her hand through her short hair, hoping it, too, would look somewhat casual. She still hadn’t had it highlighted, and again some self-consciousness surfaced, but she forced it down.

			She pulled off her shades and tucked her sunglasses into the collar of her shirt and rang the bell, her heart suddenly thudding like mad as she recalled yet again that she and Valerie had never met in person.

			She checked her watch as she waited for movement from the house.

			Maybe she should’ve confirmed that she was home instead of being such a chickenshit.

			Lennox took a deep breath and then tensed as the door unbolted and cracked open.

			“Lennox?”

			“Yes.”

			The door opened farther. “Hi.”

			Lennox blinked as she came face-to-face with the woman she’d seen only through a computer screen. Her heart rose to her throat as Valerie was every bit as beautiful in person, with thick, shoulder length auburn hair, and rich, dark eyes. She appeared to be several inches taller than Lennox too, which caused a small jolt of lightning-like desire to shoot up her body. 

			“Hi.” Lennox’s voice was thready. She was almost too moved for words.

			Valerie welcomed her in. “Please, come in.”

			Lennox stepped inside. “I, uh, wasn’t sure if this would be okay.”

			Confusion marked Valerie’s brow for the slightest of seconds and then she smiled. “I’m glad you came.” 

			She led the way into the kitchen, offering Lennox a prominent view of her backside. She had on what appeared to be a bathing suit covering, the white cotton robe coming to rest at mid-thigh. Lennox heated as she considered that Valerie may indeed be wearing a swimsuit underneath. She was barefoot after all and her body slightly tanned and toned. 

			And the way she smelled, like coconut and suntan lotion, all but convinced her. 

			“Would you like a drink? I made margaritas.”

			Lennox swallowed as Valerie turned and offered her that drop-dead gorgeous smile again.

			Lennox nodded. “Sure.”

			Valerie poured them both a drink and then led them to the back door. “You okay with sitting outside by the pool?”

			Lennox took a sip of her drink and tried to act casual, despite her careening heart.

			“Sure.”

			Valerie led them outside into the mild heat to the pool. A small Jacuzzi was attached and off to the side. It was on, water softly bubbling, but it didn’t look nearly as appealing as the pool. 

			Lennox sat in one of two lounge chairs and slid on her shades as she sank down to make herself comfortable. The sky was a burst of varying colors from the sunset, and Lennox tried to enjoy that, along with her drink, when Valerie stripped off her covering and made herself comfortable, dark red bikini and all.

			Oh. My. God.

			She’s certainly…fit.

			Valerie was definitely lean and fit, but what really moved Lennox was her skin. It was smooth and slightly tanned from the sun with tiny freckles running along her shoulders, beckoning Lennox to grace them with equally tiny kisses. She looked positively delectable, right down to her painted red toenails. 

			Lennox drank nervously and rubbed her hands on her jeans, trying her best not to stare. But there was no way she could stop herself, and Valerie, thankfully, kept talking, so it was appropriate to look at her.

			“How are you feeling?” Her gaze traveled to Lennox’s leg causing Lennox to shift under her stare.

			“It’s a little better, thanks.”

			“Yeah? Well, that’s good.” She stared at her a moment longer. “You didn’t bring your suit, did you?”

			“My bathing suit? Uh. No. Why would I?”

			“I told you you should. Said we could hang out here and discuss business while we took advantage of the pool.”

			“That was days ago.”

			“Still, you should’ve listened.”

			Lennox’s hand started to tremble so she set down her drink on the small table between them.

			“I’m okay.”

			“You’ll get hot…trust me.”

			Did she mean that like I took it?

			Nah.

			“I’m good.”

			“We’ll just have to find another way to get you wet then.”

			Lennox coughed, this time swallowing wrong for real.

			What the fuck? Did she—Nah, no way.

			Valerie stood and handed her her drink. “You okay?”

			“Hm? Mm-hm, fine.”

			Lennox gulped at her drink, suddenly appreciating the tartness. Maybe it would help to slap some sense into her. 

			Valerie returned to her chair and they sat making small talk for a while, with Valerie telling her all about the work she was doing on her yard and how she loved her pool and couldn’t live without swimming.

			Lennox took the time to study her strong, beautiful features, her thin lips, and her elegant neckline. And when she crossed her long legs and smoothed her palms down her thighs, Lennox couldn’t help but stare.

			“Something wrong?” Valerie asked.

			“No. I was just—uh, looking at your hands. It’s an artist thing. I like hands.”

			Valerie smiled ever so slightly.

			“I’m so glad you came,” she said, as if sensing that they needed to move on. “I wasn’t sure I’d ever hear from you again.”

			Oh God, is she going to mention the text?

			“Right, well, I thought I’d take a chance.”

			Lennox shifted a little as her mind raced.

			“I thought I saw you at the launch,” Valerie surprised her by saying. “But I’m sure I was mistaken because you would’ve surely come and said hello.”

			“I—”

			Lennox closed her eyes. “I’m sorry about that.”

			“So it was you, then? At the launch?”

			“Yes.”

			“What happened? Were you in pain?”

			“No. No, I—Valerie, I need to talk to you. It’s why I came here today.”

			“Okay.”

			“I can’t work for you. Not full-time, not part-time.”

			“But why?”

			“Because—I just can’t.”

			“Is it something I said, or did? Something about MisRule?”

			“No.” Lennox held up her hand. “It’s me.”

			“You?”

			“Yes.” She took a deep breath. “Valerie, I’m attracted to you in ways I shouldn’t be if I’m going to be working with you. Therefore, I cannot work for you.” 

			There. She’d said it. 

			Valerie was watching her, her face stoic at first and then with an amused look, she smiled. Then, suddenly, she stood.

			





Chapter Sixteen

			“I need to take a dip.” Valerie walked to the edge of the pool and dove in. She swam gracefully back to the edge near Lennox and surfaced, running her hands over her head. Then she rested her elbows on the cool deck and grinned.

			“It feels great. You sure you don’t want to join me?”

			You look so hot sitting there in that chair. In more ways than one. I can’t really believe you’re here.

			“I, uh—I’m okay.”

			“Why don’t I believe you?” she asked, making her way to the steps.

			She still seems so nervous. It’s adorable.

			“I don’t know.”

			Valerie stepped slowly out of the pool, feeling like a wet devil, and walked over to Lennox.

			Lennox appeared to panic as she drew closer, and she squeezed her hands into tight fists.

			Valerie grinned wickedly as she reached her and leaned over and whispered, “You look hot to me.” 

			Water droplets fell onto Lennox and she jerked at the contact.

			Valerie laughed and oh-so-carefully, crawled atop her, straddling her. She removed Lennox’s sunglasses and set them on the table next to her drink.

			“Are you a little jumpy?”

			“What? No. Yes. I mean—”

			“Am I hurting your leg?”

			“No. But you look uncomfortable. Are you—”

			“Shh.” She pressed a finger to her lips. “Will you get in the pool with me now? Now that you know exactly how good it feels to be cooled off?”

			Lennox seemed to struggle for words. 

			“I don’t—have a suit.”

			Valerie cocked her head. “Well, we’ll just have to make do.”

			She slowly ran her hands down Lennox’s sides to the hem of her shirt. Parts of it were wet and clinging to her, but Valerie lifted it off her with ease.

			Lennox gasped as her hands found her bare shoulders.

			“Mm, so strong. I like that.” Lennox was sexy as hell. So sexy she was having trouble controlling herself.

			Lennox trembled as if she saw the desire burning in her eyes. 

			“You too cold, baby?” Valerie leaned into her ear. “Come on in the pool then. I’ll warm you up.” She licked her earlobe, circled all the way from the outside in, and felt a rocket wave of shivers shoot right up through Lennox’s body.

			“Mm, you like that, don’t you?” She drew back and lightly kissed her lips. “I told you I’d find a way to get you wet.”

			She crawled off of her and stood extending her hand.

			Lennox took it and stood carefully, and Valerie gently tugged on her waistband and began unfastening her belt and jeans. And as soon as she had them freed, she knelt and untied her boots and helped Lennox step out of them. Then she stood and took a step back.

			“You take off your pants,” she said. “So I can watch.”

			Lennox stood there in her white sports bra and dark jeans, shaking like a leaf.

			“Valerie, I’m embarrassed.”

			Valerie softened, disliking the look she saw on her face. “Why?”

			“I have—scars.”

			Valerie came closer. “Where?”

			“Here.” Lennox touched her hip and thigh.

			“Show me,” Valerie whispered. “Please.”

			 Lennox slowly and nervously slid out of her pants and seemed to wait for Valerie’s approval.

			“Gorgeous,” she said as her eyes swept her up and down. She walked up to her and pulled her closer, then ran her hands over her ass. Lennox sighed as she felt her breath once again at her ear.

			“You, my dear, are even more beautiful than I imagined. Just the way you are.”

			She winked at her.

			“Now, let’s have a swim, shall we?”

			She took her by the hand and walked with her to the pool.

			Lennox entered by the steps, slowly walking down into the water, one step after another, while Valerie dove in headfirst.

			She surfaced directly in front of her and smiled as she wrapped her arms around her and brought her deeper into the pool. Lennox gasped at the chill of the water and Valerie chuckled, leaning in once again to speak into her ear.

			“You warming up now?”

			They stopped in the center of the pool with Valerie’s arms and legs wrapped around Lennox.

			“Yes.”

			“Is this all right? I’m not too heavy am I?”

			“It’s fine. You’re fine.”

			Valerie glanced down at Lennox’s chest. She was very pleased with what she saw. 

			Her erect nipples could easily be seen through the damp white fabric of the bra. She still seemed a bit embarrassed, but she also looked as if the slightest of touches would turn her on.

			Valerie climbed off of her and stared into her eyes. 

			Lennox seemed to garner some sense of courage.

			“So, you got the apology text then, didn’t you?”

			Valerie grinned a little and stroked her cheek, then down to her neck.

			“I did.”

			“Why didn’t you say anything? Or respond?”

			“I decided to wait to see if I could somehow respond in person.”

			“How?”

			“I thought about flying up to Colorado to see you.”

			“To see me?”

			She leaned into her and smiled. “To come tell you basically what you just told me. That it would be impossible to work together because of my attraction to you.”

			“When did you decide this?”

			“When I saw you at the launch. One glimpse was all I needed. I knew then I could never work with you again. And it’s all I’ve been thinking about in the days since.”

			“Really?”

			“Yes. I’ve been thinking about this. About being with you. Holding you. Touching you.”

			She trailed her hands down to Lennox’s breasts and flicked her hard nipples with her thumbs, causing Lennox to jolt and gasp.

			“Now you know,” she said, inching closer. “And now I can show you all the things I’ve been thinking about.”

			She leaned in and kissed Lennox firmly on the lips, drawing their bodies back together. She wrapped herself around her and held her tightly, lost in her warm, talented mouth, until eventually, she pulled away breathless, and climbed off of Lennox once again.

			“Hold your arms up,” she said, wasting no more time.

			Lennox hesitated but then did as instructed. Valerie quickly pulled her sports bra up and over her head and tossed it like a wet rag onto the cool deck. Then, as her eyes ran down her body approvingly, she got busy removing her briefs. 

			Lennox stepped out of them and they, too, were flung onto the cool deck as if they were nothing more than a nuisance.

			Then Valerie quickly untied her own bikini top, flung it aside, and then did the same to her bottoms. 

			“There,” she said as she brought their bodies back together. “I can feel you.” She pulled them close together and this time lifted Lennox so that she was the one wrapping her arms and legs around her. “How does that feel?”

			“Really good,” Lennox said.

			“Mm, it does, right? Christ, I can feel the heat of you against me.” She shifted, holding Lennox tighter and looked down onto her breasts. “I’ve been dreaming of this, Lennox. And God help me, you are so beautiful, I can hardly stand it.”

			She walked them back toward the steps, into shallower water, where Lennox’s chest was exposed. 

			“Now, that’s better.” She cinched her up tighter and lowered her head and took an erect nipple into her mouth. 

			The instant sensation seemed to send shockwaves right through Lennox, causing her to arch her back and cry out into the setting sun. She gripped Valerie’s shoulders, dug her nails into her flesh, and then knotted her hands in her hair. 

			“Fuck,” she hissed as Valerie released her only to start in on the other nipple.

			Valerie made a groan of approval as she tugged on her, teasing her with long swirls of her tongue and then taking her in her mouth to consume her completely.

			“Valerie,” Lennox breathed, eyes squeezed tight. “Ah, fuck, Valerie.”

			She was sucking her off, right there in the pool, pulling and tugging and devouring her right there in the fucking pool.

			And I’m loving it.

			Oh, God, am I loving it.

			Lennox gripped her tighter and arched fuller, offering herself up more for her. Valerie’s laugh was muffled but completely coherent, and she dipped Lennox back and cupped her breast, pushing it up higher so it was easier for her to suck.

			Lennox cried out again.

			“Please,” she let out as she began to grind against Valerie’s stomach. “Valerie.”

			There was a loud smack as Valerie unlatched herself. She smiled at her though she was breathless.

			“Yes?”

			“I need—more.”

			“You want to come?”

			Lennox closed her eyes. “Yes.”

			Valerie tilted her chin with her fingertip. “Open your eyes and tell me.”

			Lennox opened her eyes.

			“I want to come,” she said with a conviction that Valerie didn’t know she had. “Now.”

			Valerie stared at her a moment longer and then her gaze drifted down to her lips. “Then you shall.”

			She pushed Lennox off of her and then cupped her ass with her left hand. She led them back to the steps where she helped Lennox sit on the second one.

			“I’m going to go inside you now,” she said into her ear. “Is that okay with you?”

			“Yes.”

			Valerie ran her fingertips along Lennox’s thigh, up toward her center. When she reached it, Lennox tensed as she lightly toyed with her flesh.

			“Are you wet?” Valerie asked as she skimmed her sensitive clit.

			“Ye-es,” Lennox said.

			“Let me see.” Valerie lowered her hand to Lennox’s hole and partially entered her. “Oh, yes, you are. Very wet.”

			She leaned in and swirled her tongue in her ear again, causing gooseflesh to erupt along Lennox’s body. “So very wet.”

			She took the tip of her lobe between her teeth and held it as she slowly inserted her fingers completely. 

			“Ah!” Lennox cried.

			“There, there,” Valerie said, releasing her ear. “That’s a good girl.”

			She backed them away from the steps, back into the deeper water. And once they were submerged up to their shoulders, she pulled Lennox onto her by cupping her ass, securing her fingers up into her. 

			Lennox cried out again, as if the sensation of Valerie filling her was nearly earth-shattering it was so good. Her legs hung down around her, her body completely hinged on her fingers. 

			“Oh, God,” she cried. She arched her neck. “Fuck, Valerie, yes.”

			“Does it feel good, baby? All of your body weight coming down on my fingers and my fingers alone?”

			“Yes!”

			She moved her hand, pumping her fingers in and out as she held tightly to her buttocks. “How about now?”

			“God, yes! Don’t stop.”

			“I won’t, baby, I won’t.”

			Lennox moved with her, holding her shoulders, tightening her center over her fingers, ensuring she was encasing them and taking the most pleasure she could get from them.

			“God, please, Valerie don’t stop. Please.” She was begging now. Pleading.

			Valerie responded by feasting on her neck, nibbling and sucking while her hand fucked her, two fingers, then three.

			“Oh, my God!” Lennox let out. “Fuck, yes!”

			Valerie laughed as she whispered in her ear, “I hope my neighbors aren’t out tonight. They’ll get an earful.”

			Lennox cinched tighter down around her fingers. She clenched her eyes. “Am I too loud?”

			“No, baby, you’re fine. Barb and Mark are on vacation and anyone else I don’t care about.”

			“You—sure?”

			“Yes, love. You come, and you come as loudly as you want.”

			Lennox licked her lips. “I don’t want to come loud,” she said. “I want to come while kissing you.”

			Valerie smiled. “Sounds good to me. Are you close?”

			“Yes.”

			She leaned in and kissed her, teased Lennox with her tongue while her thumb teased her clit. “How about now?”

			“Oh, yes,” Lennox said, wrapping her hands in her hair and pulling her back to her. “Real close.”

			Valerie kissed her hard, shoved her tongue in her mouth and toyed with her, giving and then retreating, all the while she was fucking her and playing her with her thumb. 

			“Mm, so good,” Lennox let out as she caught her breath. But then they kissed again, hard and deep, just like the movement of Valerie’s fingers. More and more and more. And soon Valerie’s tongue was emulating her fingers, swirling around and around and then darting in and out. Lennox seemed to go insane. She arched into her, dipped her head back into the water and came back up and exploded with a deep kiss into Valerie’s mouth.

			And she came and came and came, fucking her fingers as Valerie tongue-fucked her mouth. She moaned into her, shook against her, and tightened down around her fingers and rocked like a mad woman until her body could take no more and she went limp, hanging on Valerie like a rag doll.

			“Holy fuck,” Valerie said, holding her tight. “That was some orgasm.”

			“Mm.” Lennox seemed like she could hardly move, much less speak. “Thank you.”

			“Oh, no need to thank me, darling.”

			“Yes,” Lennox said, collapsing on her to nibble just behind her ear. “Much thanks. Much, much thanks.”

			Valerie laughed. “What?”

			“I know I’m not making much sense,” Lennox said. “But I don’t care.” She nibbled a bit harder, and Valerie finally reacted with a quick inhalation and tensing of her body.

			“Mm, you like it rough,” Lennox teased her.

			Valerie angled her head and nibbled Lennox in return. “You have no idea.”

			





Chapter Seventeen

			“I think I’ve got some idea.” With newfound energy, Lennox gripped her wrist and eased Valerie out of her. Then she grabbed Valerie and carried her over to the steps where she set her down.

			“You want to get out?” Valerie asked.

			Lennox shook her head. “No. I want to get in.”

			“Get in?”

			“Get inside you.”

			Valerie’s eyes flashed against the twilight of the blueberry sky. “Oh.” She rested her hand at her throat as if she were a little taken aback.

			Lennox pounced on her sudden shyness and yanked her in for a hot, deep kiss. Valerie wrapped her arms around her and kissed her back vehemently. When they parted, Valerie was breathless and grinning. Lennox took that as a sign that her suspicions about her liking it rough were correct.

			Lennox grinned in return and pinned her hands down by her sides.

			“Now, it’s my turn,” she said, this time beyond confident.

			“Oh, God, yes, please,” Valerie said. “Take me and make me.”

			Lennox inched closer to her. Then ran her tongue along the column of her neck down to her breasts. They were small and firm, and hard as a rock in the warm night air. Lennox flicked them with her tongue, which drove Valerie insane, and she tugged at her hands, trying to free herself from her grip. But Lennox held fast as she continued to assault her with her hungry tongue. 

			“Lennox,” she panted. “Ah, yes, baby. Suck them. Suck them hard.”

			Lennox complied and took them in her mouth and tugged on them hard, sending Valerie into a wild frenzy. She broke free of her grip and tangled her hands in Lennox’s hair, thrashing and demanding.

			“Yes, baby, suck me. Fucking suck me.”

			Lennox drew away and grabbed her by the wrists. She pinned them above her head. “Only if you’re a good girl.”

			Valerie laughed. 

			“I mean it.” Lennox squeezed her harder and then lowered her head to take a nipple between her teeth. When she bit slightly and flicked her with her tongue, Valerie hissed and squirmed. “See, when you’re good you get what you want.”

			“Mm,” she moaned. “I want more.”

			“I know,” Lennox said, feeling fully in control.

			She tugged her closer and did it again, this time biting a bit harder and licking her a bit longer. Valerie groaned and hissed and squirmed again.

			“I’m so fucking wet,” she let out. “I’m gushing.”

			“Let me see about that.” Lennox straightened and ran her hand down her abdomen to her flesh. She at once felt the heat of her and she slipped her fingers in her folds and played with the slick silk of her, teasing her at her opening.

			“Christ!” Valerie said as she bucked her hips into her. “Fuck me,” she begged. “Fucking fuck me, Lennox. Please.”

			Lennox brought her hand back up and painted her nipples with her excitement. Then she dipped her head and licked it off.

			Valerie made soft noises and once again pleaded with her.

			Lennox touched her lips, giving her a taste of herself.

			“You want me to fuck you?” she asked.

			“Yes,” Valerie said, staring deep into her eyes.

			“Hard?”

			“God, yes,” she said.

			“Any way I want?”

			“Uh-huh. Any way you want.”

			“And you’ll be a good girl and listen?”

			“Yes.”

			“Okay.” Lennox released her hands and turned her away from her. “Rest your elbows and knees on the steps.”

			Valerie did as instructed, resting her elbows on the top step and her knees on the second step, which brought her backside to just above the water line.

			“You have an exceptionally nice ass,” Lennox said.

			Valerie laughed and then gasped as Lennox smacked it. Hard.

			“Too much?” Lennox asked.

			“Not even close.”

			Lennox stood and placed her hands on her shoulders and then ran them down her back to her buttocks, where she smacked again. This time Valerie groaned with obvious delight. And Lennox knelt to kiss her right where she’d smacked. She ran her tongue over and over the heated skin, up to the crest of her crack. Then she ran it down the center, causing her to hiss and arch, angling her ass up for her to taste. Lennox did so immediately, dipping her tongue into her crevice and licking her up and down, getting a good, thorough feel for her. 

			Valerie rocked into her, loving it, calling out her name. Her body shook as she tried to hold herself in position and Lennox helped brace her by grabbing hold of her hips and pulling her back into her mouth. She ran her tongue deeper as she spread herself open for her and Lennox began to swirl her tongue around and around, driving her mad. Valerie cried out, again and again, trembling like a tree. And that’s when Lennox decided to change things up. She lifted her ass higher and went lower with her tongue. She plunged deep into her pussy while her thumb plunged deep into her ass.

			“Ah!” Valerie arched and cried. “Oh, Christ, Lennox!”

			Her voice was guttural and she sounded overwhelmed with pleasure. She at once rocked back into her, obviously loving what Lennox was doing to her.

			“Yes, baby! Fuck me. Tongue fuck me. Oh, fuck yes.”

			And then Lennox drew away again and this time inserted two fingers into her while she continued to plunge into her with her thumb. Valerie went ramrod straight, like a bolt of lightning had surged through her and she groaned in sheer delight.

			“Fuck me, damn it. Fuck me hard.”

			Lennox angled her fingers just right and began thrumming her, sure to rub her G-spot with every thrust. Valerie rocked into her and soon the water was moving and slapping and Lennox was fucking her from behind, fucking her beyond her wildest dreams. She fucked her hard and she fucked her fast. And then, when she wanted to tease her, she slowed and fucked her long and slow until she begged for mercy and a faster, harder fuck. And when Lennox gave in, she knelt and bit her on the ass and gave her what she wanted, causing her to call out all the more. 

			When her voice began to falter and her body tremble so much she could hardly hold herself up, Lennox removed her thumb and inserted a third finger into her pussy. 

			“What are you doing?’ Valerie asked, barely able to speak.

			“Making you come.”

			“H-how?”

			“You’ll see.”

			“Oh God, please hurry, Lennox. I can’t take much more. It’s so good. I can’t take it.”

			Lennox eased down her body and bit her ass once again.

			“I promise. I’m going to make you come now.”

			She ran her tongue along her buttocks, back to her crack where she’d been just moments before. She started swirling her tongue again and Valerie backed up on her, obviously eager for her to continue.

			Then Lennox began fucking her, nice and long and slow and then harder and deeper and faster. Until Valerie was fucking her face and her hand, slapping the water with her hungry body. Back and forth they went, fucking like crazy, with Lennox licking her and pounding her until her tongue and hand grew sore. And then as Valerie spoke illegible words of pleasure, she came.

			She rammed back into Lennox, who stood and shoved a finger into her ass and pummeled her with both hands until she screamed so hard the neighborhood dogs began to bark. 

			“Le—nnox!” she cried, again and again, until her voice sounded guttural and hoarse and her body finally stopped its insane fucking. 

			“Lennox,” she let out, sounding exasperated. “Oh, God, baby.”

			Lennox eased out of her and kissed her way up her back.

			Valerie turned and embraced her, and Lennox sat on the step next to her and held her.

			They sat in silence for a long moment, listening to the dogs bark.

			“I think I may have some explaining to do to my neighbors after all.”

			“You mean the ones you don’t care about? You really think they care?”

			“I think with that last orgasm they may have called the cops.”

			Lennox laughed. “It was pretty loud.”

			“Maybe I should go put a note on the door.”

			“Why not just answer the door?”

			“Because I’m staying out here with you.”

			“You are huh?”

			“Uh-huh.”

			“You have plans for more, do you?”

			“Oh, yes. You see that?” She pointed to the small body of water connected to the pool.

			“Yes.”

			“That’s the Jacuzzi and we’re getting in.”

			





Chapter Eighteen

			She stood and extended her hand to Lennox. Lennox climbed from the pool and followed her to the bubbling Jacuzzi. 

			Valerie entered the Jacuzzi first and sank down inside. “It feels wonderful,” she said turning to help Lennox in.

			The water was pleasantly hot, a nice reprieve from the chill of the pool water. Valerie wanted to melt into it on the spot, but she had other plans.

			She wrapped her arms around Lennox’s shoulders and kissed her long and soft. When her tongue began to seek entry, she moaned and kissed Lennox deeper, her intentions evident.

			“I want you again,” she said, drawing away. “Want to hear you come again.”

			Lennox smiled but lowered her head a little, as if unsure.

			Valerie read her thoughts. “Don’t worry about the neighbors. I was only kidding. No one is going to be bothered by us.”

			“You’re sure?”

			“No, but I don’t care. Do you?”

			Lennox shrugged.

			“If you could hear some of the wild parties these people throw, you wouldn’t even give what we’re doing a second thought.”

			“Okay?” She tilted her chin. “Besides, if you get too uncomfortable, we can take things inside.”

			Lennox perked up. 

			“Yeah?” Valerie asked.

			Lennox pulled her closer. “Yes. But let’s stay out here for now. I like the hot water.”

			“Mm, me too. And I especially like my company.”

			She kissed her again and their tongues danced in a beautiful rhythm, leaving them both breathless as they pulled apart.

			“Will you do something for me? Valerie asked, toying with Lennox’s nipples, bringing her up to her tip toes. 

			“Sure,” Lennox breathed.

			“Will you face away from me and sit right here?” She led her to the wrap around seat and Lennox sat on her knees with her back to Valerie.

			“No, no,” Valerie said lightly. “Sit on your bottom.”

			Lennox shook her head. “I can’t. It’s too rounded.”

			Valerie came closer and whispered in her ear. “You have to put your legs up over the side.”

			Lennox blinked, catching her meaning. 

			“You said you’d do it for me.” Valerie ran her hands up her sides and teased her nipples again. Then she nibbled her neck. “Come on, Lennox. I want to watch you pleasure yourself. Unless it hurts you too badly.”

			Lennox trembled in her arms.

			“No, I’m okay,” she said. 

			Valerie helped her position herself and at once she could feel the water jet hit the back of her hand. 

			“Can you feel it?” Valerie asked.

			“Yes, but it’s a little high.”

			Valerie came around her and adjusted the jet. And suddenly it was obvious that Lennox could feel it. ALL of it. 

			“Holy—shit,” she said, causing Valerie to laugh.

			“How about now?” She purred in her ear as she came back around behind her. “Can you feel it?”

			“Mm-hm.”

			“Good.” She supported her back and began massaging her nipples again. “Now relax and pleasure yourself. Get off on the water pressure.”

			“Oh, holy fuck,” she let out, leaning back into Valerie.

			“Mm, yes, baby. Make it yours. Make yourself come.”

			“It’s going to be quick,” Lennox said, clenching her eyes.

			“That’s okay.”

			“Really quick.”

			“Go ahead, love, I’ve got you.” Valerie nibbled her ear lobe and then tongue kissed her ear as she’d done before, all the while, her fingers playing with her nipples.

			“Valerie, it’s good, it’s so fucking good.”

			“Mm, I know. Can you feel that water pummeling your pussy?”

			“Ah! Yes, oh yes!”

			“Feels so good, right? Like there’s nothing better?”

			“There is nothing—better.”

			Valerie laughed. “That’s it, baby, get off. Get off nice and good.” She pinched her nipples and held them firm, all while swirling her tongue in her ear.

			“Oh, fuck,” Lennox cried. “Oh, fuck! Oh, fuck, oh, fuck! I’m coming, I’m coming! Oh fuck, Valerie I’m coming!” And she came hard and fast. A mad rush of pleasure seemed to bunch up at her center and then explode outward throughout her body. She spasmed as if out of control, the rush of the jet once oh so fucking good, soon seemed way too much to handle. Valerie held her in place though, ensuring she took it all. All the while cooing to her, encouraging her, telling her she was the most beautiful thing she’d ever seen.

			And when Lennox seemed as if she could take no more, she drew her legs back in the water and turned to envelope Valerie in her arms.

			“That was unforgettable,” Valerie said, holding her tightly.

			“It was,” Lennox said, voice equally spent. “Never come like that before.”

			“I didn’t think so.”

			Lennox drew back and looked at her. “You have, haven’t you?”

			“Why do you think I bought a house with a Jacuzzi?”

			Lennox laughed and leaned in and nibbled her neck. “You’re a wild woman, Valerie. Who knew?”

			“No one does. With the exception of you. And you won’t tell, will you?”

			“Considering that I now can be considered a wild woman as well? No. I won’t tell.”

			“It’ll be our little secret.”

			“Mm, yes. Too bad I can’t wait to see you at work now. Knowing what I know now.”

			Valerie pinched her bottom. “I’m going to miss you, you know.”

			Lennox smiled. “Maybe not as much as you think.”

			“No?”

			“I’ve applied at a few places here in Phoenix and I’ve gotten some nibbles.”

			“That’s great!”

			“I figured it’s time. I need a fresh start. Somewhere new.”

			“And I didn’t figure anywhere into the picture?”

			“In my dreams you did.”

			“Well, now you have reality. And what we do is no one’s business.”

			“Right.”

			“We’ll still have to work hard. They’ll be no slacking for sex.”

			“Oh, we will definitely get the job done. No question there.”

			“Even if we have to…work from home some evenings?”

			“You mean, your home? With the pool and Jacuzzi?

			“Yes.”

			Lennox laughed. “I’m all for it. Guess we’ll be a couple of workaholics.”

			“God, work has never sounded so good.”

			Valerie kissed her and then grabbed her by the hand to lead her out of the Jacuzzi.

			“Where are we going?” Lennox asked.

			“Inside,” Valerie said as she turned to wink at her. “We’ve got more work to do.”
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