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Tatiana, this is yours, as it wouldn’t exist without you, and in the end, you even saved this. Once again, you have my eternal gratitude. 
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introduction
The Deal  is the second installment of the Constellation stand-alone romance series. It tells the adventures of E, whom we've met in The Chase, which starts the entire series. 
At 96k words, this novel is around 20k words longer than my usual fare. It's a glacial-slow burn fake-romance that contains the longest sex-scene I've ever read and written. I felt bad for taking so long to get the characters together that I'm afraid I went a little overboard when it came to… getting them together. 
I've wrestled with whether to shorten it—I never knew what to take out though—and then went with my personal preference, as in, it wouldn't bother me to come across such a forever long scene in a book. 
This book has put me through some changes. I've never experienced such a long, hard, and complicated revision process (I'm not counting my time travel story that I've started in 2012 and hope to publish next year). 
I've started revisions for the publication of The Deal in August 2022, and I wanted to publish by mid-October 2022, and obviously ended up overshooting there a bit. I love this story, and it means a lot to me, and while I always give my best when publishing something, it is important to me that this one reads right, and for a while, it really didn't.
In the end, with the help of lots of friends and family who are all mentioned in the acknowledgments section, I managed to pull through and get it out. I am excited to finally share the story of E and Nicole with you, and I hope you will enjoy it. Thank you for giving it a shot. 



Chapter 1
of debris and spontaneity 
E SIGHED, GAZING AT the almost completed barn that had stood in ashes for all too long. The cost of the rebuild had killed any hopes of fulfilling her dream. Yes, she was being dramatic, and yes, she could go back to indulging in her hobby the old-fashioned way. Still, having lost all her equipment and the money to expand on it stung. A lot.
Nightmares of what had led to this lingered, but she refused to contemplate it further—her mind could only handle so much—and while it all seemed to have found a solution, she struggled to come to terms with the events of the past year. She’d been worried sick about her friends for over a year, and although she understood Seren’s hectic life, the need to figure out her next steps, E felt she needed to reconnect with her through more than text messages to lay this to rest.
It had been a long few months, and for a while, it seemed as if the repairs were going nowhere, especially after one setback after another had landed at their feet. For today, though, E had other plans. Plans that involved driving down to Austin and getting drunk. Her friend Kara had been hounding her to visit for a while, so she’d crash at her place for the night. She’d also pick up a few items they needed in town the next day since they were all out in College Station (naturally, as E sometimes pondered if their construction woes stemmed from an ongoing conspiracy).
E grabbed two paint cans and deposited them in a wheelbarrow before trekking back to the house to get ready as it would take her close to two and a half hours to drive to Austin, and the clock had already reached late afternoon. Perhaps she should call Kara first to check if her friend was home. She supposed spontaneity had its problems, but she didn’t know of another way to live. 
Shortly after eight, E entered Entanglements, a new gay bar in Austin she’d meant to check out, but had never had the time to do so before. Not to mention, the latest hiccup of being taken hostage by a crime syndicate that had tried to kill her ex-girlfriend and raise her son as her successor had also prevented any fun social outings. There seemed to be distinct disadvantages to remaining friends with your ex. 
E took a seat at the bar, shifting on her stool, and examined the room, noting the dim, comfortable lighting, the walls decorated with vintage posters with a twist because all the couples in them were gay, an old dart board hung against one wall where two couples played against each other, and farther back stood a pool table that had also drawn a crowd. The bartender, a black woman with a gorgeous afro, mixed drinks behind the counter while three women and two men sat on the bar chairs next to E. 
A red-haired woman right beside E seemed lost in her phone, her fingers swiping before stabbing at the screen. 
“What can I get you?” the bartender asked with an open smile.
“A beer. Ice cold, please. Don’t care which one,” E replied, surveying the bartender, who nodded before opening a fridge and handing E a frosty bottle.
E chuckled at the sting of cold penetrating her skin when she touched the glass. 
“Too much?” the bartender asked.
“No, it’s perfect. I’m E, by the way.”
“Nice to meet you, E.”
“Can I get your name, too?”
The woman eyed E before nodding. “Alyssa.”
“That’s a pretty name,” E said with a smile before sipping the beer.
“Mm-hmm,” Alyssa said, shaking her head, then focused on the man on the other side of the counter who’d signaled her.
E turned around, leaning with her elbows against the counter.
A low curse spilled from the lips of the woman next to her.
E observed her closer. She was pretty, dressed in a black pant suit. The jacket, a single-buttoned tight fit with a notched collar, complemented by straight leg pants—as if she’d hurried over here directly from the office. Management, perhaps? She seemed annoyed and restless enough as she grumbled at her phone between sips of her tumbler, emptying it before ordering a refill.
E drank more of her beer, enjoying the cool liquid rushing down her throat. She contemplated how many beers she’d need to get drunk, and how inebriated she would allow herself to get while weighing the advantages of switching to liquor, when the woman beside her locked her phone with a groan and placed it screen side down on the counter before taking a big gulp of her glass. 
“Bad news?” E asked.
The woman first didn’t react, too busy glaring at her phone again, then she tilted her head. “Excuse me, were you talking to me?” 
“Yes, but I don’t have to be.”
“Oh, no, no. I’m sorry. It’s just…” she broke off and sighed. 
“We can chat,” E said, shrugging. “Might help to vent to a stranger.”
The woman chuckled, a rough, low sound that washed over E and made her shudder. “I’m Nicole.” She reached out her hand.
E shook it. “E,” she replied, surprised by the warm, firm handshake.
“Just E?”
“Yup.”
“May I ask what it stands for?” 
“You may, but I won’t answer. I’d have to kill you if you knew, and my days of slaughter lie behind me.”
Nicole stilled, then released a sound between a disbelieving snort and a suppressed chuckle. 
E grinned. 
“You look a bit…” Nicole rolled her lips.
E’s eyebrows rose. “A bit what?” 
“You don’t look intimidating, let’s put it that way.”
E laughed. “Don’t people say size doesn’t matter?”
Nicole flushed. “Not in my circles, no.”
E chuckled. “You got a point.”
A small smile tugged at the corner of Nicole’s lips. “May I buy you another?” She nodded at E’s beer that she’d just emptied. 
“Sure. Thanks.” 
Nicole asked the bartender for another beer, and the woman slid a bottle in E’s direction.
“Thank you.” E nodded at Alyssa, who raised her eyebrows and grinned before turning her attention to another patron.
“Do you come here often?” Nicole asked before freezing and shaking her head. “I can’t believe I said that.”
E stifled a laugh. “It’s all right. No. I’ve been meaning to check this place out, but… life got in the way. How about you?”
“I’m usually too busy, but yes, I’ve been here a few times before. But tonight, it’s more a… drown your sorrows kind of night.”
“We should do that together, then. Don’t they say you shouldn’t get drunk alone? Though if I recall, that related more to being pathetic, not that being three sheets to the wind alone can be dangerous.” E frowned. “I’m not calling you pathetic, mind you.” 
Nicole nodded. “Either way, to avoid being such a pitiful loser, I came here so I wouldn’t sit at home and mope.”
“I get that. So, what’s the trouble you’re attempting to drown?”
Nicole hesitated.
“No need to share. We can talk about whatever.”
Nicole smiled. “I appreciate that. But… It’s embarrassing, and I’m not sure I want you to see this doleful side of me.”
“How about we both share our stories? Mine is pitiful, too, so we can be tragic together? Besides, you aren’t the type.”
“The type for what?”
“Being pathetic. I mean, look at you,” E said, feeling her ears heat. She shouldn’t drink, or at least make sure she ate enough beforehand. She had a tendency to lose her filter when drunk. And while a beer wouldn’t get her drunk, she felt lightheaded and… oddly buoyant. 
Nicole looked beautiful, objectively speaking. Her long auburn hair hung in loose curls across her back, and her green eyes sparkled with an energy E seemed to have all but forgotten. Add high cheekbones, a straight nose and full lips to the picture, and E would’ve expected Nicole having to fend off several admirers by the time she’d settled into her seat. Though she’d been quite engrossed in her phone, and so people had left her alone. Now, however, with a slight blush coloring her cheeks, she looked way too adorable for E’s liking, and so she averted her gaze. 
“Looks can be deceiving,” Nicole mumbled, emptying her drink before signaling Alyssa for another. 
“True,” E said, internally still cringing at her comment. 
“Work is giving me a headache, but the real problem… Long story short, I tried to find someone to act as my girlfriend for the upcoming holiday season. It’s all been a bust, and we’re already halfway through October, so my odds of finding someone now are slim to none.” Nicole’s shoulders drooped.
E had to hold back a ‘get out of here.’ “Uh, not to be intrusive.” Her forehead crinkled. “Why would you need a fake girlfriend?” She withheld a repeat of her inane ‘look at you,’ well, at least to Nicole’s face, but her head had surely pointed it out again.
“My family is kind of unbearably domestic, which is surprising given how much time and effort they dedicate to our business, but either way. I can’t endure another holiday season with my family nagging me to settle down and realize that work isn’t all there is.”
“It isn’t.”
“Ugh, not you, too!” Nicole grunted and drank from her refilled glass. 
E raised her hands. “Don’t get me wrong. I’m terrible when it comes to romance, but a life with only work can be lonely.”
Nicole held her gaze. “I’m not saying I’m against romance. I don’t have the time or energy for it, and…”
“Oh, I get it, and I’m much the same. But still… Why a fake date?”
“Because I’m single?”
E snorted. “Yes, I got that. It’s just…” She shrugged. “Couldn’t you ask someone out on a date and take it from there?”
“What? No. That’s not… I don’t need or want a relationship, and I’m not looking for one. I… I want someone by my side when I go back home to my parents. And if I were to date someone now, they wouldn’t know me well enough to act the part. Never mind that I don’t want…” 
“A relationship. I see.”
Nicole sighed. “As I said, pathetic.”
“No, no. I don’t think it is. That I’ve never encountered this… situation myself doesn’t mean it’s pitiful or anything. So, what have you done to find such a… candidate?”
Nicole dipped her head, gazing at the glass in her hand. “I may have placed a few ads here or there.”
E laughed. “God. You were asking for trouble.”
Nicole grumbled. “I know! It’s been a total disaster. Let’s say it proved to be a failed investment.”
“You must tell me more. Who showed up? Did you interview them? Do you have a list filled with criteria for your perfect candidate?”
“Perhaps.” She narrowed her eyes. “Though why would I tell you if you’re already laughing at my plight?”
E sobered. “No, I’m… you reminded me of someone, and it’s just… Go on. Please. I must hear this.”
“Oh?” Nicole raised one eyebrow. “What’s in it for me?”
“I share my tale of woe?”
Nicole waved her off. “You’ve already said you’d do that. How about I get to interview you?”
E sat straighter. “Interview me?”
“Yes. A mock interview to see if you’d have fit.”
“What if I pass the interview?”
Nicole flushed. 



Chapter 2
a dubious plan
WORK HAD BEEN HELL. They’d been anxiously focused on their new designs of a complete network overhaul for a major project, and in the middle of it all, one of their main engineers, Sarah, got sick, and her replacement, Jim Bob—Nicole barely avoided rolling her eyes so hard that they’d get stuck in the back of her head every time she had to say his name—was sorely lacking. In fact, Nicole had been contemplating firing him. 
Her phone had been ringing non-stop all week while her inbox threatened to burst at its seams, prompting Heather, her administrative assistant, to develop an eye-twitch. Add to that the doomed and ill-advised idea of finding a fake date for the holidays—an endeavor that had so far crashed and burned at her feet and only added more messages and meetings to her already overflowing schedule, leaving Nicole with the dilemma of either punching something or getting drunk. She chose the latter and so ended up in this bar on a Friday night, straight from work. If she had first gone home, she’d have not left again and instead gotten wasted on her couch. 
She’d noticed E when she first settled at the bar, though she’d seemed interested in their quite attractive bartender, not that she’d paid that much attention to their earlier conversation. Perhaps her drinks were already clouding her perception or decision-making process and thus were to blame for her forward behavior. 
Nicole drank little alcohol for a reason. Not only did she struggle to hold her liquor, but she also became reckless. The fact that E was almost painfully beautiful—her tight, corkscrew black curls framed an oval-shaped face with expressive dark eyes, warm, brown skin, dimpled cheeks, and full lips. She suppressed a sigh.
In short, just because E was the type of woman that made Nicole tongue-tied and stumble over her feet, didn’t mean she should become careless.
“Will you offer me the job, then? I’ll be the fake-girlfriend you take home to your family,” E suggested with a smile.
Heat radiated through Nicole’s chest and neck—probably the whisky raising havoc on her system. “Yes?” she squeaked, then cleared her throat. Had she really said that?
“Don’t worry. I’m messing with you.”
Nicole startled at the wave of disappointment that rushed over her. “Of course.” She rolled her lips. “Tell me about your tale of woe.”
E, in the process of swallowing a sip, coughed and shook her head. “No, no. You didn’t give me the goods on those interviews yet.”
“Fine,” Nicole grumbled. “Promise you won’t laugh.”
“I won’t make such promises. What you’re about to tell me might be the funniest thing I’ve ever heard, and then what? I’ll suffocate on my laughter?”
“Yes.”
“Nah, go on. I can promise I won’t laugh at you.”
“I suppose that’s something. So I placed the ads on dating sites, and—”
“First mistake.”
“Now you tell me,” Nicole groused with a sigh. 
“Go on.”
“Not much to tell. I met with three women, and they all weren’t… suitable.”
E’s brows furrowed. “Come on. That’s cheating. Give me more than that!”
“One propositioned me after only the third question!” Nicole cringed at the mere memory. Aside from the woman being far from her type, who would do that during an interview for a job as a fake girlfriend? Nicole had been part of a fair share of disastrous interviews, but that had been on another level. 
“Would it be acceptable to proposition you after, let’s say… question five? How many questions are there, and what’s question three?”
Nicole chuckled. E’s exuberant antics cast light unto all the shadows that had swirled around her all day. “There are ten questions, and no, it wouldn’t have been appropriate to do so at any point.”
“Got it. No propositioning you.”
Nicole pressed her tongue against her teeth to stifle the reply that burned on her tongue. She should stop drinking for the night. “The next one asked for sex in exchange, and the final one was… creepy.”
E started. “Wait, so the woman wanting sex in exchange wasn’t the creepy one?”
“Well, no, she was disturbing too, but in a different way. She was upfront about it, while the last one…” She shuddered. “I was afraid I’d acquired a stalker.”
“I’d hope not.”
“Indeed,” Nicole said. 
“So, what’s question three?”
Nicole closed her eyes. She’d hoped E would have forgotten or dropped it. “It’s just… well, it asks about physical contact. Holding hands and maybe a kiss on the cheek or something.”
“Are your family Mormons?”
“What? No. Why?”
“That’s all pretty tame.”
“Are you in the habit of making out in front of your family?”
A shadow fell over E’s face. “I’d need to have one for that.”
“I’m so sorry.” Leave it to her to step into that. 
E shrugged. “It’s fine. And I understand. It’s fake, right? You need to sell it, but you also don’t want to make your partner in crime uncomfortable.”
“Exactly! Though I wouldn’t call it a crime.”
“I suppose we usually don’t consider lies a crime.”
Nicole’s brows furrowed. “That’s a harsh word.” It wasn’t lying, more omitting the truth—that she had paid money for someone’s company. God, that sounds even worse. 
“But it’s the truth, isn’t it? You’re telling your family you’re in this relationship, yet you aren’t. That’s a lie.”
“You’re right.” Nicole’s shoulders slumped. “But you don’t understand!” How could she explain this to a stranger? More so, one who didn’t have a family, so any gripes she had about her own must seem much more ridiculous to someone who had lost hers. 
“Try me. I know you said that your people are domestic, but I still don’t see how that’s a problem.”
“My family runs a business, Silsum Tech. We handle network security for other businesses. I’m in charge of the Austin branch. You’d think they’d be the cold and remote type, focused on money and success, but that’s not the case. They care more about their personal relationships. Their marriages and friendships. All that… domestic stuff. I don’t understand how they find the time for it all,” she huffed. Yes. She did sound like an entitled idiot. 
The bartender refilled Nicole’s tumbler and handed E another bottle. 
“And that’s bad because?”
So far, E didn’t seem to judge her. “Because I fail at it. I’m not… I told you I don’t do relationships.”
“You said you don’t need or desire them, not that you suck at them.”
Nicole groaned and drew a hefty mouthful of her drink—the alcohol shooting straight to her head. Hadn’t she decided to stop drinking? “Like I said, I lack both time and energy to devote to them because I’m focused on my career and our business. I spend most of my time working. What relationship would withstand that? Don’t get me started on all these compromises.” She winced.
“What compromises?”
Why had her mind gone back to this old, meaningless tale? “Are we going out this weekend or staying in? Who’s cleaning the dishes, and why is it always me? Can you please close the toilet lid after using it, and how about you screw the cap of the toothpaste back on after brushing? You want to go to this concert? I’m sorry, I’d rather lie on the couch and read. I’m not social enough? Maybe you’re too social. Those types of conflicts.” She wouldn’t touch the rest, given that she generally refrained from even thinking about this time of her life.
“They all sound oddly specific.”
“Yes, I may or may not have tried this back in the Stone Age.”
E snorted. “Come on. You’re not that old.”
“Just an expression. And no insult intended. We appear to be around the same age. Thirty-five isn’t old, despite some people’s impression that life ends once you hit thirty.”
“Agreed, though you’d have to add fifteen years to that for me.”
Nicole spluttered. “Oh, OK.” She surveyed E closer. She didn’t look fifty. Had the worn blue jeans and graphic t-shirt misled her? Sure, the dim lighting in the bar didn’t help, but when Nicole thought of fifty, she—
“Are you still with me?” E smiled. 
“Of course. You surprised me. Now, back to the sorrows you’re seeking to drown.”
E sighed. “It’s a long story. I own a farm about two-and-a-half hours north-east of Austin, and I make soaps, lotions, jams, salsas, and, well, that kind of stuff. For the most part, I sell it at farmers’ markets and in local grocery stores. I got a barn too, and I just finished rebuilding it. Someone burned it down last year.”
“Oh, no. I’m sorry. That’s awful. Did they catch them?” Nicole asked. “No one got hurt, right?”
“No injuries. Yes, they caught them. But I also… I had my…” E trailed off, scrutinizing Nicole, who remained motionless and quiet, but held E’s intense gaze. “I had a hobby that I’d always dreamed of turning into a profession. It got destroyed in the fire, too.”
Nicole reached out to touch E’s forearm but hesitated, then rested her hand on her lap. “I’m sorry. That’s terrible. Is there a way to start over?”
“Perhaps. I live a pretty independent and self-sufficient life. My sales, together with helping my neighbors and others, cover all my costs of living, but all the money I’d saved to expand on my equipment went into the reconstruction of the barn, even though we did the majority of that ourselves. That’s why it took so long. Well, that and some pitfalls along the way. Either way, buying new gear isn’t in the cards right now.”
Nicole worried her lower lip as a reckless idea once more took shape in her mind, and she ignored the voice of reason that warned her not to do this. “What if you do play my girlfriend? My payment should help a lot.”
E’s eyes widened. “What? My equipment isn’t cheap. I can’t imagine you’d spend that much money on a fake date.”
“It pays well, believe me. You’ll earn every cent dealing with my family. They’re a lot. It’s an extravagant affair full of traditions and not so fun activities, like flag-football and other such nonsense in the spirit of togetherness, but really, they’re all terribly competitive. I’d need your… services for Thanksgiving and Christmas. And we’d travel to Dallas and stay there overnight for a few days, longer for Thanksgiving than Christmas. You’d also have to spend time with me beforehand so we can get to know each other and make sure we sell it. So, that would add quite a few hours.”
“Sounds like a total hardship,” E said, her expression impassive, but mirth danced in her eyes.
“It would be,” Nicole said, her face as grave as E’s. What am I getting myself into? The goal was to find someone who I’d never be attracted to. E isn’t that!
E burst out laughing. “What about the interview? Don’t I need to pass that first?”
“We could meet tomorrow for coffee and go over it then. Are you staying in town? You’re not driving after all of this…” Nicole pointed at E’s bottle. OK, we are forging ahead. Nicole wished she’d discover a way to silence her mind. It got even more chatty when she was inebriated. Another reason not to indulge.
“Four beers aren’t that much, but no. I won’t be driving tonight. I’ll crash at a friend’s place, so I’ll be here tomorrow.”
“Right. There’s a great little café not too far from here, Mocha Bean?”
“I’ve heard of that one. I know where it is.”
“How about ten in the morning? By then, we should’ve overcome the hangover.”
“Speak for yourself. I’m not young enough anymore for such escapades. Let’s make it noon?”
“Sounds good. I can get some work done beforehand.”
“On a Saturday?”
“Yes, why not?”
E shook her head. “Anyway, I can’t wait to see the binder with all your questions.” E said, while Nicole lowered her gaze to her now empty tumbler.
“It’s not all that exciting,” Nicole said. Her questions seemed incredibly silly now. 
“Let me be the judge of that.” An arresting smile spread over E’s features as she waved at the bartender to order a round of shots.
Nicole swallowed hard. She really shouldn’t, but how could she say no when faced with such a smile?



Chapter 3
of youth and impulses
E GROANED WHEN SHE awoke right after ten, slapping her phone to turn off the blaring alarm. Why had she set it to that tone? She rubbed her eyes, squinting at her phone’s display—the bright light blurring her vision. Her head pounded, and her mouth resembled an old strip of sandpaper. 
E coughed and swiped the water bottle off the nightstand, taking a deep gulp before sitting up fully. She grabbed her duffle and rummaged through the bag until she found the bottle of painkillers, and with a sigh, she fished two out and swallowed them. E slumped back down. She shouldn’t have added tequila to the beers.
Wait. Last night. Nicole. The coffee date that wasn’t a date but could lead to fake dating and the chance to at least replace her equipment. She groaned and covered her face with her hands. What had she been thinking? She rolled out of bed, pulled out her toiletry bag to put on her shower cap before stumbling into the bathroom to take a super-fast shower. While she was not looking forward to the coming conversation, sober, and in daylight, she didn’t have the heart to stand Nicole up. 
A few minutes after eleven, E strode into the kitchen to find Kara sitting at the table, reading a newspaper. “I’d expected you to sleep longer.”
“Got a meeting at noon.”
“I didn’t realize you’re here for business, too.”
E marched to the coffee machine. “Unexpected one.”
“I’m out of coffee.”
E spun around and glared at Kara. “You’re what? How can you be out of coffee?” She had several pounds of coffee stored at home. Her backup had backups. 
“Don’t look so scandalized. Not everyone’s as addicted to that brew as you are.”
E groaned and dropped into the chair across from Kara.
“How’ve you been? The barn is almost done, isn’t it?”
“Yeah. We’re finally getting there. It sometimes looked like it would never end.”
“I know the feeling.”
“Of course,” E said and grasped her friend’s hand, vividly recalling the damage Hurricane Harvey had done to her house. “You’re off today, aren’t you?”
“Yes. That was the point of you coming here. I’ve missed you,” Kara said, squeezing E’s hand.
“I’ve missed you, too.” E smiled. “I’m sorry I’ve been such a recluse.”
“It’s fine. I’m quite aware of how you get when you focus on something. How long will your… business meeting last?”
“No clue, depends on how we get along.”
“Is it for the barn?”
“No. It’s about an opportunity to revive the Moon and the Stars.”
“Oh, that’s awesome. It’d be a true shame if we had to miss out on that.”
E grinned.
“So, is she cute?”
E’s jaw slackened. “What?”
“I’m assuming this unexpected business meeting arose last night. You came home quite late.”
E laughed. “Are you my mother now?”
“I’m not sure how you’ve ever passed biology, if you think that would be possible.” Kara laughed when E playfully slapped her arm.
“Yes. Nicole’s quite attractive, but again. This is about business.”
“Mm-hmm. I always go to gay bars to network.”
“Oh, hush. You don’t go there at all. Besides, even if this wasn’t business, she’s not interested in a relationship, and I’m not… I’m not looking for a fling.”
Kara smiled and leaned closer to E. “How did a business conversation offer you such insights?”
E rubbed the back of her neck. “I need coffee before I can deal with you. Besides, traffic’s hell, so I gotta leave anyway.”
“Right. Don’t wanna be late for your business meeting.”
“You’re awful. Why are we friends again?”
“Because I let you get away with all your shit.”
“There’s that.” E sighed. “I’ll be back and then we can order pizza and watch a movie.”
“It’s a date.”
E laughed. “Too bad I have the wrong equipment for that.”
“You flatter me, E. Have you been pining over me all these years?”
“You wish. And don’t you dare pick another romance.”
“Yeah, yeah. Get going. Wouldn’t want you arriving late to your not-date. Though I hear lesbians don’t suffer as much with coming too soon.”
E groaned. “Bye, Kara.” Some things never changed. 
A couple of minutes after twelve, E strolled into the café and spotted Nicole sitting at a corner table, and she sadly looked even prettier today than the previous night. She also appeared quite rested and not at all worse for wear after their night of drinking. Youth truly was wasted on the young. 
E clenched her jaw and straightened. Perhaps she’d fail the interview? Why did her stomach lurch at the thought? This was a terrible idea. E contemplated leaving when Nicole looked up and noticed her. 
Nicole didn’t smile, but she offered E an adorable little wave.
E suppressed a grin and headed toward her. No way out now. “Hello.” 
Nicole rose, appearing as unsure as E on how to greet each other. “Hi,” Nicole said, her hands finding the pockets of her skinny blue jeans. “You want to order first, or…”
“Yeah, sure. Did you—”
“Oh, I just got here, and I was waiting for you to...”
“Right.” E cleared her throat. This felt more awkward than she’d feared. “So, let’s go order?” She pointed at the counter. 
“Yes, of course.” Together, they stepped toward the cashier to order their food.
Once settled, with a mug of coffee and a muffin each—blueberry for E and chocolate for Nicole—they sat there and stared at each other. 
“We can just drop this,” E blurted after a moment of stilted silence had passed by.
“What? No, no. I’m sorry.” Nicole scrunched up her brows. She traced a finger over the rim of her cup. “I think the shots hit me harder than expected. I’m a bit slow today.”
So far, E had seen no evidence of that, but who knew what went on in another person’s head? How often had she been screaming internally while everyone else assumed she was as calm as can be. “I have the same issue.” 
Nicole offered a strained little smile. She seemed much more… reserved than the previous day. E couldn’t tell if that difference stemmed from the lack of alcohol or the tension regarding what lay ahead.
“Do you want to eat first or get started?” Nicole tapped her binder.
E shrugged, refraining from commenting on the folder. She’d only said that as a joke, yet here Nicole sat, prepared to the teeth. “Doesn’t matter to me.” She took a sip of her coffee and closed her eyes—caffeine was her life blood, and after missing her first cup earlier (she still couldn’t believe Kara allowed herself to run out), returning fully to life didn’t happen until now. She’d been told by several people that her facial expression upon first tasting coffee in the morning was indecent, but she’d yet to find a way to change that. When she opened her eyes, she noticed Nicole’s wide-eyes and flushed face before the woman averted her gaze. “Did something happen?”
“No. You must really love coffee.”
“Oh, yes. Guilty as charged. I don’t function without it, and this is my first cup of the day.”
Nicole hummed before taking a bite of her muffin. 
Breakfast first then, E mused and dug in herself. 
Once they were done, Nicole folded her hands on top of her binder. “I don’t want to push you into this. Last night was… We were both drunk, and so I understand if you’ve changed your mind, or let’s say, if this all looks very different in the sober light of day. To be honest, I wasn’t sure you’d show up today.”
E held Nicole’s gaze, she’d heard the unsaid, ‘I wasn’t sure I’d show up,’ loud and clear, and Nicole’s rigid posture and shuffling spoke volumes to her level of discomfort. “We don’t have to do this. I won’t be mad if you’d rather not work with me,” E said. 
Did E want to do this? Play Nicole’s fake girlfriend? She hated lying, and she’d made it her policy in life to speak the truth—not the brutal, blunt truth that people used as an excuse to be rude or hurt others, but to simply be open about her desires and limitations and not take the easy way out by lying. 
Yet, with Nicole, she’d be doing all that. The only problem, E liked helping people. Her ex-girlfriend Seren had once told her she suffered from helper-syndrome, and E couldn’t deny the truth of that, but she’d also been so careful as to whom she allowed into her bubble, and Nicole seemed the type that could burst said bubble. E cringed. She needed more coffee.
“No. That’s not…” Nicole sighed. “I’m afraid you may have gotten the wrong impression of me yesterday.” She straightened in her seat.
“Oh? How so?” E forced herself to hold eye-contact instead of allowing her gaze to travel down to Nicole’s chest as her shift in posture had an enticing effect with the blouse she was wearing.
“I’m much easier going when I’m drunk.”
E laughed. “Aren’t we all?”
Nicole shook her head. “You seem much the same to me.”
With no reply coming to mind, E drank more coffee instead.
“Here’s the thing, I need your help. I first thought it’d be better to work with someone who… doesn’t match me.”
E frowned. 
“Yes, I agree. That was a flawed plan. I just didn’t want this to get confusing for anyone. But to sell a happy relationship to my family, I need to hire someone I’m comfortable with, or who… I don’t know. I could see us being friends—if I’m not being too forward here—and that wasn’t the case with the other women I’d interviewed, aside from everything else that went wrong.”
“So what does this mean?”
“I’d like to work with you, and I’d appreciate your help.”
E couldn’t get over the rigidity of Nicole’s posture. Her words and her body language didn’t match. Nicole practically screamed apprehension, and E wondered if she even realized it. Did tension at some point become your natural state of being? “Are you sure?”
“Yes, of course.”
E had the tendency to take people at their word, and despite the disconnect she perceived here—what Nicole said versus how she looked—she decided to follow along with this habit. What was the worst that could happen? They would get to know each other, and if that turned out to be a disaster, they could end this entire spiel. “What are your questions, then?” She motioned at the binder in front of them.
“Oh, right.” Nicole cleared her throat and opened the folder. She ran her index finger down the page and E, distracted by Nicole’s long, slender fingers, missed the first question. 
“Could you repeat that, please?” she asked.
“I can skip to the most important questions,” Nicole said instead.
“No, no. You created that list for a reason, and you said you got ten questions. Let’s do this the right way.”
“Some questions might be too intrusive, now that I think about it,” Nicole said with a small frown as her gaze wandered down the page.
“Well, you need to weed out the crazies.”
“But you’re not one of them.”
E smiled. “As far as you know.”
Nicole chuckled.
E’s eyes widened at the rush of relief that washed through when she noticed some of the strain that had appeared to cling to Nicole all morning fall off. She quieted the low hum of a warning in her head, attributing the cause to a mixture of too much alcohol and a lack of sleep.



Chapter 4
a terrible decision
SITTING ACROSS FROM E and trying to stymie some of the tension rattling through her, Nicole’s mind drifted back to earlier in the day. 

Nicole jerked awake from a terrifying nightmare she thankfully didn’t remember—not that that impacted her heart thrashing in her chest, the nausea dancing in her stomach, or her sheets drenched in sweat—and dragged herself into the shower, hoping it would dispel the aftereffects of the dream and wake her up. She needed more energy to get through this day than three hours of sleep provided. 
By the time she left the bathroom, it was barely after eight in the morning, and she groaned, knowing her nerves would go haywire over having to meet E later. Good thing she had plenty of tasks to complete for the meeting on Monday where she’d receive a status report on their new project, likely in the form of the dulcet tones of Jim Bob. She hoped Sarah would recover quickly. 
She brewed herself a cup of coffee before she settled behind her computer to read up on several progress reports she’d been too tired and frustrated to peruse yesterday before heading to the bar. This made her mind return to E and the interview, and that wouldn’t do. She bundled up the distraction and shoved it in a box—a meditation technique she rarely had to employ—and returned to work. There was too much left to do. Besides the reading, there were too many emails to answer, especially if she didn’t want Heather to have a stroke. She should give that poor woman a raise. 

E looked sadly as gorgeous as she recalled. She had fervently hoped the alcohol had made her look more appealing. She also turned out to be as short as Nicole had first thought when they left the bar. Gazing at her now, Nicole contemplated canceling it all. The entire fake-dating idea sounded sillier with each passing day, and sure, a big part of that came from the unforgettable impression her previous candidates had left her with.
Nicole remained torn between her need to avoid being alone when facing her family this holiday season, and her general habit of not getting involved in personal entanglements (how funny that a bar with that name would offer her such a conundrum), since she had a hard time connecting with people on an emotional level. Friends were easy, but once you moved beyond that? It would be smarter to eschew all this… mess. Friendships were superior anyway.
Her one and only serious relationship had taught her that she wasn’t made for romantic partnerships, not to mention she abhorred all the sacrifices such involvements demanded. All of this, coupled with her frustrating struggle with romantic cues, left her disinterested in even trying. 
She hadn’t lied to E about lacking the desire to enter a relationship, but she admitted, at least to herself, that much of this reluctance came from her being a huge coward. Her own limitations regarding interpersonal relationships had once more turned her into the odd one out in her family. 
Unlike her, they excelled at them. Her three sisters—the older twins, and the baby sister who had gotten married this summer (the exigence of her quest to find a fake girlfriend) were all part of disgustingly happy, perfect marriages, and she refused to contemplate her parents. 
Her family had it all, a successful business, and picture-perfect relationships with a gaggle of kids between them. Sunday dinners full of wholesome togetherness and joy that rivaled the elation kids experienced when jumping into a ball pit. She wished it was fake, then she wouldn’t feel like a total loser for continuously failing to meet her parents’ expectations. 
Except even this assumption originated in her head. Her parents weren’t upset with her and never glared at her with disapproval. They were sad, worried, fearing that their middle child appeared doomed to live a life with no personal fulfillment. 
As if you needed a partner to be happy! The entire attitude infuriated Nicole. That she failed at romantic relationships didn’t make her the enemy of romance! She felt happy for them. Why couldn’t they accept her how she was? She’d figured out a balance in her life, and yes, her encounters with women were usually short, heated moments, but she didn’t need more—more meant time and effort (for something that would fail), and she refused to waste her resources so frivolously. 
If only she could convince her family that she liked her life. She didn’t feel unfulfilled or lonely. Well, some days, perhaps, but couldn’t you be lonely with someone else, and wasn’t that worse? Why was everyone so obsessed with romantic relationships? 
The start at the café shaped up as awkward and stiff as Nicole had feared, mainly because she’d been tongue-tied and rigid, unlike E, whose calm actually ratcheted up Nicole’s anxiety. How could she be this composed? Still, after a while, Nicole had found herself not quite relaxing, but perhaps easing into the current situation, and despite her misgivings, the idea of E being her fake girlfriend appealed to her.
“Are you all right?” E’s question tore her out of her reverie.
“Yes, sorry. I get lost in my head sometimes,” Nicole said.
E smiled softly.
Nicole once again marveled at the ease with which E seemed to stroll through life, at least if what she’d seen and heard so far were any indication. She was usually much more reluctant to form assumptions about people she’d just met. Yes, she could see them becoming friends down the road, but for now, she should concentrate on the business at hand. “OK, so, you really want to answer my questions?”
“I wouldn’t have said so otherwise. I’m not in the habit of saying things I don’t mean.”
“That’s… good to know.” Nicole broke their eye contact—it seemed safer not to stare into E’s warm eyes for too long (She should take a note of that. Yes, she’d make a list of warnings and pin the note in her writing app on her phone). “So, question one is about your sexuality.” It pleased Nicole that her voice neither wavered nor cracked—not that she had contemplated E’s sexuality much. God, she needed to stop thinking like that. 
“Because you wouldn’t want a straight woman for the job?” E asked.
“Do you always answer questions with another question?”
“Sometimes, when I’m curious enough about the other person.”
Nicole wrenched her hands off the folder and fidgeted with her fingers in her lap. “So?”
“I’m a lesbian.”
“OK, we have that in common.” She refrained from rolling her eyes. 
“Aren’t you going to take notes?”
“I will, but I doubt that’s something that’ll slip my mind.” People rarely flustered her, and the other women she’d interviewed had been as far away from accomplishing that as Earth was from Saturn, yet E continued to do just that. 
E laughed. “Does this mean I pass the first question?”
Nicole rolled her lips. “It was honestly more curiosity mixed with an effort to understand how the woman in question identifies, and how comfortable she’d be with… all of this.”
“Because you’re comfortable with your sexuality?”
“I am. Now at least.” She’d resisted her attraction to women as a teenager because she’d considered herself complicated enough, and so much had already separated her from her family then. As a result, she’d refused to accept her sexual orientation for several years.
“Fair enough. So the actual answer never mattered?”
“A bit, but I wouldn’t have rejected any sexuality outright, though I’d have had some follow-up questions if someone had said they were straight.”
“Not an automatic disqualifier?”
“No. It’s all fake, anyway. Most straight women don’t mind holding hands with another woman or kissing her cheek. There’ll be no real intimacy involved, so the sexuality of the woman doesn’t matter.”
“Why then the extra questions?”
Nicole smiled. She liked that E felt free to ask her questions, that she seemed interested enough in all of this. “Curiosity again. Besides, this is all about acting, right?”
“Yes, but I’d assume it’s easier to do this… job well if you’re also attracted to women.”
“I suppose, but again, it’s all—”
“Fake, yes. I know.”
Why did E sound off? “Is this about the lying? You seemed uncomfortable about that yesterday.”
“I don’t like lying.”
“Isn’t that true for most people?”
“Perhaps, but I try hard to be truthful in my interactions with others, and—”
“Oh, that’s a problem, then. I don’t want to make you uncomfortable.”
“It’s fine. I’m… This is likely the hardest part for me. The lying, but I want to help you, and as you’ve said, time’s running out and all those you’ve met before were duds, so…”
“And the money will help you, too.”
“There’s that,” E acknowledged.
Once more, Nicole dipped her head. That note about not getting lost in E’s eyes needed to be bold and underlined. Maybe also a large font? 
“What’s the next question?”
“Uh, that’s more personal information, age, job, hobbies, and so on. We can skip that.”
“Why?”
“Because we’ve covered that already. You’re fifty years old, work on a farm, and, well… I suppose I don’t know your hobbies.”
E grinned, then sobered. “Are you a trustworthy person?”
Nicole leaned back in her chair. “I’d say yes, but so would an untrustworthy one.”
E nodded. “I got a good feeling about you, so I’ll believe you.”
Heat crept up Nicole’s neck. Business. They were working to hammer out a business deal. 
“The equipment I lost for my hobby, well, I brew alcohol, and I had plans, or a dream, to open my own distillery one day.”
“Oh, wow. Brew alcohol, like beer or… moonshine?” Nicole’s eyes widened. E didn’t fit the type of person she thought of when picturing a bootlegger. 
“The latter.”
“That’s intriguing.”
“It’s expensive. At least what I have in mind is.”
“Yes, and we’re doing something about that.”
“If we’re compatible.”
“Yes, of course. On to the next question, then. What sort of physical contact would you be comfortable engaging in around my family to sell our relationship?”
“I’m not a super tactile person, unless I’m close to someone, but I’d be fine with holding hands or…” E shrugged. “You mentioned kissing cheeks? But isn’t that kinda more what friends do?”
“I don’t know. I can’t say I’ve had many friends who routinely kissed my cheek.”
“And your girlfriends did?”
Nicole smirked. “No. Their lips usually went elsewhere.” Had she really just said that? She couldn’t even blame it on the alcohol now. 
E’s eyebrows rose. “In public?”
Nicole flushed crimson and dropped her head. “No, no. I’m not that into PDA. I mean, I think there’d be more like some lingering touches in passing. Or a general closeness? I’m not the most tactile person either, so I think my family might find it strange if I suddenly were all over you.”
“OK. So that fits. We can see how it goes.”
“Do you think that’s something we need to practice, too? When we meet later on.”
E shrugged. “I suppose we could try. That way, it won’t look awkward when it counts.”
“Right. Yes.” She nodded. “There’ll be no sex, though.”
E coughed, putting her cup back down. “Yes, I got that with the fake girlfriend and all.”
“No, no,” Nicole rushed out. “I just meant there will be no… It’s not expected… You don’t need to worry—”
“Given your babbling now, which is actually kinda adorable, I’d say you’re the one who’s worried.”
“I just… I’d created a contract for us to sign, and well—”
“A contract?”
“Yes?”
“And you added a no sex clause? I’m assuming you didn’t use a template for said contract.”
“No, no template.” Nicole once more tried to slip into her professional persona in front of E. She didn’t like how E managed to decenter her. Were those lingering aftereffects from the previous night? She didn’t have a hangover, but she got little sleep and E turned out to be so different from anyone else she knew, and once you added the reason behind their interactions...Yet, this infuriated her. She was better than that. More rational and reasonable and all of that. “It’s just… I’ll pay you to play my girlfriend, and I wanted to assure the person I’d hire that this isn’t—”
“Pretty Woman?”
“What?”
E narrowed her eyes. “The movie. Pretty Woman. Don’t tell me you don’t know it. I can handle you not having seen it, but to not even know of its existence is—”
“I know of it. But you’re not a…” Nicole lowered her voice, “prostitute.”
E flung her head back and laughed. 
Nicole stared transfixed at the trembling tendons of E’s throat, then her gaze dropped to her collarbones before she averted her eyes. Another warning to add to the list. But how would she make her family believe in their relationship, if she couldn’t even look at E? 
“All right, after clearing up that I’m in fact not,” she lowered her voice, “a hooker, hit me with your next questions.” E’s smile almost dazzled Nicole.
She sighed. This would prove to be the worst idea she’d ever had. Nicole just knew it.



Chapter 5
of truth and assumptions
THE INTERVIEW ENDED UP being more fun than expected, especially once Nicole had loosened up a little. She still seemed different from last night, more serious and closed up in a way that further piqued E’s interest. She so enjoyed unraveling things, or, to be honest, people. However, that wasn’t what this was about, and she needed to keep that in mind. Now she had to convince her eyes to stop lingering on Nicole’s lips or her ample chest. That shirt… and that voice… E shook her head. 
“What’s your relationship status?” Nicole asked.
E tilted her head. “Shouldn’t that have been your first question?”
“Are you judging my method or my organization skills?” 
“Both.”
Nicole’s eyebrows rose and she held E’s gaze before chuckling. “This question could’ve easily been the first, but either way you look at it, this isn’t real. So, let’s say if someone’s an actress and wants this job, yet she’s in a relationship and her partner is fine with this arrangement, why should this disqualify her?”
“You have a point. But then why ask the question if it doesn’t matter?”
Nicole shrugged. “It’s not a disqualifier, but it matters. If you were in a relationship, we’d need to make sure we and your girlfriend don’t run in the same circles. It’d be more than awkward to act as a couple, and then run into common friends or acquaintances.”
“True. And I’m single.”
Nicole smiled, once more drawing E’s gaze to her lips. “Good to know.”
“You’re still not taking notes,” E pointed out, trying to distract both herself from venturing farther down that road, and Nicole from noticing her recurring glances. 
“You’ve yet to say anything I’m likely to forget.”
E flushed, thanking her complexion for hiding such occurrences. She needed to get a grip and not act like a schoolgirl charmed by her first admirer. Nicole had to be off limits for several reasons. Most of all, if E dared to enter a relationship again, she needed something true and enduring. She had no interest in serial monogamy or starting something destined to fail from the get-go, and anything with Nicole, ‘Ms. I don’t need or want a relationship,’ would fall into the latter category.
“No one on the horizon, either?” Nicole asked after emptying her cup.
“Is this part of the question, too?”
“Let’s say I’m improvising.”
E grinned. “That’ll be a useful skill for your fake dating scheme. As for your question, no. There’s no one. I haven’t dated in a long time, but…” She sighed. “I want something real, and I want someone with whom I can’t see the end.”
“A forever after kind of story?”
“I won’t settle for anything less.”
Nicole dipped her head. “I’m not sure I believe in those.”
“Didn’t you say your family’s full of them?”
“Perhaps I should’ve been more specific. I’m not sure something like that lies in my future.”
E raised her eyebrows. “Because you don’t want a relationship.”
Nicole hummed. “Yes. But remember, I’m terrible at them.”
E chuckled. “Right. I’d drink to that, but I see we both emptied our cups. I also doubt you use coffee in such a scenario.”
“Probably not. I woke up early this morning, and I’m in the mood for lunch. They make a mean chili here. Care to join me?”
“Sure, why not.” That was more her speed than the muffin. She still didn’t know why she’d bought one. She didn’t dislike them, but she rarely ate something sweet for breakfast. Why had they ordered breakfast? She glanced at her watch and her eyes widened. It was right after one. They’d already been here for an hour!
They ordered their food and new beverages, then returned to their seats, each carrying a tray.
After completing their meal in silence—E supposed Nicole truly was hungry if the speed with which she wolfed down her food was any indicator—she leaned back in her chair and eyed the closed folder on the chair next to Nicole. “Wanna continue with your questions?”
Nicole offered a rueful smile. “You really want to go through them all?”
“We need to confirm I fulfill all of your criteria.” 
“All right.” Nicole picked up her binder and opened it again. “Let’s see. Right. Next, how long were your previous relationships? Are there any crazy, hung-up exes we need to worry about?”
“I’ve only had one significant relationship in my life, and it…” How was she supposed to explain Seren and all that had happened? “It’s a long tale, and while we didn’t work out romantically, she’s still my best friend.”
“That’s kind of awesome. I’m most definitely not still friends with any of my exes.” If you could call one-night stands exes, and she would not even think about Rachel.
E chuckled. “I can’t say I’m surprised. Anyway, so no. There are no crazy exes to worry about.” She likely shouldn’t add that Seren used to be the head of an organized crime syndicate. 
Nicole glanced at her list and frowned. “Uh, any plans for the holidays?”
“Nah. I just hang out with some of my neighbors. Those aren’t set plans.”
“Good, good.” Nicole shook her head. 
“What is it?”
“Huh?” 
“You seem a bit agitated.”
“Nothing. It’s…” Nicole sighed. “I suppose honesty is your general preference?”
“Yes.”
“Well, I wished to ensure this wouldn’t ruffle any feathers in that person’s family. Most people have plans for the holidays, and so… I didn’t want to cause problems.”
“I see.” E’s lips pressed together in a tight line. “But wouldn’t the person who’d shown up for this interview have already considered this? If they had long-standing holiday arrangements and cancelling them would upset their family, they wouldn’t have shown up for the interview.”
“Perhaps, but people will make a lot of sacrifices for money.”
“True, but that would’ve been the woman’s decision, don’t you agree? If she were to decide the income from this job’s worth the missed holiday, who are you to judge?”
Nicole held her gaze and remained silent.
As the stillness stretched between them, only interrupted by the background clatter of the busy café—whirring coffee machines, murmured orders, plates clanging, and the lull of conversations—E worried she’d offended Nicole. She shuffled in her seat.
“You’re right. I never thought of it like that. I just considered how my family would freak out if I missed one of their gatherings.”
E relaxed in her seat. “Makes sense.” 
“The next one I had is why would you do this in the first place, and well, have you done it before?”
“No, I’ve never played someone’s fake girlfriend, and as for why… I want to help you, and of course, this means I can replace some of my lost equipment,” E said.
Nicole once more held E’s gaze. “I like your honesty. It’s refreshing.”
“Thank you. But let me ask you this, have you done this before, and… don’t take this the wrong way, but this isn’t something you’re doing to upset your family, is it?”
“Upset how?”
E worried her lower lip. This might change everything, but she couldn’t be part of such an angle. While she doubted it, you never knew. People weren’t always who they seemed to be. “Guess Who’s Coming to Dinner?”
Nicole blinked rapidly but remained quiet.
“The movie. You’ve heard of it?”
“Is this another instance where our deal is off if I don’t at least know of the movie? What is it with you and movies?”
“I like movies. I may or may not have a huge DVD collection that a friend of mine’s insisting I transfer to digital files.”
“Your friend isn’t wrong.”
E waved her off. “Too much work.”
“Also true.”
“So? It’s not like that, is it?”
“Are you asking me if my family would have an issue with me dating a black woman?”
“Yes.”
“No. My sister Joy got married this summer, which is actually the origin of my desire to bring a girlfriend along for this year’s celebrations, and—”
“Fake girlfriend, and I need to hear that story at some point. How does this relate, though?”
“You’re the one who interrupted me,” Nicole said with amusement shimmering in her eyes. “Joy’s husband, Marcus, he’s black. I sometimes think my parents like him better than Joy.” She frowned.
E laughed. “All right then. You may go on with your questions.”
“Remember when I mentioned some questions will be kind of intrusive?” Nicole asked.
“And the ones you’ve asked so far weren’t? I’m almost scared of what comes next,” E drawled. 
“Well, perhaps invasive differently. But I mean, you can always refuse to answer.”
“Will I still get the job then?”
“Do you even want the job?”
“That hasn’t been clear to you yet?”
Nicole swallowed hard before grasping her glass and taking a gulp of her iced tea.
E wondered if her forwardness would lead to more trouble than she could handle.



Chapter 6
a crash you see coming
AS FAR AS BAD ideas went, this one had to take the cake. Nicole couldn’t remember the last time she had flushed this often, never mind they hadn’t even talked about the actual contract yet. E was terribly distracting, and Nicole’s list of warnings might need neon lights and an alarm. Then again, it wouldn’t be a hardship to fake interest in E.
Nicole cleared her throat. “That’s… good. OK, then. Are you addicted to any drugs? Do you gamble?”
E’s eyes widened, and she released a throaty chuckle that Nicole felt should be illegal. “I once more stipulate this should’ve been an earlier question.”
“Stop criticizing my methods,” Nicole grumbled. 
“Employ better ones,” E quipped.
“Well?”
“No. I don’t suffer from any addictions, aside from my abhorrent taste in significant others.”
“I thought your ex is your best friend?”
“Seren doesn’t count. She’s the only one who wasn’t a mistake.”
“Aww. That’s sweet. And kind of sad.” This once again proved her point—her family represented the exception, and Nicole herself was much more aligned with how most people lived and dealt with relationships. They didn’t last and often ruined a great friendship. 
E snorted. “Don’t I know it.” 
“What about kids?”
“What about them?” E asked.
“Do you want kids?”
E sighed. “I sure won’t have them myself anymore.”
“All right, but that doesn’t mean your partner couldn’t carry a child. Or you could adopt, or perhaps you meet someone, and she already has a kid.”
“True. I never thought much about children. I like them enough, but I never had the urge to have any. My biological clock must be digital or something.”
Nicole chuckled.
“Why would that even matter since you’d not enter an actual relationship with your fake girlfriend?”
“Because my parents will ask you about children. I can guarantee that.”
“Don’t they already have grandchildren?”
“Yes, but they’re greedy and always want more. I’d be shocked if my mother hasn’t already dropped a ton of hints on Joy. Mind you, Joy told them they want to spend the first four years of their marriage as a couple. She just turned twenty-seven.”
“Smart decision.”
“Yeah. Joy can be quite reasonable.”
“Do you want children?”
“I don’t know. I can’t distinguish if my feelings are my own or if they stem from socialization, or what if I think I don’t want them just to spite my family?”
E frowned. “I thought you love your family?”
“I do! I’d hardly go through this, put so much time and resources into it if I didn’t care about them.”
“And yet you’ll lie to them.”
Nicole clenched her jaw. “Yes. I’m willing to lie to them so they’ll leave me alone for one holiday season. Maybe for one year I’ll be enough for them, and they won’t see me as a total failure.”
“I doubt your parents believe that of you.”
“You don’t know them.”
“No, but I’m a good judge of character, and nothing about you screams failure.”
Nicole’s shoulders slumped. “You don’t know me either.”
“True. But we’re here to change that, right? As far as children and your parents go, how about we say I’m open to either path? It’s not a lie. I wouldn’t mind having a kid if my partner already had one or wanted to have a child, but I wouldn’t be devastated if that never came to pass.”
Nicole’s eyebrows almost crawled off her forehead. “So you’d leave it entirely up to your partner?”
E shrugged. “Why not? Pick your battles. This isn’t a hill I’m willing to die on.”
“That’s quite a mountain there. Children change everything. Isn’t this an enormous commitment to leave up to someone else?”
“Perhaps. But I like children. I can picture myself raising a child, but it’s not a lifelong dream or desire, so I wouldn’t be upset if it never happened. Hence, not my hill.”
“What would be such a hill?”
E smiled, and she leaned over the table and snatched a chip off Nicole’s plate. “Wouldn’t you like to know?” She crunched the chip, mirth dancing in her eyes.
Nicole struggled to breathe. Terrible, no good idea. 
“We got one question left.”
Nicole nodded. “Oh, that could be a total deal breaker, and no.” She held up her hand when E opened her mouth. “No comments on the order of my questions, please.” She’d never felt so off her game as she did in E’s presence. 
E stole another chip. “Since you’ve asked so politely.” 
Nicole smiled. “I seem to pay you in chips.”
“Food’s a great way to get on my good side.”
“I’ll make a note,” Nicole said. “Here it is, Texas A&M or Texas Longhorns?”
“Uh, I live close to College Station.”
Nicole covered her face with her hands. “Please say it isn’t so.”
“I honestly don’t care for football. I’ve often driven to town during home games because the grocery stores would be deserted, and I’m not a fan of crowds.”
Nicole sighed. “All right. We can work with that.”
“Are you a big football fan?”
“No. I don’t enjoy it either, but my family are diehard Longhorns fans.”
“So… you’re not allowed to date an Aggie?”
“Not even my parents would take it that far, but it would cause endless discussions. I’m not keen on such drama, and so don’t want to encourage it.”
“Right. So how about we tell them the truth? I don’t care one way or the other.”
“I suppose that’ll do.”
“Great. Did I pass?”
Nicole closed her eyes for a moment, unsure whether to listen to the warning klaxons ringing in her head—choosing a fake girlfriend who made her heart thrum and her palms sweaty seemed like a recipe for disaster (then again, she was a terrible cook)—or to go with what she desired. She wanted someone by her side this holiday season, and E making this enterprise enticing (for all the wrong reasons), shouldn’t stop her. 
This would also allow her to learn more about E, and Nicole liked that idea. She had a good feeling about her, an emotional impulse even her reason grudgingly admitted might not be terrible, if she succeeded in putting a lid on her attraction. “Yes. The job is yours, if you want it, and if you agree to the contract.”
“Sounds good. So, what’s in the contract exactly? You brought it along?”
“I did.” She opened the back of the binder and pulled out two sheets of paper. “Here.”
E grasped the documents and studied them.
Nicole had used various templates of standard personal contracts and adjusted them to her specific needs, mostly intent on assuring the woman she’d hire that the job was legit and didn’t require any unusual services.
E moved to the second page. 
Nicole sipped her tea. She hated watching people read something she’d created. Thankfully, this happened rarely. 
E chuckled, then pointed with her finger to a line near the bottom of page two.
Nicole cringed and braced herself for what she knew was about to happen. 
“Signees will not engage in any form of sexual intercourse for the mandated duration of the agreement,” E read. “So, we could do so afterward?” She gazed at Nicole with a blank expression.
Nicole once again felt heat rush through her veins. She rolled her lips. “No. I mean… I wanted to—”
“And what sort of punishment would you have in mind if we were to break this stipulation?” E’s face remained unreadable.
Nicole rubbed her sweaty palms along her jeans, cursing her fair complexion since her face now likely matched her hair. “I… I don’t…”
“I’m messing with you. I know you did this to make sure your… employee knows they’re not getting into a Pretty Women situation.”
Nicole heaved a sigh. “That’s right. It’s already… blurring some lines, and it’s asking for a lot. I needed to clarify that there are strong boundaries.”
“Smart thinking.”
Nicole smiled, feeling more pleased than she should be. “Thank you.”
“But the payment’s too much.”
“What? No, it’s not.”
“Ten thousand dollars is a lot of money.”
“Maybe, but it’s a fair compensation for all you’ll have to endure. Remember, we’ll have to meet several times before heading to Dallas. We’ll spend hours together, and you’ll… We need to become familiar with each other, and—”
“That’s no hardship.”
Nicole forced herself to keep a neutral expression, but she couldn’t prevent the delight from spreading through her. “I’m glad you think so, but it is a lot, believe me. This will eat up quite a bit of your time and energy, and let’s not forget the performance in front of my family for Thanksgiving. You’ll be on twenty-four/seven for at least three and a half days. Then there’s Christmas still, and… Trust me. It’s not too much money.”
“Is that your way of saying this isn’t negotiable?”
Nicole straightened. “Correct. Although, I’d be willing to pay more, and we might have to revisit this depending on how things go, but—”
“There’s no way I’m letting you pay more than what we agree upon.” 
Nicole’s eyelids fluttered, trying to reclaim her train of thought after E’s affronted expression had derailed it. Why was this woman so attractive? “Wait until after Thanksgiving. You might want to double it after meeting my family.”
E snorted. “Doubtful. How bad can they be?”
“Famous last words.”
E groaned.
Nicole squashed the thought that she liked the sound and wouldn’t mind hearing it again.



Chapter 7
of control and temptation
KARA HAD THANKFULLY STOPPED pestering E about her business date after E relented to watch Knives Out, which allowed her friend to drool over two actors, while also offering some eye candy for E. That, along with popcorn and beer, had Kara too distracted to further interrogate E.
Back home, E had refrained from texting Seren about the deal she considered striking with Nicole. First, she didn’t want to add to her friend’s burdens, but also, she didn’t know what she thought about all of this yet. She enjoyed helping people, and Nicole was… oddly fascinating. 
In the privacy of her mind, E allowed herself to ruminate on whether she had a thing for high-strung women with control issues, and what this said about her. Not that she’d ever voice such a thought, but if she couldn’t air it in her head, then where could she take it? Also, would this preference present a problem if she were to sign on the dotted line? Nicole seemed intent on keeping things professional, and E wanted to respect that. 
Moreover, she needed to respect that since even if Nicole were inclined to go there, it wouldn’t lead to anything as she didn’t want a relationship, unlike E. Not that she considered Nicole for this—it was a more general thought exercise. 
What about the money? Ten grand would go a long way in setting her up with decent enough equipment to work toward expanding her business, and with that, make enough money in a couple of years to open a distillery. The license fees alone! E groaned at the mere thought. She couldn’t afford to say no. 
Nicole had suggested they take the week to contemplate the deal and its implications, which made sense, though E also admitted, given her more impulsive nature, she’d have signed the contract before saying goodbye at the café. Instead, they were supposed to meet again this Saturday. Nicole had invited her to her home in Austin to hang out. That way, they could figure out if they were both comfortable moving forward with the agreement. 
E had never been much of a planner and followed her feelings more so than anything, though this didn’t mean she should do that here. It would be best to see how they interacted before deciding. Thankfully, they had time to figure things out. 
Perhaps the notion of ‘sleeping on things’ had merit. There had been times in her life where she’d held off deciding or airing a thought overnight, and then indeed had changed her mind come morning. Now, she’d have a week of mornings to contemplate this. Or would that lead to overthinking?
By the time the following Saturday arrived, E realized why she decided things quickly. Overthinking was real, and she hated it. During the week, she’d had days where she’d felt good about the entire arrangement. Then there were moments when she’d considered it the worst idea she’d ever had and felt sure it could only lead to an unmitigated disaster. She’d even held her phone in her hands several times, but she thought it rude to convey her decision to Nicole in a phone call or worse, a text message.
As she sat in her car and drove to Austin for the second weekend in a row—she tried to limit her driving, even more so for longer trips—she’d once again changed her mind and planned to sign the contract. Unless today turned out to be terrible, then all bets were off. 
Nicole had offered E to spend the night in her guest room, but she had still talked to Kara and made sure she could sleep there as well, in case things went south with Nicole. E would prefer to spare them both the awkwardness of staying the night if their plan fell to pieces.
Nicole lived in a peaceful and quiet Austin suburb. When E drove up to her house, she spotted children riding their scooters around the cul-de-sac and two women power walking along the sidewalk with their dogs running along. She supposed some people found this quaint and appealing. 
E shuddered at the nearness of the houses and the lack of open space. The homes weren’t small, and the lots were likely a good size given the location, but for someone who sat on close to twenty acres of land, this felt… suffocating, yet cute. Was such a combination even possible? E turned off the engine before exiting her truck and heading up the walkway to ring the doorbell. She’d left her duffle in the car.
“Hi. It’s good to see you,” Nicole greeted E, holding the door wide open. “Do you mind taking off your shoes?”
“Hey,” E said and stepped inside, halting on the mat to take off her shoes before padding farther inside to wait for Nicole to take the lead.
“Do you want a tour of the house, or would you rather sit down after your drive? Are you thirsty or hungry? We can also sit outside on the patio if you’d prefer.” She pushed her hands in the back pockets of her jeans.
Once E realized Nicole’s nerves seemed to be going haywire, too, tension fled her frame. “I just sat for two and a half hours. I wouldn’t mind walking a bit.”
“Oh, you want to go for a walk? There’s a nice trail nearby.”
“I thought of going out into the yard, but sure. We can go for a walk.”
“All right, come on. Oh, sorry. Now you’ve got to put on your shoes again.”
E laughed. “That’s no problem.” Had they been this awkward and stilted around each other at the café, or did it result from a week filled with overthinking? How did people live like that?
They left the house, and after only a short walk, they entered the forest. 
“This is nice,” E said. “I didn’t expect to find myself in the woods so close to your house.”
“It’s a nature preserve that the homeowner association turned into a hiking trail for the neighborhood,” Nicole replied. 
E snorted. 
“What’s so funny?” Nicole asked. 
“Nothing. Or better, it’s a long story, but in short, my friend, Seren, I’ve told you about her, right?”
“You mean the ex who’s still your best friend?”
“Yes. Let’s say a HOA disagreement over peach trees led to Seren’s current relationship.”
“What?” Nicole chuckled. “That’s unusual. I’m sure there’s quite the story behind it.”
“There is, but let’s save it for another time. Do you come out here a lot?”
“No. I really should, but I’m always working, and by the time I come home, it’s often dark already.”
“And on weekends?”
Nicole shrugged. “If I’m not working, then I’m often too tired to do anything but lie on the couch and read.”
“Hmm.”
They continued on for a bit in silence.
“Have you considered perhaps you work too much?” E asked, interrupting the stillness between them.
Nicole released a wry chuckle. “So they say. My family, that is.”
“I take it you don’t agree?”
Nicole stuffed her hands into her pockets. “Such comments are well-intended, but they sting after a while.”
“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to—” 
“No, no. It’s not you, and you didn’t know. On the surface, one could argue I work too much.”
“But?”
Nicole sighed. “I truly enjoy my work, but it’s also because… well, I’m alone. The rest of my family lives in Dallas, thankfully. Don’t get me wrong. I love them, but I don’t want to live within daily driving distance.”
“What about friends?”
“Sure, but they’re living full lives. Most of my friends have children or are busy with their jobs and extended families. There’s the occasional night out or we meet and chat, but it’s irregular.”
“And you don’t need romance.”
“Right,” Nicole said, kicking a pebble along the path.
“I’m sensing more conflict here.”
“I told you, I’m bad at romantic relationships, and I don’t… Why risk it all when I know I suck at it, and it’ll end, anyway? I might as well save myself the frustration and heartache. Stick with the result from the start.”
“Being alone.”
“Yes, but being alone isn’t the same as being lonely.”
“Oh, I agree,” E said. “I’ve spent most of my life like that, too.”
“What changed?”
“That’s another long story. I realized all these notions of relationships not being worth the potential pain and effort were excuses. I… Losing Seren back then hurt. A lot. When we’d been together, I felt like nothing could get in our way, and that was my future. When we ended…” She shrugged. “I withdrew. It seemed easier to stay on the surface, but that brings other problems. Everything is stale and meaningless.”
“What do you mean?”
“I didn’t get invested again, and then wondered why all my other half-hearted attempts at connecting with another woman left me feeling hollow and dissatisfied. So I just stopped. I mean, there were nights here and there, but nothing lasting.”
“And now?”
“I realized I may have been scared to open myself up again only to lose.”
“Yes! That’s my thinking.” Nicole’s shoulders slumped. “With the difference that what I’d lost wasn’t a good relationship by any means.”
“I doubt that matters. Either can mess you up.”
Nicole nodded. “This might be too personal, and you don’t have to answer it, but if… You said Seren and you stayed friends. Why didn’t you guys ever get back together?”
“That’s once more—”
“A long story?”
“Yes, and a complicated one. It also involves secrets that aren’t mine to share.”
“Say no more.”
“But it wouldn’t have worked. I don’t think we would’ve lasted either way. In the end, we’re better as friends, and I’m happy with that.”
“That’s good. Especially for your future girlfriend.”
“How so?” E asked. 
“Well, who wants to be with someone who’s hung up on another?”
“Oh, yes. I suppose you’re right.”
“I usually am.”
E laughed. “You seem to be something.”
“Hey!” Nicole bumped into E. 



Chapter 8
a no-fun bore
NICOLE HAD SPENT ALL week seeking to get lost in her work, and she’d been both annoyed and exasperated at thoughts of E and their potential deal intruding and disrupting her concentration. At first, she had convinced herself that it stemmed from being so close to her wish to attend her parents’ holiday celebrations with a plus one, but as the days passed, she had to admit she looked forward to spending time with E. 
She would recall a funny anecdote E had told her, or how a ray of afternoon sun had captured E and the resulting visual—E had been glowing, and of course she had to laugh right then—had burned itself into Nicole’s memory. The mixture of these thoughts and emotions, an odd wash of excitement and dread, only spiked her anxiety and made every alarm blare in her head. 
She should contemplate the arrangement if she thought of E at all—would she be a suitable candidate? Would they be able to fool her family? Could they work together as a team? However, Nicole then realized she’d need to get to know E better to answer these questions, and this returned her focus to the purpose of today. She only knew acting like she was attracted to E wouldn’t be a problem, yet that remained the biggest issue, and Nicole had no solution for it. 
E represented her best chance to accomplish the goal she’d set for herself after getting drunk at the tail end of the awful, no good wedding reception for Joy and Marcus. Her baby sister, eight years her junior, got married long before Nicole had even had a serious relationship involving a partner who cared for her. She didn’t resent Joy’s happiness, quite the opposite. It filled her with such elation to see her little sister brimming with delight. Yet, this also put her own failure into much sharper contrast. 
She hadn’t lied to E. All her friends were getting married or were married and trying to get pregnant. Some of them already had kids. Nicole forever seemed to be the odd woman out. Not that she’d made up her mind on whether she ever wanted to get married or have children. This all seemed too far away. 
At the reception, she had endured—and tried to ignore—all those pitiful expressions, all those close and distant relatives who, when looking at Nicole, only saw that she stood alone. That she’d forever be alone. 
Nicole hadn’t meant to get drunk, but her morose mood had resulted in her emptying one too many glasses of red wine. A pretty girl had propositioned her when she’d been tipsy enough to consider it, but not drunk enough to follow the twenty-year-old friend of her baby cousin to her hotel room. 
Lord knew she'd wanted to, because aside from her age, Melody with her big brown eyes, full lips, and long curly dark hair, plus the way the staggering emerald satin dress had clung to her body (it should have been illegal in all fifty states and the territories) had turned saying no into torture. 
Instead, Nicole had pouted after declining the invitation and watching Melody stroll away from her. It had been the right decision. The logical decision. The most appropriate decision. The decision that made her a no-fun bore who played it safe—who took no risks, played by the rules, and always colored insides the lines. 
Nicole loved and hated this about herself. It kept her safe and sane; it kept her life ordered and controlled; it offered the illusion of being in charge of her life. Yet, it also kept her separate.
Nicole didn’t subscribe to the notion of humans having no say in their destiny, and she believed free will (as much as philosophers liked to discuss and debate its viability) existed, yet she knew that true control remained an illusion, a fairy tale we told ourselves to comfort us over the truth that we controlled next to nothing. 
But didn’t someone say that some illusions kept you alive? Nicole liked those. She petted and cultivated them, nurtured them. And Melody with her fiery gaze that kept dropping from Nicole’s eyes to her generous cleavage (she’d questioned Joy’s bridesmaids dress choices, and who in their right mind made their older sister a bridesmaid? Those who had spinster older sisters, she supposed), seemed a little too incandescent for Nicole’s liking. 
She preferred her encounters more predictable and structured. And the state of drunkenness she’d flirted with had robbed her of her boundaries—blurring and dissolving the tight grip of control that regulated and tempered her emotions. She really needed to stop drinking. She should find that article again, the one about alcohol being a cell toxin with no safe consumption amounts that she’d stumbled across not too long ago and then promptly left unread. 
All of this had given birth to Nicole’s desperate desire to circumvent showing up alone at this year’s holiday parties. She needed a break. E could provide that—if she ignored that E made her stomach drop as if she set out to race downhill on a rollercoaster. And it didn’t have to be a problem. They’d have a contract. One they hadn’t even brought up at all so far.
After their impromptu walk, they’d settled in Nicole’s living room once she’d brewed them a pot of tea. 
“I was contemplating cooking dinner tonight, but since I want to make a good impression, I went for takeout instead. Any preferences?”
E laughed. “Are you saving me from food poisoning?”
“It’s not quite that level of awful, but most dishes I prepare don’t taste great.”
“I should check that out myself, but not tonight.”
“Does that mean… We’ve been sidestepping this topic so far, but have you thought some more about the contract?”
“I spent all week thinking about it and changing my mind almost every day.” E frowned. 
“So you don’t want to go through with it? It’s fine. You don’t—”
“I didn’t say that. I’m more of a spur-of-the-moment kinda gal, and I decide quickly. If I want something, I go for it, and if I regret it later?” She shrugged. 
“No overthinking for you? I wonder how such a life works.”
E leaned forward, letting go of the cup handle she’d just grasped. “No! That’s the thing. I don’t overthink. I either do something or I don’t, and if… If there’s a decision to be made, I make it right away. I’ll admit this has gotten me into trouble, but any trouble is worth dodging overthinking. I nearly lost my mind this week.”
Nicole chuckled. “Welcome to my world.”
“That bad?”
“Let’s say you’d be here all week if I shared all my overthinking fails.”
E cringed. “I’m sorry. That must suck. I only got it this week, and I hated it with a passion.”
“So what do we do?” Nicole refrained from fidgeting. She didn’t wish to influence E either way. 
“I’m good to go, if you are.”
“You mean you want to sign?”
“Yes.”
Nicole smiled. “Great. Let me go get it.” She nearly jumped out of her seat and rushed to her office. She knew this seemed too soon—considering how she planned and approached everything, but she found herself running out of time, and she overall felt good around E, at ease, at least as much as she could be, and that alone counted for a lot given the stress their family get-togethers caused her. 
It would be nice to be attached to a glowing ball of tranquility. Though she figured E wouldn’t appreciate being called that.
When Nicole returned, she settled next to E with a pen in hand and signed the contract. “Do you want to read it again? I left your name blank, seeing as…”
“Right,” E said with a small smile. She filled out and signed the sheet, then handed it back to Nicole, who frowned. 
“You signed it as E. G. Jones. Is that even legally binding?”
“I suppose you’ll have to trust I’ll hold up my end of the bargain, Ms. Summers.”
Nicole pouted. She didn’t pout and hurried to smoothen her features. “What am I supposed to tell my parents?”
“That I’m your girlfriend?”
Heat crept up Nicole’s neck. “No. How come I don’t know the full name of my… girlfriend.”
“Who says they have to believe that?”
“You want me to what? Invent a name? That seems like a crazy thing to lie about.”
E canted her head. “Would that be one lie too many? And no, I prefer to go by E and leave it at that.”
Nicole sighed. “Yes, no. It’s complicated.”
“So they say.”
“It’s just odd, and I don’t know, but—”
“Why is this so important to you?”
“What?”
“To know what E stands for.”
Nicole’s eyes widened. “I don’t know. It just is.”
“I see. Should we tear up the contract and forget about it?”
“What? No! Of course not. Does anyone know your full name? Your ex or… Well, you said you didn’t have any serious relationships after Seren.”
E held her gaze. “Seren knows, yes. As for the others… Names never seemed to matter much there.”
Nicole flushed. Why did she get like this around E? She usually felt more composed, and after all, she had partaken in one-night stands where names were irrelevant, too. 
“It seems like you have two options here. You can tell your parents, if they ask—”
“Oh, they’ll ask. As will all my sisters.”
“OK. When they ask, you can either tell them it’s just E and leave it at that, or you can say I’ve sworn you to secrecy, and so you can’t tell them. Alternatively,” E paused, and a shiver of excitement trailed down Nicole’s back at the mischievous glint sparkling in E’s eyes. 
“Or?”
“You could say you’d have to sleep with me to find out.”
Nicole’s mouth fell open, and she feared her face had turned as red as her hair as she dipped her head, unable to form a single sentence, or a single word, in fact. 
“You’re so easy,” E said, laughing. 
Nicole pressed her tongue against her teeth to prevent her first thought from spilling out, but she raised her chin and caught E’s gaze. “Too bad you won’t ever test that theory.”



Chapter 9
of fire and lies
E STARED AT NICOLE, willing her brain to catch up, or stop short-circuiting. Seren once told her that her tendency to play with fire might one day burn down her house—the irony of Seren causing her barn to be torched wasn’t lost on E. Yet that fire had only hurt her financially, unlike the embers arresting E to her seat now with a calm that belied the earlier turmoil caused by the woman who had the potential to wound E more severely than the ashes of her dream. 
E stifled a sigh. They’d signed a contract, so this should be all right. Out of all the dubious assurances E had consoled herself with during her life, and there sadly had been many, this one seemed to be in a category of its own. She cleared her throat. “Didn’t you say something about ordering food? Pizza? I’m in the mood for pizza, though we can also eat something else. I’m not a picky eater, and I’m not saying you’re a picky eater, but—”
“Pizza is fine,” Nicole said, squeezing E’s arm. 
E tightened her jaw, preventing herself from reacting to Nicole’s innocent touch—a perfect example of why she eschewed lying, even to herself. It always blew up in your face at some point. “Good,” she pressed out.
“What do you want?”
“Plain old pepperoni will do. Unless you wanna share and prefer something else?”
“Excuse me? Do I look like I only eat half a pizza?”
E furrowed her brows. “I’m not sure there’s a safe answer to this question.”
Nicole chuckled and grabbed her phone. 
Half an hour later, they’d relocated to the dining room with their pizza cartons. 
“This is good. It’s not a chain pizza place,” E said, reading the back of her box.
“Nope. It’s a local restaurant run by an Italian family.”
“I believe it,” E said, taking another bite.
“So, what’s your favorite color?”
E coughed, placing her slice down and wiping her hand on a napkin. “Are we doing twenty questions now? Will your parents ask about that, too?”
“Yes, and no. We need to be intimately familiar with each other, and that includes knowing little things, too. Couples know such stuff, right?”
“I guess, but I expected we’d be more settling on our story. How we met, how we got together, how long we’ve been dating, who hogs the blankets. You know, all those details.”
“Yes, for sure. I’ve already made a plan.”
“Of course you have,” E said, taking a sip of her soda. 
“Stop judging me,” Nicole groused before rising and going to her study.
“I haven’t even started yet,” E mumbled, and picked up her slice again. She was still chewing by the time Nicole returned, unsurprisingly, carrying another folder. E swallowed. “Didn’t you say your sister’s wedding was this summer, and you went stag?”
“Yes.”
“So, we can’t have been together for more than a few months, yet this here,” she pointed at the binder, “looks like we’ve been together for years.”
“You’re exaggerating. I like to be thorough and prepared.” Nicole opened the folder and leafed through a few pages. 
E idly wondered if Nicole’s preparation and thoroughness expanded to the bedroom, then closed her eyes, scolding herself for even entertaining such a notion. 
“Are you all right?”
“Sorry. My mind sometimes does stuff against my will or better judgment.”
“Huh. I doubt I’ve ever heard it phrased quite like that, but I know the feeling.”
“Hmm, I thought you might. So, what do you have in store for us?”
Nicole’s eyes grew wide. “Excuse me?”
E stifled a laugh. “Our history as a couple.”
“Oh, right. Of course.” Nicole returned to the first page. “I work a lot, and we live too far apart and are employed in different fields, so any meeting related to work is a bad idea. We should try to stick to the truth when possible.”
“We met at Entanglements.”
“Yes, though we met by the end of August.”
“All right.”
“And we hit it off, so we met the next day for coffee.”
“Still no lie,” E said.
Nicole’s eyes softened. “Then you asked me out on a date.”
“Did I now?”
“Well, it sounds more believable.”
E tilted her head, holding Nicole’s gaze. She shouldn’t enjoy watching her squirm so much. “You’re right. I’d be the one asking you out.” She didn’t comment on the flush spreading over Nicole’s cheeks, though she wanted to. “What happened next? Where did I take you on our first date?”
“Dinner and a movie?”
“Nah. I wouldn’t be that boring.”
“I thought you like movies, given all your cinematic references.”
“Oh, I do. But for a date, I’m more likely to invite you home, cook for you, and then we watch a movie. Or two.”
Nicole smiled. “Wouldn’t that be a bit much for a first date?”
“You’re right. It’s more second or third date material.”
“Because we both have so much experience dating,” Nicole quipped. 
E waved her off. “You just gotta know how to fake it.”
“Well, we’re in the right business then,” Nicole said.
“Right.” E suppressed a sigh. There were moments when she forgot what they were doing, the purpose of it all, and she needed to watch that. “So for a first date, I’d book a workshop at the Contemporary Austin, or we could go see the outdoor sculpture park at Laguna Gloria, and afterward, maybe ice cream?”
“Sounds like fun.”
“I’m a lot of fun.”
Nicole shook her head, but her eyes held only fondness. “OK, we can jot that down as our first date. I vote for the sculpture park, then we went for ice cream. So, favorite ice cream flavor, after you’ve denied my favorite color question?”
“It’s red.”
“What?”
“My favorite color is red, well, the darker variations anyway. As for ice cream flavors, I tend to go with the classic—”
“Chocolate.”
E frowned. “Vanilla. The most classic, iconic ice cream flavor is vanilla.”
“Also the most boring,” Nicole mumbled.
“Good thing that’s the only boring thing about me.”
Nicole scrunched up her nose. “Has anyone ever commented on how incredibly humble you are?”
“All the time. It’s funny you should mention that.”
Nicole rolled her eyes. “My family might disown me for dating someone who likes vanilla ice cream.” She took down notes on a blank page in her binder. 
“Quite a unique reason for disowning someone. Never heard that one before, so kudos.”
Nicole snorted. 
E realized she wanted to hear Nicole laugh. So far, she’d heard her snort, chuckle (why did her voice have to sound like that? E could listen to her read the phone book and be entertained), and seen her smile, but no genuine laugh. She’d figure it out, eventually. After all, she had the impression Nicole didn’t have enough laughter in her life, or that she wasn’t used to how it felt. 
“So, we got the first date down.”
“Did you also write down our first kiss?” E asked.
“No, of course not.”
“I’m shocked. I’d expected better prep work from you.”
“Hey!” Nicole threw a piece of napkin at E. “I thought we might decide together.”
“How generous. You giving up control in such a manner.”
Nicole dropped her gaze and focused on the sheet in front of her, yet she kept flicking at her pen. 
E reached out and covered Nicole’s hand. “I’m only messing with you. I have no issue with your preparedness or your desire for control.”
Nicole lifted her head and held E’s gaze, and after a moment, her voice cracked as she said, “That’d make you the first.”
E squeezed Nicole’s hand. “All right, then. First kiss. What kinda women are we? Kissing on the first date, second date? Later?”
“Do people really still judge others based on that?”
E shrugged. “Again, my experience is from the Stone Age.”
“You’re not that old.”
“Would that be a problem?”
“Your age?”
E nodded.
“I don’t care… I mean, I wouldn’t care if I were to date someone older than me.”
“Fifteen years is quite a bit.”
“If I were twenty, perhaps. But at my age? Fifteen is whatever.”
“It’s almost a generation. Some people might have an issue with it.”
“I don’t care what people have issues with. You can’t live your life with that in mind because people will always judge you, no matter what you do. There are still people who say you go to hell for loving a member of your own sex, or they frown upon marriage between people of different religions, or—”
“Different races.”
“Yes. And again, who cares? I owe no one my happiness, so they can all… stub their toes or something.”
E laughed. “That’s a severe punishment.”
“Right? It may have popped into my head due to recent personal experience.”
“Indeed. So, this also isn’t something that would bother your parents?”
“You robbing the cradle?”
“Hey!” E threw the napkin back at Nicole. 
“No. They don’t care about any such stuff. Now, if I were eighteen, and you were thirty-five or fifty, they might be… confused and likely even worried. But as it is, I’m a grown woman, and all they want is for me to be happy.”
“That’s not a terrible wish for someone, is it?”
“No. I just fear their idea of happiness isn’t in the cards for me.”
“Perhaps because you’re playing with the wrong deck,” E said.
Nicole frowned. “Did you just call me crazy?”
“Did I? Well, if the shoe fits.”
“You’re terrible,” Nicole said, but E could see amusement glitter in her eyes.
“Yes, and you’re dating me.”
Nicole sighed. “What does that say about me?”
“That you have impeccable taste.”
Nicole chuckled—the rough, dark sound hit E like a punch to her solar plexus each time she heard it—you’d think this would make her try to avoid eliciting it, yet the opposite was true. 
“What am I going to do with you?” Nicole said, and her wistful tone tore at E.
E had some ideas, though she considered it wise to remain quiet and only offer a small smile. Oh, the quicksand kept drawing her down deeper. By the time they were done, E feared she might drown. 



Chapter 10
a matter of perspective
NICOLE HAD MADE MORE tea, and they’d once again settled in the living room. By now, it was after nine, and she felt more wired than she should after the week she’d had, never mind the lack of sleep that came with it. Being around E was energizing. She once read this article about energy vampires, how some people’s presence drained the life out of you. Such people were exhausting to interact with because they sucked out your energy, much like a vampire would drain your blood. If she recalled, there were also people who were neutral, they neither added nor subtracted energy. Weren’t most people you met supposed to fall into that category? She needed to find this article again. 
Then, there were people whose presence energized you—they added to your energy, and she believed E fell into this category of people—and Nicole had never met someone like this. It felt invigorating, like she could sit here and chat with E until the sun rose. She had no urge to withdraw or come up with an excuse to call it a night. 
She hoped she at least fell in the neutral category for E, otherwise, this deal would become harder than E may have bargained for. Then again, E didn’t act put out about the prospect of spending more time with her. 
“We have four more weekends before Thanksgiving. Could we meet two more times before then?” Nicole asked.
“Sure. I don’t see why not. You’re the busier of the two of us, Ms. Workaholic Summers.”
“I’m not that bad.”
E raised one eyebrow, but otherwise remained silent.
Nicole grunted. “OK, I’m worse, but you should see what I have to deal with.”
“Aren’t you in charge? At least of the Austin branch.”
“Yes, but that’s not always a good thing.”
“What happened?”
“Oh, I don’t want to bore you.”
“Shouldn’t your girlfriend know about such things?”
“I suppose.”
“Try me,” E said. “I start snoring when bored, so you should be able to tell.”
Nicole bumped into E’s shoulder. She should have sat on the other couch, but after all, they were working on getting used to each other’s physical presence. “We have this government contract, which is a huge deal because it’s a large order, and they likewise help fund some of our special research. My head engineer is sick, and it seems like she’ll be out for longer than expected, and her replacement…” She clenched her jaw and closed her eyes.
“That bad, huh?”
“Yes, Jim Bob is—”
E snorted. “The name alone.”
“I know, right? And he acts like you’d expect. I once called him Jim because I was in a hurry, and what is it with the South and double names?”
“Beats me.”
“Oh, right, you don’t even have one!” 
“I actually have two.”
“Indeed, we can’t forget the mysterious G.”
E rolled her eyes.
“It’s almost a crime that you have two names, yet you refuse to tell me a single one!” Nicole rarely harped on anything—if people didn’t wish to share something, so be it. Yet, for some reason she seemed stuck on this name business. 
“Not true. I only said I won’t tell you my full first name. Besides, at this point, my name’s just E.”
“Yes, yes. So, what’s your middle name?”
E grinned. “I’m not sure you’ve earned that yet.”
Nicole’s lips parted. “Excuse me? After all I’ve been through this week, never mind—” 
“You mean with Jim Bob?”
Nicole grumbled. “Fine, be that way.”
“Don’t pout.”
Heat crept into Nicole’s cheeks. “I do not pout!”
“Right. That’s fortunate.”
“Oh? Why?”
“Because if you were to pout, I might cave.”
Nicole held E’s gaze. “I’ll have to remember that.”
“Now, about Jim Bob?”
Nicole sighed. “He’s an incompetent fool who—” 
“No, sorry. I don’t mean to keep interrupting you, but you weren’t done with the part of the story where you called him Jim.”
“True. I was in a rush when it happened, right? So I just said something like, ‘a little help, Jim,’ and instead of helping, he lectured me for five minutes about the origin of his name—a family tradition going back to his great-great-whatever papaw, and how I’m dishonoring their memory by shortening his name.”
E stared at her for a moment before laughing out loud. “He is aware that you’re his boss?”
“Yes, though it doesn’t mean much, as he considers my father to be his true superior.”
“Naturally.”
“Anyway. He’s not good at his job. Incompetent might be an exaggeration, but oh my God! He’s so slow! Every step he takes is carefully measured as if… I don’t know, the floor is lava and he’s afraid to fall into it, or maybe he feels like he’s wading through molasses?”
“I can see how that gets to you.”
“How so?”
“You seem… dynamic. The no-nonsense type.”
“Hmm, perhaps. I’m not impatient, but I can do the work he does in a fraction of the time, and it’s not even my specialty.”
“Why don’t you fire him?”
“I’m sorely tempted, but I… These are hard times, and I feel awful for terminating him because he’s slow.”
“I thought he also doesn’t do a good job.”
“True.”
“You could also look at it this way: by keeping him, you’re injuring your own productivity, not to mention, you walk around seething at work which can’t be healthy. Even more, you’re depriving someone else of this position, and that person might be a better fit all around.”
“Huh,” Nicole said. “I never thought of it like that.”
“It’s all a matter of perspective. I’m not saying this makes it all right, or that Jim here won’t suffer if fired, but you still need to consider all angles. He also kinda sounds like the type of person who’ll land on his feet.”
“He does give that impression.”
“Aside from all this, it’s not your responsibility to save another person.”
“I don’t think that’s what I’m doing,” Nicole replied. 
“Not consciously, no. But sometimes we’re more concerned about others than ourselves.”
“Isn’t that good, and how it’s supposed to be?”
“Not at all.”
Nicole’s eyebrows rose. “Care to elaborate?”
“Have you ever flown on a plane?”
Nicole tilted her head at the seemingly odd subject change, but decided to indulge E. “Yes.”
“So you recall the security spiel the flight attendants always pull? What to do in an emergency and so on.”
“Yes, though by now I tune them out.”
“A frequent flyer.”
“At one point, yes.”
“They tell you to put on your oxygen mask first before attending to anyone else, even your children.”
Nicole frowned. “Yes, they do.”
“You’re better equipped to help others if you can breathe.”
Nicole chuckled. “One would think so, yes. Working with low oxygen is probably not recommended.”
“I believe it applies to life in general. How can you help anyone if you aren’t all right? Just think about how difficult everything gets, like everyday tasks, when you’re sick. If you allow yourself to always carry everyone else’s burdens or always rush to make sure everyone else is all right without ever considering how you’re doing, you run yourself ragged, and in the end, you won’t be able to help anyone because you’ve got nothing left to give.”
“But—”
“No. Taking care of yourself doesn’t make you selfish. It makes you the opposite.”
“How’s that? And for the record, I’m not against taking care of myself.”
“You just suck at it,” E said in such a matter-of-fact tone, Nicole forgot to breathe for a second. 
“I’ve never prioritized it.”
“That I believe.” E grasped Nicole’s hand and interlinked their fingers. 
They had talked about physical closeness during dinner, but the touch was still unexpected, welcome, though, and more thrilling than Nicole cared to admit.
“Is this all right?”
Nicole nodded. 
“You can be of greater help to others if you’re full of energy and at peace than if you run around like a headless chicken, or as if you suffer from a perpetual cold with your battery always on yellow.”
“A very logical take.”
“So you should approve.”
“I do, but it’s easier to accept something in theory than to live it. Habits are notoriously difficult to break.”
“Yes, but you can try.”
“I suppose.” Nicole squeezed E’s hand, her gaze still drawn to their intertwined fingers as warmth suffused her. Even though this had started as a business agreement, perhaps it would still result in a friendship that could offer Nicole a previously disregarded perspective on life. 



Chapter 11
of temptation and vigilance
ONE OF E’S BIGGEST issue had always been that she acted on impulse, with very little conscious thought or intention guiding her actions. Considering how she lived her life and had done so for the last twenty plus years, this tendency had never been much of a problem. What did it matter if she made mango or habanero salsa? If she added lavender or eucalyptus to her soaps and lotions? However, when it came to the deal they struck with its clear no-fraternization rule—of the romantic kind—she needed to be more careful. 
Yet Nicole, while taller than E (who wasn’t?) and often surrounded by an air of being larger than life, seemed so fragile that E felt the urge to shield her from a world that seemed to sink its claws into her. This instinct to protect someone had often gotten E into trouble, and she feared that history would repeat itself here. The most concerning thing—none of this gave her pause or left her with a desire to stop or withdraw.
They sat in silence for a while before Nicole shifted. “I’m free next weekend, but the one after that will be full of work as the deadline I mentioned earlier approaches right after. So we’d have this coming weekend and maybe the one right before Thanksgiving to meet again. Would that work for you?”
“Sure.” Even if it didn’t, E would rearrange plans to make it work.
“Should we do something more public, like a concert or theater? We could take some pictures to show my family.”
“All right. I’m not into concerts. Too many people in too close a proximity, so I’d prefer the theater or musicals. I’ve heard the Performing Arts Center is doing another round of Hadestown, and I’ve been meaning to check it out,” E said.
“That’s a musical, right?”
“Yeah. Unless you don’t want to, and—”
“No, no. That’s fine. We can do that.”
“I can look into booking tickets tomorrow and send you the information. We should shoot for the weekend before Thanksgiving. Gives us a better chance of still getting tickets.”
“What if they’re sold out?”
E shrugged. “Then we’ll find something else to do.”
“What do you want to do next weekend?”
“Would you mind coming to my place?” E asked. “I just… I’m not a big fan of driving, and these trips—”
“Oh, of course. I’m so sorry. It’s quite the drive, especially if you don’t enjoy driving. I’d have offered, but I was worried it’d be rude to invite myself to your place.” Nicole ducked her head.
E resisted the impulse to move the strand of hair that had fallen in front of Nicole’s face behind her ear. “It’s fine. I could’ve said something sooner. Besides, the first trip to Austin wasn’t on you, and today, well, it could’ve gone terribly, and then there’d be no more drives to be concerned about.” Not that E had considered this chance to be high, but you never knew, and while not overly cautious by nature, life had taught her that it paid to leave an exit route open. 
Nicole’s eyebrows contracted together. “Did you expect it to be awful?” 
“I’m not sure. I was more in my head than I usually am, so I couldn’t differentiate between overthinking worries and genuine concerns. But overall, I wanna say I thought it’d be fine.”
Nicole’s mouth opened, then closed. “Wait, you’re telling me there’s a difference?”
E tilted her head. Why did Nicole have to be so adorable? “Yes.”
“I suppose mine bunch up together so much I can never tell where one ends and the other starts.”
Nicole’s tone, wistful and tinged with sadness, once more tapped into E’s desire to protect her. Why? She didn’t even really know her, and yet… “I’ve experienced that, too. While I’m pretty optimistic, I didn’t know what to expect, and so I prepared in case things were to go south.”
“Is that why you didn’t bring a bag? Are you planning to still drive back home? It’s late.”
Nicole’s obvious concern touched E. “No. My duffle’s in the car. I thought it—”
“Easier to escape if you needed to?”
E shifted in her seat. She hadn’t meant to insult Nicole. “I’d spoken to Kara, my friend here in Austin, and I can stay there, too. The drive isn’t too far, so—”
“No. Please stay.”
E could only nod at Nicole’s earnest gaze. She’d been a recluse for too long, for there could be no other explanation for her intense reactions to everything this woman did and said.
“So, what are your plans for when I visit you?”
E exhaled as the pressure leaked out of her with this chance to shift topics, to focus on anything but what her mind tried to bring to her attention. “I figure I’ll show you around. I’ll cook and we can watch a movie.” E cleared her throat, willing her nerves to stop firing—she blamed it on not having allowed anyone into her sanctuary for quite some time. 
“But didn’t you say that’s more of a later date material?”
E smiled. She loved Nicole’s attention to detail, her seeming drive to understand things. “Second or third date, yeah.”
Nicole smiled. “Ah, all right. I suppose that’ll work then.”
“Yes. It’s high time we start your movie education.”
“Hey! I passed your two tests so far.”
E scoffed. “You’ve heard of them, but have never seen either one.” Truly a shame. E couldn’t be friends with someone so… lacking in that area of life. She suppressed an eye roll. 
Nicole frowned. “Why do you assume that?”
“You’re the one who said you’re either working or vegging on the couch with a book.” 
“I did, didn’t I?”
“Sure did. You’re not the only one paying attention.”
“Guilty as charged, and duly noted. I don’t have the patience to watch movies on my own. It takes too long.”
E snorted. “Lucky for you, you won’t be alone. Oh, and you can also obviously stay the night, given it’s such a long drive and all.” OK, this offer… It made sense, didn’t it? Logical and reasonable, and it certainly had no connection to her heart pounding in her chest at the idea of Nicole staying over, of her being in E’s home for such a long period of time. 
Nicole smiled. “Thank you. I’ll take you up on that offer.”
E smiled. “I’m glad.” She glanced at her phone. “How about we play a game? I’m not tired yet.” 
“What type of game?”
“Hmm, do you have Scrabble? We could also play cards or… I don’t know. Just not Monopoly. That game’s the devil.” She couldn’t keep track of the number of times she’d lost to Seren’s son Parker, that little shark. 
Nicole’s lips quirked. “The devil, huh?”
E nodded avidly. 
“You’re in luck then. I do own Scrabble.” She rose. “I’ll go get it. Want to play on the dining room table?”
“Sure.” E stood and strode to the dining room, sitting down while Nicole disappeared upstairs. E hadn’t expected to feel so at ease with Nicole. She connected easily with people, but that didn’t mean she always felt comfortable in their spaces. Nicole’s home, though, from the start (the nearness of neighbors notwithstanding) had a homeyness that tugged at E. 
Still, the need for vigilance remained, as this was business. Yes, she hoped they would establish a friendship and considered the chances for that to be quite good, but she also knew herself, and she knew how fast lines could blur. 
Nicole’s steps resounded as she padded into the dining room, carrying the game. “Are you ready to lose?” She settled in her seat across from E and opened the box, taking out the board and the sack of tiles. She picked up the hourglass. “Do you think we need that?”
“I think you’re going down, Ms. Summers.”
Nicole grinned. “Is that so?”
“Yup.”
“You don’t realize that I come from a long line of competitive people.”
“That’s good to know. Too bad it won’t change the outcome.”
Nicole took seven tiles, then handed the bag to E. “Words, E. You’re all words.”
E grasped the sack, their fingers touching in the exchange. She laughed. “I suppose that’s fortunate then, as we’re playing a word game.”



Chapter 12
a proposal over coffee
NICOLE WOKE UP EARLY and took a quick shower before ambling toward the kitchen to prepare her first cup of coffee. The house stood silent, and she figured E would like to sleep in. 
She activated the preset program and waited for the beans to grind before her beloved machine would spew out the best coffee she’d ever tasted. Nicole glanced at the clock—right after eight. While she had no idea what time E usually woke up, she didn’t plan to rouse her and instead, she collected her work laptop, and after grasping her steaming cup, she settled at the dining room table to get some work done.
Halfway through, her mind drifted toward last night, or yesterday in general—how much fun she’d had with E, and how comfortable she’d felt just hanging out together. They’d been content in a way Nicole hadn’t experienced before. Sure, they had done all this for the contract, but it hadn’t felt that way. 
Her only relationship had been so different. Rachel always needed to be on the move, and a weekend at home, hanging out, playing games, wouldn’t just have bored her to tears, she’d have never agreed to it. And Nicole had usually just gone along. 

Strobing lights and an earsplitting bass greeted Nicole when she entered NewLights, the club that had opened last month and where they were supposed to have the night of their lives, according to Rachel who’d acted like this night had been planned, accusing Nicole of not listening to her when she argued she didn’t recall any such conversation. So, instead of staying home and reading a book like she’d envisioned for this Friday night after a terribly busy workweek, she’d allowed Rachel to drag her to the club instead.
Rachel had invited Tim and Robin to join them, and they immediately rushed towards them once they spotted the pair near the bar. Rachel hugged them, as always lingering in Robin’s embrace. 
Nicole couldn’t stand them. They were Rachel’s best friends, and she sometimes wondered why Rachel didn’t date Robin as often as those two flirted with each other. But much like with their disagreement about tonight’s plans, Rachel would tell her she was imagining things, and who knew. Maybe her dislike for Robin made her project this. 
They headed to the dance floor. Nicole enjoyed dancing, but more so among fewer sweaty bodies and to music that didn’t set her teeth on edge. 
Rachel pulled Nicole close, her hands splayed on her back, inching downwards as they swayed to the rhythm of the song. 
Nicole wrapped her arms around Rachel’s neck, sighing when Rachel pushed closer.
Rachel grinned. “I love that red skirt on you. Your ass looks fantastic in it.” She ran one hand over Nicole’s butt before shifting back up to her lower back. 
Nicole suppressed an eyeroll. She hated that skirt and hadn’t planned on wearing it, but Rachel had asked her to. She understood being physically attracted to your partner, and she liked Rachel’s lean and tall physique, her small breasts and dimpled smile. But it should be more than that, right? You should be enamored with more than your partner’s body. Yet, she sometimes felt that her breasts and hips held more appeal to Rachel than her heart and mind. Then again, she often questioned what exactly she liked about Rachel. Were such thoughts normal?
Nicole’s train of thought derailed when Rachel pulled her close and drew her into a hard kiss. Her tongue licked up her palate as her body pressed even closer, and her leg found its way between Nicole’s thighs. 
Nicole groaned and heat spread through her as she deepened the kiss. Her stomach coiled. She supposed they at least had that. 
They made out through two songs and by the time they played a slower song, Rachel clasped Nicole’s hand and dragged her through a throng of grinding bodies toward the dim hallway to the restrooms. She pushed Nicole against the wall and resumed their kiss. 
Nicole knew where this evening would go, and this might make up for being here in the first place. She palmed Rachel’s breast and ran her thumb over a pebbled nipple. 
Rachel groaned. 
“Hey! Can’t you guys do that at home? We’re here to party!” Robin’s voice grated. 
Rachel broke the kiss. “You’re right. Come on, let’s head back to the bar.”
Nicole sighed but followed the two of them.
The rest of the night dragged on, and Nicole couldn’t wait to get out of there. She felt hot and worked up and she wanted to release that tension with Rachel, though it had taken her forever to say goodbye to her friends. 
Back home, Nicole took a quick shower whereas Rachel complained about being too tired and only washed up before falling into bed. 
Nicole climbed under the covers. She laid on her back.
Silence. 
Nicole turned to face Rachel who seemed to study her avidly. She reached out and touched Rachel’s face, shuffling closer, she pressed their lips together. 
Rachel remained motionless, then sighed. “I’m tired, Nic. Good night.” She flipped around. 
Nicole’s eyes widened as she stared at her girlfriend’s back. 

Remembering that night, Nicole realized that there had been multiple issues and glaring, flashing warning signs she’d overlooked, and still to this day refused to analyze. What did it say about her that she had let all this happen for almost a year? Why did it take her so long to realize that Rachel had never been worth the effort? With a sigh, she rose to make more coffee before returning to her files.
She’d finished her second cup and was about to send out an email when she started, not having noticed E’s arrival.
“Good morning. I’m sorry I startled you.” 
E’s voice sounded soaked with sleep, and Nicole had to blink a few times to gather her bearings. “Hey, you’re awake.” She refrained from closing her eyes and cringing.
“And you’re already at work. On a Sunday at…” E glanced at her watch. “Ten in the morning. Color me shocked.”
Nicole pressed send and closed her laptop. “We can’t all sleep the day away.”
“Getting up right before ten hardly wastes an entire day. Besides, sleep is awesome.”
Nicole rolled her eyes. “You’d say that.”
“I would.” E eyed her empty coffee cup. “Is there a way I can get a cup of coffee, too?”
Nicole chuckled. “If you must.” She rose and led E to the kitchen.
“I must. I’m not as witty without caffeine.”
“Who said you’re entertaining with it?”
E’s hand shot to her chest. “Ow, that hurts. It’s too early for insults.”
“What time of day would make insults acceptable?”
E tapped her lower lip. “After noon.”
“Noted. What coffee do you want? My machine carries three different coffee beans at any time. Right now, your choice is between Hawaiian Kona, Mocha Java, and Tanzania Peaberry.”
“Yes please, and let me say I’m drooling over your coffee machine here. I’d date you for access to your coffee alone.” E gazed lovingly at the gadget, making Nicole wonder if she had just witnessed the real-life version of heart eyes.
“OK, uh, which one?”
“All of them!”
Nicole chuckled. “Isn’t that a lot of caffeine?”
“Nah. I drink so much coffee in a day, my receptors are practically deadened to it.”
Nicole frowned. “That can’t be healthy. You realize caffeine’s a diuretic, right?”
“Can we continue the lecture while I’m drinking my coffee? I’ll take the Kona one first, please.”
Nicole chuckled, setting to prepare E’s coffee. She grasped the cup on top of the machine. 
“Please tell me this is the one that warms the cups you put on top?”
“Yes.” The sound of beans grinding filled the air. 
E closed her eyes and released a sigh. “I see a long and happy future ahead of us.”
“You’re silly.” Nicole handed E the cup. “Do you take it black, or do you need milk? Sugar?”
“No, this is good.” E took a sip and sighed. “And guilty as charged, though some say that is one of my more charming traits.”
Nicole snorted. Life was more amusing around E, so she couldn’t argue against that. 
“As for your comment about caffeine, yes, it’s a mild diuretic, but it’s not like you’re snorting caffeine powder, and I genuinely can’t recommend that, and so you still take up enough water with your caffeinated beverages. They don’t dehydrate you.” She drank more coffee. 
Nicole’s eyes widened. “You’ve snorted caffeine powder?”
“That’s what you got out of what I said? Not that you’re wrong?”
Nicole raised her eyebrows. “I won’t deny that I dislike being wrong, and I’m not sure I’m buying your argument here, but that might also be a biased take. Still, the part about snorting caffeine seemed more… urgent.”
E laughed. “I’ve not snorted caffeine, but I had a friend in college who did, and the results were… weird.”
“That friend wasn’t your girlfriend, was it?”
“Seren snorting caffeine? God, that image alone… No. She’d never.”
“And you wouldn’t either?”
“Is this another line in the sand I may not cross?”
“I’d say you drew all those dividing lines yesterday.”
“Perhaps.” E went to the sink and rinsed out her cup before handing it back to Nicole. “Java next?” 
“You’re impossible.”
“But at least I’m consistent.”
“Does that make it better?” Nicole started the machine.
“I suppose. You should know what to predict then.”
“I’m not sure I’d ever call you predictable.”
E shrugged. “I’d say we all become that once we get close to someone, but we still tend to be surprised at times because our tendency to perceive the world and its people in our own image is too ingrained.”
Nicole returned the cup before brewing herself a mug of Kona. “What do you mean by ‘in our own image’?”
“Well, we’re inclined to assume people will react much like we would. That’s how conflict often starts. I wouldn’t be upset about someone saying x to me, and so I’ll assume that I can say x to a person, and they won’t be upset either.”
“Because you wouldn’t have been bothered by it.”
“Exactly,” E said.
“Huh, I wonder if that’s where the saying about assuming comes from.”
“The one about making an ass out of you and me?”
“Yes,” Nicole said.
“Could be. I’ve just experienced this often, on both sides, and even though I’m aware of it, and I try to be mindful of others’ feelings, I still mess up at times because I only see the world through my own filters.”
“But how else could you see the world?”
“That’s the question. I doubt anyone’s expecting you to do so, but we can still try to be considerate of others and reflect on how they might perceive something we say or do, or be willing to listen if they’re telling us that something we said or did hurt them.”
“Doesn’t that fly in the face of your ‘put on your oxygen mask first’ recommendation?” Nicole asked, suddenly remembering her coffee. “Why are we having this conversation while standing in front of the coffee machine?”
“So you can make me another one?”
“Do you inhale this stuff? Don’t you get burned?”
“Of course not. I can handle heat.”
Nicole flushed, turned around, and prepared E’s next cup. 
Once E held her third coffee, Nicole led them back to the living room, and they settled on the couch. 
“To go back to your question, I don’t think so. There’s a difference between being understanding and empathetic in dealing with others, in recognizing we’re different people, and setting yourself on fire to appease another.”
“That’s a dramatic way of putting it.”
“Perhaps I’m a dramatic person.”
Nicole smiled, sipping her coffee. “Do you want breakfast to counter all that caffeine bouncing through your veins, or to… don’t take this the wrong way, but you don’t look like you can afford to skip too many meals.”
E laughed. “I’m not that skinny. I just tend to wear oversized clothes.”
Nicole hummed. 
“It’s comfortable.”
“But you’re already so tiny.”
“Hey! That’s rude. Not everyone can be blessed with tall Amazon genes.”
“I’m not that tall. You’re just very short.”
“Whatever. That’s not how you endear yourself to me.”
“Why would I need to do that after you’ve basically wanted to marry me over my coffee machine?”
E sighed. “It is a marvel, and I might consider it.”
Nicole cleared her throat. “So, food?”
“I’m good. I often skip breakfast and jump straight to lunch.”
Nicole opened her mouth, but E cut her off. 
“You’re going to say something about breakfast being the most important meal of the day, aren’t you?”
Nicole pouted.
E grinned. “You’re cute.”
Nicole shook her head, willing herself not to blush. “Remember the twenty-question game you scoffed at yesterday?”
“I wouldn’t say I scoffed at it,” E said.
“Deflected then?”
“Better, but still off.”
“Either way, it would be a good idea to go over some more preferences, so when something like that comes up during the holidays, you know how to answer. I mean, I could always improvise, and you’d go along since they wouldn’t know any better.”
“Does your family regularly talk about your… preferences?”
This time, Nicole couldn’t ward off a blush. “I didn’t mean that!”
E held her gaze before her eyes crinkled and she chuckled. “I apologize. I don’t know why I enjoy messing with you so much.”
Nicole huffed. “Are you game?”
“Yes, please tell me all about your preferences.”
Nicole narrowed her eyes. E would be the death of her. 



Chapter 13
of law and murder
E HAD ALWAYS ENJOYED teasing her friends, perhaps because their feathers were so much easier to ruffle than her own, and so she didn’t have to fear any retaliatory measures, yet bantering with Nicole felt different—strangely exhilarating and at times, it left her a little winded. In those moments, her head shouted ‘Contract! Remember the contract,’ and she’d ease up, for a while at least. One of E’s greatest failings had been her struggle to resist temptation. She could delay for a while, but she’d cave, eventually. Add that to her tendency to play with fire, and as such, seeking refuge on her farm seemed sensible. 
“You never told me your favorite color,” E said, trying to quieten her mind. 
“Oh, right. Well, to be honest, my favorite color is beige.”
“Huh. I don’t think I’ve ever heard someone claim that as their favorite color.”
“My bedroom is painted beige. It’s such a warm and comforting color.”
E tilted her head. “I suppose I can see that. It’s not something I’d have guessed.”
“What would you have guessed?”
“Blue,” E replied without much thought or hesitation.
“Why blue?”
“There’s a certain kind of… sadness to you at times, but you’re also hopeful and energetic.” E shrugged. “It seems to fit.”
“I like blue enough. The darker versions. But no, definitely beige.”
“That’ll be easy to remember.”
“So for you we got red and vanilla ice cream,” Nicole said, making a face.
“You hate vanilla that much?”
“Yes, I hate the flavor of vanilla.” She raised her eyebrow. “It’s so bland.”
E smiled. “But chocolate is better?”
“It’s only the most delicious taste in the world! There’s this double dark mocha coffee brew that I’d tried once, and then couldn’t find anywhere else. It’s so delicious. I have no words. But every time I search for it, I only find out of stock notes,” she grumbled. 
“That’s a true shame.”
“I know! It’s heartbreaking, really. If I ever find it again, you’ll have to try it.”
“I’m not a big chocolate fan.”
“Don’t say that!”
“You sound so offended.”
“I am offended.”
“You’re something.”
Nicole rolled her eyes. “Back to the questions. What’s your favorite song?”
“Oh, that’s a hard one. It depends on my mood a lot, and whether I feel like getting emotional.”
“I bet you have a million specific playlists,” Nicole said.
“If I were organized enough. I have one for my car where I basically dump in everything I like, and well, I originally created it for driving purposes, but now that’s what I mostly play at any time. I just skip whatever I’m not in the mood for.”
“That’s one way to solve that problem. But you know, specific playlists would be more effective, and less time-consuming, too.”
“Yes, but I’d have to create them, and that takes time. Sometimes I even forget some songs exist and have to go back and add them when I stumble over them again. Too much hassle.”
“But skipping a ton of songs isn’t?”
“Not really. There’s no guarantee that I’d not skip songs even with a more mood specific playlist.”
“Fine, you win. This time.”
“I wasn’t aware we were having a competition.”
“It’s my way of saying you’re right without actually having to say those words.”
“Oh, clever.”
“Yes, and you should remember that.”
“Duly noted. As your girlfriend, I should be aware of such self-placating mechanisms.”
“Oh, you!” Nicole bumped into E.
“But overall, I’d say I have a very soft spot for two songs, “Until the End of Time”, and “Leningrad.””
“By?”
“Foreigner and Billy Joel.”
“What’s special about them?”
E shrugged. “The Foreigner one’s a bit melodramatic and all, but it reminds me of such a time when I was in college. The one by Billy Joel...” She sighed. “I’ve always been fascinated with history. My grandmother, she raised me, was a big history buff, and she’d always tell me about the Cuban Missile Crisis. How it had impacted her, with all their fears and worries during the Cold War. The song picks that up and humanizes it. So, I kind of connect it with her and my memories of our time together.”
“I’ll have to listen to them.”
"Oh, then there’s a more recent favorite, though the song isn’t really new. It’s called “F it All” by Elle Varner.”
“F it all as in…” Nicole canted her head.
“Yes, though she’s got two versions of it, a radio friendly one where she actually sings, ‘F it all,’ and mind you, that’s the chorus so she says it a lot. Then there’s the uncensored one where it’s ‘fuck it all.’” 
Nicole chuckled. “What drew you to that one?”
“Besides the obvious?” she quipped. “That’s sometimes all you can say to life.” E shrugged. “She’s also talking about reinstalling, like starting anew. Aside from just the general emotion behind the song, I’m fascinated by how technology’s influencing our lives even there. We talk about resetting or restarting our brain.”
“Hmm, I never thought about it like that.”
“Yeah. It’s interesting. And fitting. Sleep kinda acts like a reset, right? Sometimes just getting a good night’s sleep will make a lot of worries go away.”
“True.”
E smiled. “What about you? What songs do you like?”
“I mostly listen to instrumental music. I love the way the cello sounds, especially with a piano. I’m fond of Brahms’ second cello sonata in F major, though it often gets overlooked in favor of the first one. When I work, I listen to sounds of the rain or the ocean. There are videos online that play those kinds of sounds for hours.”
“And you work with them on?”
Nicole nodded. “It’s soothing, but also… I don’t know. It helps me concentrate. I’m not always fond of how quiet this house is. During the pandemic, we had shifted a lot of work to home, and some of it remains. We still must go into the office every now and then because some of our work is secured, and you can’t work on it off site. There are now also in-person meetings again, but when I was home without the hustle and bustle of the office, I got too easily distracted. Overall, I prefer to be on site, especially with all the hassle with the government contract.”
“Silence distracts you?” E found it hard to endure the crowds and noise of cities. She could visit them, but live there? Silence seemed too essential to her mental well-being.
“I suppose.”
“Wow. Not so sure you’ll like it on my farm.”
“It’s that quiet?”
“Yeah. It’s almost twenty acres of just… nature and me.”
“That’s huge!”
E smiled. “I love it.” It kept her sane, in fact. 
Nicole held her gaze. “I’m glad.” 
“All right. What’s next on that list of yours?”
“Favorite movie?”
E groaned. “I saw that one coming.”
“I thought you love movies.”
“I do! So how can I pick just one?”
“Well, I asked for your favorite song, and that didn’t stop you from listing three.”
“True.” E canted her head. “Let’s see. I love the Green Mile, though it also tears my heart to shreds, so it’s not a movie I’ll watch again. Shawshank Redemption is brilliant. I do love Jackie Brown. Death at a Funeral is hilarious. I also love Desert Hearts. Have you seen any of those?”
“No, but I’ve heard of them, well, not of Desert Hearts. What’s that about?”
E’s eyebrows almost flew off her forehead. “That’s the one you don’t know?”
“I’m sensing a major faux pas here.”
“Indeed, but we’ll rectify that next weekend. It’ll be one of the movies we’ll watch, so you’ll see what it’s about soon.”
“All right.”
“What about you?”
“Like I said, I rarely watch movies. I can’t even remember the last time I went to the cinema, or really sat down and watched a movie. I did like Crouching Tiger, Hidden Dragon.”
E nodded. “That’s a good one, too.”
Nicole released a stuttered breath. “Why do I feel like I just barely passed a test?”
“Because you have!”
“Again, you’re so silly.”
“Am I silly or impossible?”
“I don’t see why you can’t be both,” Nicole teased. 
“I suppose there are no laws against that. Unlike wearing fake mustaches in Alabama.”
“Wait, what?”
“There’s a law in Alabama that makes it illegal to wear a fake mustache if your goal’s to cause laughter in a church.”
“You’re kidding me.”
“I’m not. You can look it up online. There are lots of dumb laws in each state. Like in Arizona, you may not let donkeys sleep in bathtubs. Or in Massachusetts, you can’t own an explosive golf ball.”
“What about Texas?”
“You may not sell your eye.”
“Are you serious?”
“Yes. And get this, in Vermont, women need their husband’s written permission to wear false teeth.”
“What?”
E shrugged. “Told you. Dumb laws.”
“How do you know all this, and why do you even remember it all?”
“My sort of nephew Parker, Seren’s son, loves to watch YouTube videos about random facts, and that was one we saw together when they last visited. I tend to recall lots of odd and random facts, and I have an excellent memory.” 
“Oh my God, I hate you!”
“Hate is a strong word, no?”
“It’s the appropriate word. I’d kill to have a fantastic memory. The time that would save!”
E shuffled back. “I don’t think it works that way, so killing me won’t transfer my memory to you. Please. I’m not ready to die.” She held up a pillow.
“What? No! Are you crazy? I’d never kill you.”
“I know.”
“Then why…” Nicole trailed off and narrowed her eyes. “Yes, I hate you.”
“Such strong words for little old me.”
“Impossible. You’re impossible.”
“So you keep saying.”
“Because it’s true!”



Chapter 14
an awkward turtle
NICOLE HAD SPENT ALL Monday at work being distracted by her indecision on whether it would be permissible to text E (they’d only exchanged one previous message Sunday night when E had let her know she’d safely arrived back home), or if this would be considered outside the confines of their contract. Then again, they were still in the process of getting to know each other, and they needed to get that right if she wished their ruse to succeed. 
When she thought about it all being a lie, her spirits plummeted, unsure of what caused it. Perhaps she felt guilty over making E, who apparently had a longstanding love affair with the truth, lie to her family. Or could it be because she felt more connected to E than to anyone else in such a short time, and she worried that this, too, was just pretense. That only she felt this way and for E it was all just a job? Did she fear that her urge to keep their conversation going would somehow make E uncomfortable?
All that brought her back to the conundrum of contacting E. The only message she’d received from E ended with a, ‘good night. Talk soon,’ which begged the question, when was soon? Did she mean the coming weekend? Should Nicole write her the next day? Today, then. And say what? ‘Hey? How was your day?’ No. That would be lame.
Nicole had to re-read a report about the results of their most recent security update three times before she saw a glaring error, which once more led to a confrontation with Jim Bob. She didn’t worry about E while arguing with her employee, and she counted that as a win. 
Nicole arrived back home after seven o’clock, and she couldn’t decide whether the problems at work or her inability to figure out what to do about E contributed more to her gloomy mood. She hated overthinking with a passion, but she was so very good at it. Nicole scoffed, dropped her bag on the floor in the hallway, and strode to her bathroom to take a long shower.
When she’d finished and set to heat up her dinner, she noticed her phone blinking. She snatched it and smiled when reading E’s message: “Hey you. I hope (won’t say assume because you know…) that you’re home by now and that you had a good day. I’m also happy to report that my Moon and the Stars will be ready for consumption this weekend, though I seem to recall you were a bit of a lightweight. But I guess I can feed you well enough before. Have a good night.” 
And that, Nicole told herself, was how you wrote a not lame message. With a sigh, she rushed to the kitchen, grabbed her dinner out of the fridge and popped it into the microwave. It truly paid off to be prepared. While she waited for her food to warm up, she replied to E, still grinning like an idiot. This couldn’t be a breach of contract, as it didn’t forbid a friendship, just… All right. Don’t think about that. She frowned, then concentrated on her reply. 
“Hi. It’s good to hear from you. I had just gotten out of the shower when you wrote. Today was awful, but it’s already getting better. I’m about to eat, but feel free to write whenever.” She pressed send, hoping her answer didn’t come across as pitiful as she feared.
The microwave chimed, and she rose to get her food. After muttering a curse under her breath when she burned herself, Nicole sat at the kitchen table and took her first bite as her phone beeped again. She put down her fork and picked up her device. E had replied. 
“Enjoy your meal. Sure. I got time to talk. But finish your food first. Then you can tell me all about Jim Bob. I’m sure he had something to do with today being awful.”
Nicole smiled again before frowning, not used to this much smiling in a row, and especially not after the day she’d just had. She needed to contemplate that. But not now. First, she’d finish eating, then she’d pour herself a glass of wine and chat with E.
The rest of the week flew by mostly uneventful aside from a short phone call with her mother, who endlessly gushed about her youngest grandchildren—oh how much she missed their baby phases—and then pointedly switched to asking about Nicole’s mysterious girlfriend. 
Work would leave her frustrated or agitated (they really needed this government contract), but once at home, she’d chat with E and the day would shift, and her strain would ease. Not that she’d ever confess that to E. Some things were better left unsaid, and some boundaries needed to remain uncrossed—thanks to her brilliant idea and the contract. But it served its purpose. 
As much as she enjoyed spending time with E, this wouldn’t go anywhere. Relationships were not worth it, and in the end, you lost the person who meant the world to you (or did at some point), or worse, you were stuck with someone who turned out to be a mere shadow of what you’d hoped. 
Both sounded like terrible options, and she’d prefer neither to happen, and so Nicole decided to settle for being friends with E. At least she hoped they could build something that would endure past their business agreement. 
Come Saturday morning, she drove out to E’s place, abiding by the detailed instructions E had texted her. She’d also asked for Nicole to arrive early (if possible) since she had plans for her. Nicole thought that sounded quite ominous but also intriguing. So, she’d left her place shortly after eight and drove up E’s driveway (how long was that thing?!) right before eleven, after only getting lost once.
E opened the door after the first ring. “Hey! You’ve made it.” She hugged Nicole, whose eyes widened before she smiled and squeezed E closer for a second. 
Nicole released E and stepped back. “Yes, you give great instructions.” She cleared her throat when she noticed E’s eyes sparkle with mischief. She needed to be more mindful of what she said. 
“I’ll keep that in mind. Come on in.” E motioned for Nicole to enter before leading her through her hallway and into the kitchen. “Are you hungry? I prepped most items for dinner tonight, but I have leftover lasagna from last night.”
“I’ll take you up on that in maybe an hour or so. I’m still fine. I’d not refuse a cup of coffee, though.”
“A woman after my heart. The coffee, not the eating bit, though you’ll eat later.” E shook her head and busied herself with her coffee machine.
Nicole’s eyes widened. This was the first time she’d seen E nervous. “Are you all right?”
E spun around and stuffed her hands into her pants pockets. “What? Oh, yes. Sure. I’m fine. Just…” She sighed. “It’s been a while since I’ve had guests over.”
“Didn’t you say that you’re friendly with your neighbors? Not that they’re close by or anything, because when I think of neighbors, it’s more… closer.” What on earth? Nicole refrained from rolling her eyes.
“We get along and help each other, sure. There are regular bonfires and such, but it’s not… I generally live a solitary life.”
“I hope I’m not making you uncomfortable by being here. I could—”
“No, no! You don’t. This is on me, so… Please ignore me for the next half hour and I’ll settle down.” She handed Nicole a cup of coffee.
“All right. Though by ignoring, I hope you mean letting this go, not actively ignoring you.”
E smiled. “Yes.”
“Thank you. Why didn’t I get to choose the coffee? Your machine’s quite impressive, too.”
“Because I know what you want.”
Nicole swallowed hard and dipped her head. Doing so caused her the catch a whiff of the coffee’s aroma. Her head snapped back up and her eyes widened. “Is that? Oh, my God.” She blew at the liquid and drank a small sip. Nicole closed her eyes as the smooth flavor of dark chocolate burst on her tongue. “How did you find the double dark mocha coffee? I’ve been looking for almost a year!”
“I’ll never tell. I must keep some secrets. How else will I entice you to come back here?”
Nicole stared at E in wonder, unable to prevent the warmth that spread through her. She didn't seem to be the only one affected by this budding friendship and interested in maintaining it. “I wouldn’t worry about that.”
E ducked her head. “That’s good to know.” She picked up her own mug. “Do you want to see the house and the farm or save that for later, after lunch, I mean?”
“No. Let’s do it now. I’d like to walk for a bit after the drive. The house first?”
E nodded, and together they toured her house.
Nicole found E’s home charming, as rustic and cozy as she’d expected based on what she had learned about E. She had especially fallen in love with the living room, and no, not because of the beige walls—but due to the collage of pictures from E’s life adorning one side. She hadn’t been able to study the images as closely as she’d like, but planned to rectify that eventually. Also, the couch looked like it would provide the best sleep of your life. They settled there after refilling their cups with fresh coffee. 
Nicole still couldn’t believe that E had procured the double dark mocha coffee, and so quickly. She’d somehow wrestle the secret of how she’d managed that out of her. Perhaps once they were indulging in the Moon and Stars later. 
“I hope you got plenty of sleep last night,” E said, tearing Nicole out of her thoughts.
“I slept well. Are you going to share your plans?”
“Good. Well, we’ll have lunch in a bit, then I’ll show you the farm, and at the end, you’ll help me fill a few bottles with my moonshine. After, you can watch me cook dinner, we eat, watch a movie, or two, and get drunk.”
Nicole chuckled. “That’s a lot for one day.”
“Hence why I wanted you here early. Also, we can see if you’ve missed a few pages in your folder.”
“Excuse me?”
“We gotta make sure we’re prepared, especially since we only got one more meeting before going home to meet the parents.”
“Right.” Nicole said with a sigh. They wouldn’t see each other again until right before Thanksgiving. 
“Let’s make the most of it, shall we?” E smiled.



Chapter 15
of names and revelations
WHILE E KNEW MANY people and excelled at interacting with others, even strangers, she had very few close friends. She loved too easily, and yet she worried about getting attached to others, for they all left her one way or another. She enjoyed her solitude, and she’d always dreamed of owning a farm in the middle of nowhere. As such, she wouldn’t consider her reluctance to allow people close an escape mechanism, but it still served that purpose. 
She’d always wrestled with the conflict between her laid-back nature, and her desire to isolate herself. E seemed to put people at ease and often made others feel so comfortable around her that she had difficulties maintaining distance. Her temperament and life experiences clashed, and the result left her weary at times. Perhaps because a part of her was lonelier than she had ever admitted before.
When she’d told Seren that she’d grown sick of being alone, of shying away from close connections, she’d meant it. But that required dismantling old, ingrained habits, and as such, much easier in theory than application. She supposed life worked like that in general. She hadn’t really known where to start, especially since her first focus had been entirely on rebuilding the barn and repairing her property after the goons of the Orion Syndicate had taken out their anger on the inanimate objects left after they’d all escaped from their clutches.
Then came Nicole, who at first only seemed like a potentially attractive one-night stand, but then things changed when she had looked so distraught, and as usual, E’s helper-syndrome had kicked in. She’d convinced herself early on that she’d only help relieve Nicole’s distress and even more so, get the money to inch closer to her distillery. Once more, theory and reality failed to be compatible. 
Perhaps this would always be the story of her life. She’d gotten to know Nicole and had been swept away by their burgeoning relationship, and as such, she’d stumbled into the connection she’d been looking for without knowing where to find it or even search for it. 
Yet reality, being the bitch she so often was, complicated things, and E had to fight the urge to flee to avoid losing again. If she didn’t draw too close, then a loss could morph into a change of direction instead.
The problem? She could only fool herself for so long, but what other option existed? She’d signed a contract. Sure, she didn’t doubt that Nicole would let her go if E asked, but it wouldn't work because, for the first time, E’s desire to stay ran stronger than her compulsion to escape. Hopefully, things would work out and she’d gain a friend. Progress, right?
They’d finished lunch and were ready to head outside when E had an impulse. She halted Nicole by grasping her arm. “Hey. Wait a sec.”
“What is it? Are you OK?” Nicole turned toward E, distracting her with the concern written across her features. 
“Yeah, yeah. I just…” She cleared her throat. “Grace.”
“What?”
E scuffed the sole of her shoe against the wooden floor. “My middle name is Grace.” 
“Oh. That’s… Thank you.”
E waved her off. “It’s fine.”
Nicole smiled. “Grace isn’t a bad name.”
“It’s not, but it doesn’t fit me. I was named after both my grandmothers, and well, neither name works. Besides, I grew up with the grandma who shares my first name, and it was weird, both of us having the same name. I was always just E.” She shrugged. 
“That makes sense. Come on now.” Nicole tugged at E’s arm. “Show me your farm and the Moon and the Stars. I hope it’s not too strong. I rarely drink liquor.”
“You’ll be fine. We can switch to wine or beer later. I just want you to try it.”
“OK.”
They left the house, and E guided her toward the barn. “It’s about a five-minute walk to the barn, but that’s still where I brew alcohol.”
“What made you start that?”
“The moonshine?”
“Yes,” Nicole said.
“Once again, my grandmother.”
“The history buff was also a bootlegger?”
“Yup. The best damn one in the South, if I may say so. I still use her main recipe, though I’ve tweaked it a bit.”
“Wow.”
E sighed as memories she’d rarely revisited flooded her brain. “She was one hell of a lady.”
“Has she been gone long?”
“Since my early twenties.”
“I’m sorry.” Nicole clasped E’s hand and squeezed it before letting go. 
“It’s all right. Been a long time. Almost your entire life.”
“Hey!” Nicole slapped E’s upper arm playfully.
“You want to know something funny?”
“Am I about to hear more of the dumb laws of various states or other random facts you’ve learned with Parker?”
E laughed, oddly touched that Nicole had remembered her nephew’s name. “I’m full of random facts, but no. My grandma was born on the day prohibition started in the United States.”
Nicole halted and glanced at E. “Are you serious?”
“Yes.”
Nicole chuckled. “I suppose she was born a moonshiner, then. Did she enjoy defying the law? Is that perhaps a family trait?”
E grinned. “Wouldn’t you like to know?”
“I would, yes. I mean, that is something a girlfriend should know about.”
“Are you asking if I’m a criminal?”
“No.” Nicole shook her head. “Yes, actually. I am.”
“Don’t you think this was something you should’ve covered in your interview? You only asked about drugs and gambling there, and now you’re concerned about any potential criminal tendencies?” 
“I suppose, but that was before I knew you come from a long line of people who are quite flexible with the law.”
“To be fair, alcohol’s no longer illegal, and my grandma didn’t make any while prohibition was the law of the land. Only her daddy did.” E grinned.
“Oh, God, that family trait goes back even farther!”
“You’re silly.”
“No, I believe you’ll find that is one of your characteristics.”
“I think I prefer impossible,” E said.
“Once again, you can be more than one thing at a time.”
“Just not a criminal.”
“Well, I suppose that depends on the crime. You’re not, by any chance, a serial killer? Or are you involved with the mob?”
E halted, and Nicole came to a stop next to her.
“You are? What? Which one?”
E narrowed her eyes. “I’m not a serial killer.”
“That’s reassuring, but… the mob?”
“Define involved?”
“You’re joking.”
E rubbed the back of her neck. Why had she even reacted like that? Why was she incapable of lying, and what did it mean that she’d agreed to lie to help Nicole? “I’m not directly connected to the mob.”
Nicole’s hands found her hips. “How is someone indirectly associated with the mafia?”
“By dating someone who turns out to be in the mob?”
Nicole opened, then closed her mouth before shaking her head. “Are you talking about… You don’t mean your various flings, do you? Seren is in the mob? What about Parker?”
E smiled. “For the record, you always make it sound like I’ve had a million flings, and—”
“You’re fifty.”
E raised her eyebrows. “And?”
“Your last serious relationship ended when you were in your early twenties, so that’s over twenty-five years ago. Even if you just had one fling a year, then—”
“I can do the math. And no. My number is way below that.” E crossed her arms. 
“I didn’t mean to offend you. I don’t care how many women you’ve been with.”
E groaned. “Never mind. I tried to distract from the thing with Seren, and it backfired.”
“Why did you want to distract me from that? It’s not likely I’d forget such a revelation.”
“Remember when I told you about my barn, arson, and how those were not my secrets to share?”
“Oh.” 
“Yes. So, there’s stuff I can’t fully talk about because there are… ongoing legal proceedings, and—”
Nicole’s lips parted. “The trial against the Orion Syndicate? That’s the organization Seren belongs to?”
“She didn’t belong to it. She ran it.”
“Excuse me?”
E covered her face with her hands. She sucked at lying. If this was how she was going to perform in front of Nicole’s family, they were screwed. 



Chapter 16
a question of focus
NICOLE COULDN’T TELL FOR sure if she experienced whiplash or if you felt like this when your world shifted on its axis. She’d never blame a person for what their partner, or ex-partner, did or didn’t do. Couples weren’t connected at the hip, and Nicole firmly believed in holding people responsible for their own actions. However, E still considered Seren a close friend. She referred to Seren’s son as her nephew. They watched YouTube videos together! Yet, Seren was the head of one of the most notorious crime syndicates in the United States. 
“Does that mean Seren will go to prison?” 
“No.”
“But if she’s in charge, the… Wait, you used past tense, right? You said she ran the Syndicate.”
“Yes, but please, can we drop this? I promise you, once I can, I’ll tell you everything.”
Nicole held E’s gaze, noting how her warm brown eyes practically pleaded with her to let this go. She nodded, and they continued their trek to the barn before Nicole once more halted and seized E’s arm. “Wait. I have one last question.”
“OK,” E said, her posture guarded, as if bracing herself for another question she couldn’t answer. She needed to learn that once Nicole said she’d let something go, she did, and this… This had nothing to do with Seren or the damn mob, at least not directly. “Are you still in any danger from them?”
“Huh?”
“They burned down your barn.”
“Oh, right. No. That’s all fine and dealt with. No danger for me or for you, if you were worried about that.”
“I wasn’t.” Nicole frowned. She’d never considered, even for a second, that she could be in any jeopardy by associating with E. 
E held her gaze, and Nicole couldn’t place the emotion that flashed in E’s eyes, but her heart picked up its pace at the sight. 
Nicole rubbed the back of her neck. “Want to keep going?”
“Yes, sure.”
A couple of minutes later, they arrived at the newly finished barn. E opened the door and led Nicole inside.
“It looks great. You don’t see any damage at all.”
E sighed. “Yes, but believe me, it’s been an absolute nightmare. We did most of the work ourselves, me, and my neighbors I mean. It took longer than expected, but we had so many thunderstorms this year that delayed everything. Getting the materials was another headache. So many shipping issues, and on top of that, the price of lumber had gone up to the point that I considered using metal instead,” E joked.
“Oh, wow. But you’re done now, right?”
“Yes, thank goodness.” E pointed toward a large glass container that rested on a table standing against the side wall of the barn. “May I present to you, the Moon and the Stars.”
“OK. So, what now?”
“Now we will fill what’s in there into these bottles.” E opened a cabinet and selected three bottles. “That’ll do for now.”
“That’s all there is to it? You brew it, put it in the big glass container, and then into bottles?”
E gaped, and for a second, Nicole feared she might drop the bottles. “No. Distilling alcohol is a long process. It’s an art, really. And I’ve done all the hard work already. What you see here are already the hearts I’ve collected from the current batch.”
“The hearts? Earlier you made it sound like there was a lot of work left.”
E laughed. “I was messing with you. Yes, the hearts. That’s the roughly thirty percent that you can drink.”
Nicole’s eyes grew wide. “So seventy percent of each volume is wasted? That’s… inefficient.”
“I suppose that offends you?”
“Kind of.”
E smiled. “Not all parts of each brew are drinkable. The worst are the foreshots, which you can never drink. They can contain methanol and hold the earliest evaporating alcohols in your mash water. You need to toss them.”
“What comes next?”
“The heads. You could drink those, but well, you’d have a horrid hangover. They also taste terrible, and they smell like acetone.” She grimaced.
“I take it you’ve tried them?”
“Once, when I was young and stupid. My grandma wasn’t happy.”
“I can imagine.”
“So the foreshots and heads together make up about thirty-five percent of each batch, and yes, you also throw out the heads.”
“That really seems like an awful waste.”
E shrugged. “I never thought of it like that. Most products produce waste, no?”
“I suppose. Go on.”
“Finally, we’re reaching the hearts, and that’s the good stuff. Ethanol, with a smooth and sweet flavor. It’s not easy to figure out the starting or end points of all these parts, and I can’t even tell you how I make these decisions. But practice helps.”
“I trust your word.”
“After the hearts come the tails, and you can either toss them or save them for distilling later, but that’s when the liquid once more loses its sweetness. You often see and feel an oily-top layer on the product.”
“It sounds quite involved. But it’s fun, yes?”
“It is. I find it incredibly relaxing.”
“And this is all the hearts?”
“Yup.” E said and put the bottles on the table before picking up the container.
“Don’t you need a funnel for that? Wouldn’t want to waste any of your precious hearts.”
“Why do I have the impression you’re making fun of me?”
“I’d never! But you’re not the only one who’s allowed to tease.”
E’s eyebrows rose. “Noted.” She returned her attention to the container and filled the bottles in quick succession with the moonshine. 
Nicole was impressed, not by the making of the alcohol—that seemed like too much of a hassle—but E didn’t even look strong enough to hoist that container, yet she handled it effortlessly, almost as if it weighed nothing. She also filled up the bottles fast, without spilling a single drop. 
“And that’s it.” E put the container back down. 
“You’re not getting all of it?”
“Nah. I promised the rest to Tony, one of my neighbors. He’ll be by later tonight to pick it up.”
“Remember when you said that the name Grace doesn’t suit you?”
E tilted her head. “Yes?”
“What you just did, that was quite graceful.”
“All right.” She grabbed the bottles. “Shall we head back?”
Nicole smiled. E seemed to be as awful at accepting compliments as she was. “Yes, of course.” They strode back toward the house, and after a few yards, Nicole bumped into E. “You didn’t need my help for anything in there. Did you just take me there to show off?”
“What? No!” E sounded scandalized by the very notion.
Nicole would have bet E’s cheeks were growing hot. “Either way, it’s quite impressive. Thank you for sharing this with me.” 
“You’re welcome.” E grasped Nicole’s hand.
Nicole ducked her head, and they resumed their walk back to the house. 
Back inside, they freshened up and E suggested they watch a movie before dinner, as Nicole was in such a dire need of a serious education in that field, that waiting any longer was irresponsible, or so E claimed. Nicole didn’t necessarily agree with that assessment, but she felt inclined to indulge E. 
E grabbed a few refreshments, and then they sat in the living room to watch Desert Hearts. 
“When does this take place?” Nicole asked after the first couple of scenes. 
“In the late ‘50s, I think. Something with the law where you could establish residency in Nevada and get a quick divorce.”
“Don’t people usually go to Nevada for fast weddings?”
“For a while now, yes, but I honestly don’t know how that was back then.”
“A random fact you don’t know?”
“Don’t sound so shocked. There’s a lot I don’t know. Don’t trust people who say they know everything.”
“Who should I trust, then?” Nicole caught E’s gaze, trying to ignore the flutter in her belly. 
E stared at her, seeming to be deep in concentration. “I don’t think I’ve figured that out yet.”
Nicole offered a wistful smile. “We’re in the same boat.”
“Let’s hope we won’t capsize.”
“That’s the plan. Besides, isn’t there always a shore somewhere?”
“There is, but how does that help if you can’t swim?”
Nicole grasped E’s hand, once more squeezing it, but when she started to let go, E intertwined their fingers and leaned against Nicole, who struggled to breathe, while E shifted her focus back to the screen.
Nicole’s head told her that this shouldn’t happen, and that she needed to establish some distance. Yes, they needed to act like a couple around her family, but this closeness felt more natural than anything Nicole had ever experienced. It defied her expectations and her mind tried to draw her attention, to make her realize that this proved risky, if not downright dangerous. But her heart, which rarely got to decide, told her mind to shut up and loosen up for once in her life. This could all still fall into the category of friendship. 
Nicole forced herself to relax and return her attention back to the movie. After a few seconds, she frowned. What had she missed? Who was that slimy guy in the casino? She hoped E didn’t plan on quizzing her about the movie later, for she feared she’d fail. She then marveled at how that notion didn’t bother her before denying to herself that she looked forward to E’s teasing comments. The movie. Focus on the goddammed movie. 



Chapter 17
of loss and time
WHILE NOT AN OVERLY tactile person, E still loved physical closeness, though she rarely indulged in it given she often tried to keep her distance from people. At least she blamed her recent lack of physical closeness for seeking it with Nicole while watching Desert Hearts. Though she shifted away a couple of minutes before the kiss in the rain and didn’t return until the very end, which seemed to have mollified Nicole after her earlier, sadly all too adorable frown, when E had put some measure of distance between them. But there was no way she’d lean against Nicole during the hotel room scene.
“I can see why you were appalled that I didn’t know this movie,” Nicole said once the credits rolled. “When did this one come out?”
“In 1985. Before you were born, and when I was twelve.”
“Are we back to age differences? It wasn’t an issue for them in the end.”
“Hmm.”
“What’s your problem with age gap relationships?” Nicole asked.
“I wouldn’t say I have one. I’m just not sure I’d be with someone a lot older than me.”
“Is that your way of saying you like younger women?”
E laughed. “No. I have no preference there.”
“I don’t follow.”
E sighed. “I suppose it all goes back to loss.”
“In what way?”
E clenched her jaw. Was she really going to have that discussion? And sober? “If I were to date a woman who’s, let’s say, fifteen or more years my senior, I’d assume she’d die before me.”
Nicole scrunched up her nose. “But anyone can die before you.”
“Yes, but statistically speaking, and as a friend of logic you should appreciate this, someone who’s significantly older than you is more likely to die before you.”
“True, but again, population trends say nothing about the fate of any one individual.”
“That doesn’t change my… issue.”
“All right. Logic doesn’t always overcome emotion.”
E laughed. “I’m sure you hate that with a passion.”
“Guilty as charged. Still, you realize anyone can die at any point.”
“This isn’t as comforting as you think it is,” E drawled.
“I didn’t mean it as a comfort. It’s a fact, and they are what they are. People don’t enjoy considering or even talking about mortality, and that makes sense. It’s hard to enjoy life when you focus on death.”
“True.”
“Then… Help me out here. Even if you dated someone younger, she could still die before you.”
E released a harsh breath. “I know.”
“But?”
“Fears aren’t rational. And much like with people’s desire to escape discussions about death, we tend to lose ourselves in our illusions, and this is one of mine. It’s reassuring to believe I’ll not outlive someone younger. So for an age gap relationship, I could be with someone younger, well, within reason. I’d not date a twenty-year-old, but I’d be reluctant to allow a relationship to form with someone who is much older than me.”
“I don’t get it. I mean, I understand your logic, but I don’t know. This would make no difference to me.”
“Spoken like someone who hasn’t lived a life full of loss,” E whispered.
“Depends on how you define loss. If you’re talking about people dying, then you’re right. I’ve only lost one of my grandmothers so far.”
E smiled and leaned her head back against the couch. “I’m glad. Not that you lost her, but that you’ve been spared losing people so far.”
“May I ask…” 
“Yes, you may ask me what you wish, though I won’t promise I’ll always be able to answer.”
“Like with your involvement with the Orion Syndicate.”
E groaned. “Yes, that.”
“What happened to your parents?”
E tightened her jaw. She had known this question was coming, but it still felt like a punch. As always, her throat constricted and her heart thrashed in her chest. You’d think she’d be over that by now. 
“Hey,” Nicole husked, taking hold of E’s hand. “We don’t have to talk about this.”
Despite her emotional upheaval about the prospect of sharing this tale, she shuddered at the sound of Nicole’s voice. She hated that she loved her voice. E cleared her throat. “No, it’s fine.”
“If you’re sure.”
E nodded. “My parents died in a car accident when I was seven. They were on their way to pick me up from a sleepover at my grandma’s.” She chuckled, a bitter and hollow sound. “I suppose in a way that sleepover never ended.” She closed her eyes.
“I’m sorry.”
“Me, too. The thing is, I was old enough to remember them, to know them? But I was also too young to hold on to those memories, and so… I’ve spent all my life trying to cling to the fragments of images, sounds, and trinkets that connect me to them, but they keep slipping through my fingers.” She wiped her eyes. 
Nicole leaned against her.
“I don’t remember their voices, and there are no videos of them. Just a few pictures. Most of their pictures were of me, but…”
“Oh,” Nicole breathed. 
“I had no siblings, and my mom was my grandma’s only child. My dad’s parents had died before I was born, and my father’s brother had committed suicide when he was seventeen. So, there was no one else.”
“I’m so sorry.”
“It’s not your fault.”
“I know. I’m sorry you had to go through this.”
“Yes, well. It’s done, isn’t it?”
“I doubt we ever fully get over such losses.”
E released a teary scoff. “No. I’m living proof.”
Nicole sighed. “I think you expect too much of yourself here. It’s a lot for anyone to deal with. And you said you lost your grandmother in your early twenties?”
“Yes. Right after Seren and I… After we split.”
Nicole closed her eyes. “That’s terrible. Both what happened and the timing.”
E shrugged. “Well, not much to do, is there?”
“You can’t change what happened, but you can try to cut yourself some slack. I don’t think we ever stop grieving the loss of a loved one. It changes with time, but the scar remains. Your losses were… plenty and the closest of losses one can experience. It’s not logical to expect to be over it because thirty or more years have passed. Trauma doesn’t work like that.” 
“Yes, but once again, knowing something and implementing said knowledge are two different animals.”
“Indeed, but I also recall you telling me that all we can do is try?”
E laughed. “I’m not sure I like it when you throw my advice back in my face.”
“I believe it, but at least it’s a good one.”
“Hmm. I tend to give good advice.”
Nicole smiled. “Yes, you do.”
E sniffed. “After this sob story, I’m getting kinda hungry.” She glanced at her watch. “It’s close to five. How about I cook now and we eat?”
“Sure. But only if you let me help you.”
“I thought cooking isn’t your strong suit?”
“It’s not, but as I’ve pointed out, I’m good at following directions.”
E blinked rapidly. “So you said.”
Nicole smiled and rose. She held out her hand to E. “Come on. I’m hungry, too.”
E allowed Nicole to pull her up. “Why didn’t you say something earlier?” 
“Right, because I was going to interrupt your emotional moment by announcing I’m hungry. How tactless do you think I am?”
E grinned. “I haven’t decided yet.”
Nicole narrowed her eyes. “Go cook.”
“Yes, ma’am.”
“Please don’t call me that.”
E laughed. “Come on. We got work to do.” 
Nicole shook her head and followed E into the kitchen. 
E acknowledged she enjoyed spending time with Nicole, perhaps a little too much. Again, yes, E got along with all kinds of people, but that didn’t mean such interactions held any big significance for her, or that this terrible, content warmth bloomed in her chest when she spent time with others. Being with Nicole seemed as effortless as breathing. 
She didn’t notice how much time had passed, and everything else on her agenda for the day or the coming day didn’t just lose focus, it was as if nothing else existed, and E could stay in this time and space without missing anything or anyone.
While this meant she didn’t have to worry about convincing others of her attachment to Nicole, it made this entire situation more complicated, not to mention dangerous. However, she’d never been capable of talking herself out of something her feelings embraced and longed for. She knew she’d plunge into this adventure headfirst. Her only hope remained that the pool she headed for wasn’t too shallow, and thus wouldn’t break her neck.



Chapter 18
a sensitive issue
IN THE END, NICOLE helped little since E had everything already prepared and ready to cook, the marinated chicken breast and the sauteed spinach. All that remained was to put it together, add cream cheese and mozzarella before placing it in the oven. She’d even already chopped and seasoned the vegetables, so these went on a baking sheet and were popped into the range. 
“I hope you’re OK with this dish.”
“I love casseroles,” Nicole said. “Though I wish you’d given me something to do as well.”
“How about you brew our next coffee?”
“All right. What are our options?”
E grinned. “Follow me.” She headed for her walk-in pantry and stopped in front of a five-tier shelf filled with opaque containers, each labeled with the name of the coffee beans inside. “Choose what you wish.”
“Wow. That’s impressive!” Nicole read the names of the first row of boxes on the top shelf. “No offense, but aren’t those too high for you? Did you hire a crane to get up there?”
“Ha ha. There’s this innovation called ladders, and you may not have heard of them yet, but they’re quite practical.”
Nicole smiled. “Where do you buy your coffee? This selection is wonderful.”
E preened. “Thank you. While I appreciate the compliment, it sounds more like an effort to figure out how I got your dark chocolate coffee.”
“Perhaps. But I’m truly curious. Some of these are rare and difficult to find.”
“Indeed.”
Nicole pouted. “Come on!”
“A friend of mine owns a coffee shop, and he has access to most sellers’ catalogues. He handles my requests and sometimes even adds little trial packages to my orders. In return, I do his taxes.”
“You’re an accountant?”
“That’s what I studied, yes. I do the taxes of most of my neighbors and friends, but I don’t practice full-time. It would bore me to tears.”
“I believe it.”
E opened a bottle of red wine to let it breathe and they chatted in the kitchen, waiting for the food to be ready. After dinner, E brought out a bottle of the Moon and the Stars and two shot glasses. After filling them, she handed one to Nicole before picking up her own. “Here’s to a fruitful relationship that will give you what you need,” E said, holding up her glass.
Nicole blushed but raised her glass and clanked it against E’s. “Here’s to our adventure and friendship,” she said. 
E smiled and nodded.
They both drank.
E grinned, while Nicole coughed and blinked away tears after downing her shot. “God, this is some potent stuff.”
“Thank you. Do you like the taste, though?”
“I’m a bit distracted by the burn currently.”
“Like I said, lightweight. Weren’t you drinking whiskey when we met?”
“Yes, but that’s rare. The whiskey fit my mood then.”
“Fair enough,” E said. “You’re ready for the next movie lesson?”
“Sure.”
“I’ll make us some popcorn. Wanna bring the wine to the living room?”
Nicole nodded, grabbing both glasses and the bottle. “Meet you there.” Nicole settled on the couch, preoccupied by E’s toast. She sometimes wondered if E said these double entendres on purpose to fluster her—if so, she was quite successful—or if she didn’t notice. She doubted the latter. E was too smart. Even more, she seemed to enjoy teasing Nicole, who couldn’t decide what to do with that. 
“Here you go.” E joined her and handed Nicole the popcorn bowl. “Do you mind sharing, or would you prefer your own?”
“No, no. This is fine.”
“Great.” She sat down next to Nicole and picked up the remote control to start the movie. 
“Better than Chocolate? There’s no such thing,” Nicole said when she saw the title.
“There’s always vanilla,” E replied, popping a handful of popcorn into her mouth.
Nicole snorted. “Dream on.”
By the time the final credits rolled, they’d emptied the bottle of wine, started a new one, ate all the popcorn, and were sitting much closer than how they’d started out. 
“I have questions.”
“Don’t you always,” E said with what Nicole thought looked like a fond smile.
“Well, I’m a curious person.”
“Go on, ask your questions.” 
“First of all, I’d die if anyone from my family ever walked in on me having sex.”
“Amen.”
“But seriously, how many dildos does one person need? And, I don’t know, why didn’t that woman pack them up and store them somewhere else? That way, no house sitter would stumble on them.”
E laughed. “Beats me. Not into that personally, but… She didn’t seem bothered by any of it.”
Nicole glanced at E, filing that information away for later. “No, and I’m not saying there’s anything wrong with sex toys, but—”
“How very open-minded of you,” E drawled.
“Oh, hush,” Nicole said, picking up a pillow and hitting E with it.
“Hey! Such brutality.”
“A pillow? As if that hurt.”
“I’m sensitive.”
“Right,” Nicole said with a small smile. “Must be why you have no use for dildos.”
E released a choking sound and placed her glass on the coffee table. 
Nicole worried her lower lip but refrained from slapping her hand over her mouth. What was wrong with her, and when would she learn to drink less in certain situations?
“Is this a conversation you want to have with me?” E asked after a moment of dreadful silence. 
That was the question. The uncensored part of Nicole—the one that rarely got a word in because her rational mind shut it down with an iron fist (when sober)—jumped up and down and screamed, yes! Earlier, she’d have never dreamed of making such a statement, and now, she only heard the rumbling groan of her inhibition, small, and drowned out in the back, yet aware of what would happen next. “Why not?” she rasped, clearing her throat and noting how one of E’s hands balled into a fist before relaxing. 
“I suppose people in a relationship would know these things about each other, but I doubt your family will ask about our… preferences for sex.”
Nicole flushed. “God, no. They’d never. Though Joy’s good for innuendos. You two should get along nicely.”
E laughed. “The baby sister who just got married?”
“Yes.”
“Good to know. You still have to tell me a bit more about your siblings.”
Nicole said. “You’re right. But if you want to continue this discussion, we must stop talking about my family.”
E chuckled. “All right. I have no use for dildos because I rarely enjoy or crave penetration.”
Nicole tightened her jaw, then seized her glass and gulped down a large swallow of wine. Yes, she’d started this, and yes, she’d even pushed forward (twice!) but that didn’t make it any easier. She rarely ever (which should be spelled never) talked about sex or her preferences with anyone. No such discussion happened during her relationship with Rachel, and as for any flings after… There were never a lot of words.
“Are you regretting this discussion already? We can shelve it for another time when you feel braver, or we bury it and never bring it up again.”
She hated the somewhat provocative cadence in E’s voice—as if she knew Nicole’s competitive nature would make it impossible for her to resist such a challenge. She hated it because of the heat it shot through her. Though, surely, she could blame the wine for that, too? Didn’t she usually harp on about the importance of certain illusions? “No, no. I realized I’ve never had such a discussion before.”
E’s eyebrows rose. “Not even with your girlfriend? The one relationship you had?”
“Rachel?” Nicole released a bitter chuckle. “No. That’s not something that would’ve occurred to her, and I suppose I followed along.”
E hummed. 
“Can I ask you a question?”
“We’ve already established you may ask me whatever you wish.”
Nicole blinked rapidly—E confounded her, in a good way, but the startling differences between E and everyone else she’d ever met sometimes hit her like a truck. She felt like a live wire, and while Nicole’s head always spun—her thoughts forever racing, swirling, questioning—around E, she experienced moments when her mind fell utterly silent. “Does your… rejection of such toys only include your personal use or is that something you’re also not keen on with a partner?”
“Are you asking me if I like using a strap-on on my partner?”
Nicole managed not to flush, and she felt the urge to wipe the grin off E’s face, but she could only nod.
“I generally find toys to be too much hassle. The preparation, and afterward you must clean them. I’m not against them, and I’ve used some, but it’s always been a rare event and overall depends on the mood and the situation. And no, I currently don’t own such an item.”
Now Nicole did flush, and she ducked her head. “I wasn’t going to ask that!”
“What about you?”



Chapter 19
of longing and fear
E LOVED HAVING NICOLE in her home, and how comfortable she seemed to be here (unless they were talking about sexual predilections). The day had gone by so fast, yet it didn’t seem as if they’d spent that much time together. She’d been shocked when Nicole brought up sexual preferences. Not because she had much reticence talking about them, but because she’d never expected Nicole to do so since she seemed so strait-laced. 
“I don’t have a lot of experiences with strap-ons. It was definitely all very one-sided. I’ve contemplated being on the receiving end before, but that never happened. I enjoy penetration, but…” Nicole sighed.
E canted her head, remaining silent.
“Most of my sexual experiences have been like this.”
“How so?”
“Rachel was the first person I’ve ever slept with, and… I suppose I’m sometimes a bit in denial about how much that experience has shaped my perception of romantic relationships and sex. I can already tell you I’d not say that to you if I were sober, but—”
“Wait, wait.”
“Yes?”
“Are you sure you want to keep talking about this? I mean, I don’t want you to feel bad tomorrow or regret what you’ve told me. If this is stuff you wouldn’t say sober, then it’s a bad idea to discuss it. I’d loath to take advantage of you, and—”
Nicole smiled and grasped E’s hand. “You’re not.” 
“But—”
“Alcohol won’t make me confess my deepest, darkest secrets. It only loosens the iron grip of my control, and yes, there have been… regrets in the past, but I know this won’t happen here. With you.”
E flushed. “I’m not sure that eases my worries.” And no, she wouldn’t allow her mind to meander down the pathway that featured Nicole and the concept of control, or the surrendering of it.
“You worry too much.”
E snorted. “Now you’re projecting.”
“Perhaps, though I’ve never denied that I worry a lot. But this isn’t it. I trust you, and I want you to know these things. Even if I’m too shy sober to say some of them.”
“All right.” 
“Rachel was mostly concerned with her own pleasure, in life as in bed.”
“She sounds charming.”
Nicole snorted before taking a sip of her wine. “It was fine. I… I never felt comfortable enough around her to lower my guard in some areas, so it worked out.”
E frowned. “How long were you together?”
“A year.”
“Why would you even start a relationship, much less stay for a year with someone if you can’t let your guard down around them?”
“It’s been so long, and I’ve mostly tried to suppress that time. Not the healthiest choice, obviously. But I figure, we all make mistakes when we’re young, and why let it keep influencing you?”
“An interesting theory,” E said. “But honestly, I think you’re full of shit there.”
Nicole’s eyes widened. “That’s… harsh.”
“I don’t mean it that way.” E sighed. “I’m sorry. My filter breaks at times and the result can be challenging for others. But I generally don’t lie to people, and I don’t lie to myself.”
“Yes, your affinity for the truth.” Nicole leaned back against the couch and closed her eyes. 
E took in her red cheeks and the way strands of her auburn hair framed her face. She almost looked like a porcelain doll, and right now, she seemed just as fragile. “I don’t want to hurt your feelings.”
Nicole opened her eyes. “You’re not. I’m not used to such levels of bluntness. My family’s more open than I am. Even so, there’s stuff we don’t discuss.”
“Like why you allowed yourself to be unhappy?”
“That’s the thing, though. I didn’t realize that at the time. I thought that’s how relationships work. You must compromise, and some of these compromises will be painful, but otherwise no relationship will ever succeed.”
“Do you still believe that?”
“Well, I haven’t had another one since Rachel, so I’m not sure. All the women I’ve been with since, they were much like Rachel, engrossed in their own pleasure, and I was more than happy to oblige.” 
“Because it meant they never reached you.” E felt a little breathless at the fiery expression in Nicole’s eyes.
“That’s correct.”
“Since it also ensured you wouldn’t get hurt because they never touched you, at least not in ways that count.”
“In any way, yes.”
“Is this something you’d want, though?” E regretted the words the moment they left her lips, because she doubted she could handle the answer. 
Nicole rolled her lips and seemed to take a moment to contemplate her answer. “I’m torn. As you know, relinquishing control isn’t easy for me, and while alcohol makes it easier, this isn’t a tool I wish to employ, especially not for sex. Seems like a terrible idea.”
“It would be.” 
Nicole nodded. “That said, yes. I’ve considered, or better, tried to imagine what sex would be like with someone who was concerned with my pleasure as well. Someone who’d want that, who’d crave experiencing me letting go, and not because of some… weird fantasy of seeing a control freak yield, but more because they desire to free me of these shackles I…” She pursed her lips.
E didn’t dare make a sound—loath to interrupt Nicole’s train of thought, but also because she feared her voice would betray the rapidly thumping muscle pelting her chest wall.
“I have no idea how it is for other people who have such a relationship with control, and I know most of the time, control is nothing but an illusion. But for me, I suppose it’s both a blessing and a curse. It protects me, but it also imprisons me. This sounds more dramatic than it is.” Nicole released a wry chuckle. 
“You can both fear and long for something at the same time.” 
“I didn’t tell Rachel or these other women that they may not touch me. I just appear to have the tendency to attract women who… never seemed too interested in reciprocating.”
E gritted her teeth, but held her silence, fearing any word from her would break Nicole out of her current state and end this discussion. It was difficult to remain quiet because what Nicole said, her tone, her entire posture, hurt E.
“After a while…” Nicole shrugged. “I don’t know. I seemed to wonder if it’s me? That I’m the reason no one was ever interested in my pleasure. Because at some point, if you experience the same thing with different people, can the problem really lie with them? I am the common denominator here.”
E balled her hands into fists. She loved Nicole’s voice, and it did things to her she sometimes refused to contemplate, but her current wistful timbre made her want to cry. 
“So, to answer your question, yes. I’d love to experience this, but I’ve almost given up on finding anyone who would be interested.”
When E had asked, the answer she’d feared hadn’t been as bad as the reality Nicole had just laid bare. 
“You don’t even know what to say, do you?” Nicole’s voice broke.
E reached out and held Nicole’s hand. “I have too many thoughts, and I need you to really listen to me.” E squeezed her hand, maintaining eye contact. “This isn’t on you. I’m good with numbers, and your sample size can’t have been big enough for such a conclusion to stick.” 
Nicole offered a small smile. “You mean my analysis isn’t statistically significant?” 
“Exactly. Look, yes, you seem to be attracted to shitty women, but even this can be a defense mechanism.”
“In what way?”
“It might be a mixture of protecting yourself and a self-fulfilling prophecy. OK, so if you only hook up with unavailable women, then there’s no chance of getting hurt, right? Because you don’t have to invest in the relationship. Everything will play out exactly how you expect it.”
“You think I wanted to be with women who didn’t want me?”
“No. And they obviously wanted you, but they were also selfish, and not emotionally involved or available. None of these women got to you. You didn’t have to open up for them, and so there was no chance they could hurt you. At the same time, you expected this. You assumed this is how such connections play out, and so you unconsciously attracted women and were attracted to those who’d fulfill your desire to remain safe.”
“What if I don’t wish to be safe anymore, yet nothing changes? Women still have no interest in me.”
E clenched her jaw. A part of her longed to show Nicole the difference, to prove women keen on bringing her pleasure existed, but she couldn’t. She needed to remember the contract, and while E rarely batted an eye about bending and breaking rules, she knew Nicole wouldn’t be as flexible since gray painted little of her world.
Too much depended on her, and E didn’t wish to mess it up. Most of all, though, the thought of being just a one-night stand for Nicole—who had made it quite clear that she had zero interest in a romantic relationship—left her with a hollow, cold feeling she didn’t want to revisit. 
“Then perhaps you aren’t as ready for such a step as you think you are.” 



Chapter 20
a heartfelt wish
NICOLE, EVER THE EARLY riser, strode into the kitchen and made herself a cup of coffee. She was about to sit down at the table when she recalled the picture wall in the living room and her earlier desire to check it out. She padded into the room in question, examining the images while sipping her coffee. 
Nicole assumed the older black woman she saw in many pictures with a young, adorable E was her grandmother. There were images of E with trophies and medals, wearing shorts and a tank top. She never mentioned being on the track team, but then again, they hadn’t talked about their school and college years, aside from the story with Seren.
She shifted her gaze and stopped at the picture of a woman with long dark hair who held a small boy with brown hair against her side. Both smiled at the camera. Were those Seren and Parker?
“Good morning,” E rasped behind her.
Nicole started but managed not to spill her coffee. She smiled and turned around. “Hi.” Her heart rate spiked at E’s sight. While she doubted E minded Nicole looking at her pictures, her nearness brought her back to the previous evening. She’d spent a good portion of last night replaying their last conversation, and she still couldn’t wrap her head around it. 
Nicole had never made it a habit to open up to people, not this fast, not at this level. Every conversation with E seemed to have a depth Nicole rarely encountered, but typically also didn’t dare to venture into.
She had also contemplated E’s words, that she might not be as ready for a genuine relationship as she thought, or better, she only sought out unavailable women so they would fulfil her expectations, and she’d be once more proven correct. Nicole had tossed and turned, and at some point, she’d even punched her pillow in frustration, as if it bore responsibility for her mind’s never-ending chatter. 
She’d always yearned for a close friend, yet also feared it like almost nothing else. Her wall of worries consisted of a variety of concerns, but foremost were two: betrayal of trust, and number two, a fear she’d not yet shared with anyone, dwarfed even her first worry. What if she opened up and the person she trusted, cared about, and thought so highly of, rejected her as soon as they saw her true, raw, unfiltered self? What if she had to watch them turn around and walk away—finding her lacking? 
Nicole had decided it was better not to risk either event, and sadly, the only way to ensure something like that never materialized was to shy away from close friendships. Still, in her heart, she could admit that since she had been a child, when her siblings had joined sports teams and belonged to the popular crowd while she’d sought refuge in academics, she’d ached for just one person to look at her and see more than someone who could tutor them or complete their assignment. 
Even though she had longed for such a type of belonging—a best friend—excelling at school had seemed more urgent than making friendships, especially when everyone expected and assumed her academic success. If she ever had a child, she’d allow no one to label him or her a child prodigy. That, coupled with her fear of rejection, had led to a life devoid of intimate relationships. 
She considered sex a form of intimacy, but she thought it the most overrated one, and while she enjoyed sex, she easily could live without it. True intimacy, to Nicole, meant showing someone your authentic self while seeing them for who they truly were, and both accepted and embraced the other. She’d never experienced that, and standing across from E, she felt inundated with the possibility that this could change, and the notion filled her with both excitement and dread, though it explained her fight to fall asleep last night. 
“Did you sleep well?” E asked when Nicole had merely stood there, holding her gaze.
“I did. How about you?” Her response had been automatic, much like how you replied with ‘fine, thank you,’ when the cashier at the grocery store asked how you were doing—a mere greeting, not a genuine inquiry into your well-being. 
When the words left her lips, pangs of regret overcame her—she didn’t want to lie to E, not even with something as trivial as that, and she knew E’s question had been sincere. 
“It was all right. Alcohol hits me harder nowadays than it used to when I was younger.” E sighed wistfully.
Nicole rolled her eyes. “Once more complaining about your old age? I swear, sometimes you talk as if you’re ready to move into a retirement home.”
E laughed. “I don’t consider myself old, but I’m also not twenty anymore when I could spend all night drinking and wake up at seven and head to my classes like nothing happened.”
Nicole glanced at her watch. “It’s just after eight, so you’re still good, I’d say.”
“Perhaps, but how much use will I be for the rest of the day?”
“I suppose it depends on what your plans are, and whether they contain strenuous activity.”
E raised her eyebrows.
Nicole flushed. E’s habit of making innuendos seemed to rub off on her. Oh, God, what is wrong with you?

E chuckled. “No worries. It’ll just be a lazy Sunday for me.”
“Those are needed.”
E tilted her head. “Yeah. I don’t see you indulging in them too often.”
“Once again, guilty as charged.”
“You might wanna look into that. There are distinct advantages to not being so on edge all the time.”
Nicole couldn’t reply because E’s expression left her speechless. And this shaped up to be the crux of her conundrum: how did you forbid someone access to your innermost self when they seemed to care so much about you? None of this sprung from the contract and related to their fake relationship. E just turned out to be a disgustingly nice and caring person.
She seemed too good to be true, and while Nicole hadn’t anticipated any of this when they had first met or signed the contract, now she feared she had ruined any chances for them to be… whatever they’d have naturally grown into. Would she ever have allowed this, though, or did she only permit their closeness because the contract shielded her?
Now, this barrier stood between them, and she wondered if she’d be graced with E’s friendship when this all ended. She thought E would want it, but what if she didn’t? Would Nicole dare to ask for it, or would that happen by itself? She surely didn’t break any rules by wanting a friendship with E. How could she be so worried about this while also believing E genuinely cared for her? She hated when her emotions made no sense. 
“Are you still with me?”
“Yes,” Nicole croaked. “Habits and all.”
“I understand. I’m not trying to change you or pressure you. I just…” E shrugged her shoulders. “I worry about you.”
Nicole smiled. “I’ve never met anyone like you.”
“Is that a good or a bad thing?”
“Good. Definitely good.”
E’s eyes shone. “I suppose I can live with that.”
Nicole pointed at the wall behind her. “I hope you don’t mind me checking out your pictures.”
“Of course not.” E interlocked their fingers and pulled Nicole toward the wall. “Do you have questions?”
“That’s your grandma?” She pointed at the first picture she’d noticed.
“Yes. I was ten and had just won a spelling bee.”
“Oh, that’s cool.” She’d hated those as a child. “You never told me you’re a runner.”
“There are many things I haven’t told you yet.”
“True, though our conversation last night proved quite… informative.”
E chuckled. “I’m surprised you’re bringing this up sober.”
“Hey! I’m not that bashful.”
“Indeed.” E squeezed Nicole’s hand. “You don’t have to be drunk to ask me things. And I’m not just talking about our contract and the fake dating business. I like you, and… I’d like to… We could keep hanging out after this is over, too. Again, if you want and if this isn’t violating any of your anti-fraternization rules.”
For a second, Nicole wondered if she’d voiced her fears out loud earlier, then she shook her head. “I’d like that. And no, I don’t think we’d be breaking the contract with that.”
“Good. I’m glad. I was worried about our last talk.”
“Which part?” Nicole asked, bracing herself.
“The sex part.”
Nicole’s shoulders relaxed. She’d feared E felt she’d gotten too personal or crossed some kind of boundary with her confession. “No, it’s fine. We never finished the conversation.”
E chuckled. “Ask then.”
“What?”
“You must have something on your mind. So ask.”
“Oh, I don’t. It was just a brief conversation, and then we got off track with all my issues.”
“That wasn’t off track. It naturally went there, and I believe in following conversations to where they lead. I’m glad you shared this with me. That you trusted me like this.”
Nicole closed her eyes, still struggling to fathom how E could always react exactly the right way. “You make it so easy.”
E hummed. 
Trying to alleviate the tension creeping up, she pointed back at the wall. “Is this Seren and Parker?”
“Yeah. It’s from a few years ago when they were here for a week.”
“Parker is a cutie.” 
“He is. Super smart, too.”
“Perhaps I’ll meet them one day.” Nicole surprised herself with those words, but they were sincere. Seren and Parker were so important to E, and she supposed her hope of staying connected with E even after the deal ended shone through. 
“I’d like that.”
Warmth bloomed in Nicole’s chest.



Chapter 21
of (unanswered) questions and doubt
E COULDN’T BELIEVE SHE once more sat in her car driving to Austin. It was Friday afternoon, and they’d agreed she’d spend the night at Nicole’s. The next day, they’d hang out and perhaps go for a walk before driving to the Bass Concert Hall to watch Hadestown. She’d driven to Austin more often within the last month than she usually did in half a year or longer. While she still hated driving, and having Nicole in her home had been wonderful, she had no regrets.
Nicole had been super busy at work since her weekend at E’s, but they had exchanged a few messages most days. E told her about the new batch of moonshine she’d started and how she’d been experimenting with a new flavor, while Nicole told her about her woes at work, but even more so, they exchanged funny and embarrassing childhood memories. 
Like the time E and her friend Andy had found several barrels full of noxious fluid in the woods. Obviously, they’d opened them and then gagged at the fumes before inventing stories about their contents and origins. Andy had been convinced those were liquified batteries. 
E doubted that. The barrels were huge, and no one would dispose of batteries this way. Or when Andy and she had climbed on an outlook hut in the forest and then were too scared to climb down for hours after several of the decaying steps had cracked and splintered on their way up.
Nicole had found neither story particularly amusing and instead had been worried about their health and safety. The barrels alone led to Nicole writing scandalized essays on their recklessness while also ranting about the horrible people who’d dispose of such liquids in the woods where any unsuspecting wanderer could find them. 
In contrast, many of Nicole’s tales had revolved around academics, and while E never commented on it, she always gained the impression that despite growing up with three siblings and supporting parents, Nicole’s childhood sounded hauntingly lonely. Add that to Nicole’s story about the awful pillow-princess Rachel and the rest of her encounters (she didn’t want to call them romances since that never seemed to have been the point), E clenched her jaw whenever her mind so much as approached this topic.
Most of all, she became overtaken by the emotion to… And here things got complicated. E had always been protective of both her own emotional state but also of the people she cared about. It often proved hard to balance the two, but usually she managed, especially the older she got. 
E didn’t believe in self-sacrifice. She’d never make herself miserable to appease another, never mind that any person who cared about her should never want her to be despondent or find such a proposition acceptable—she sure didn’t where others were concerned. 
Once her feelings for another eclipsed the realm of friendship, this entire outlook proved harder to maintain. She hadn’t crossed that line with Nicole yet (finding her attractive didn’t count), but she also didn’t fool herself, and it almost seemed like she was happily skiing down a slope, destined to be one of those unfortunate souls who triggered an avalanche. And while E held no interest in skiing (she preferred her limbs intact), staying away from Nicole turned out to be a true battle. 
Since E didn’t lie to herself—refusing to contemplate a situation also didn’t count—she acknowledged the contract didn’t create this problem. She’d have a hard time steering clear of Nicole regardless, and now needed to redirect these obnoxious impulses to either punch out the people who’d injured Nicole and thus shaped this fragile view of herself—she thought all these women who’d been with Nicole without being overwhelmed by an urgency to drown her in pleasure were insane—and protecting her from further harm. That wasn’t her job, and she needed to let go of such instincts.
She arrived at Nicole’s a few minutes before seven, and her friend opened the door wearing a long, dark blue bathrobe.
“Hi. Come on in. I’m so sorry. I thought I’d be home earlier, but things just… Whatever. Doesn’t matter. I just really needed a shower. Make yourself at home. I’ll be right out.”
“Hey,” E said, stuffing her hands into her pants pockets, stepping inside. “No worries. Take your time.”
Nicole smiled before turning to rush back toward her bedroom, then she halted, once more pivoting to E. “Uh, you can get settled in the guest room if you wish?”
“Oh, sure.” E grasped the handle of the duffle she’d swung over her shoulder. 
“Meet you back here soon.”
E nodded. Once Nicole disappeared, she released a small groan. Why were things so awkward again? She slipped off her shoes.
Later, the odd tension that had put E on edge subsided, and they chatted while eating the Thai food Nicole had ordered. While they mostly talked about inconsequential happenings across their days, it still worked toward easing the strain that had crept in the moment Nicole had opened the door. E wondered if any of this could be related to their last goodbye on the farm.

E accompanied Nicole to her car, a thermos of the double dark mocha coffee in her hand. She handed it to Nicole.
“For me?”
“Uh, yeah. I don’t drink coffee out of a thermos at home,” E said.
“Yes, but it’s your thermos.”
“And my coffee, too!”
“But—”
“Is this the last time we’re seeing each other?”
A small frown marred Nicole’s features. “What?”
E grinned. “You’re adorable. You can return the thermos the next time I come to town if you wish, or you can keep it. I got enough of them.”
“Oh, right. Thank you.”
“Sure. We’re still on for the musical, right? If you can’t, I’ll—”
“No, no! Of course. I’m just… Never mind. Just ignore me.”
E smiled. “You want me to stop worrying, not actively ignore you, correct?” E couldn’t resist throwing Nicole’s words back at her.
Nicole narrowed her eyes. “You’re impossible.”
“So you keep saying, yet you also continue to hang out with me. So… I’d say this says more about you than me.”
Nicole shook her head. “One day, I’ll figure out what to do with you.”
“I can’t wait. Until then, here.” She pressed the thermos into Nicole’s hand. “Drive carefully and let me know you got back home safely.”
“Of course.” Nicole unlocked the car and threw her bag onto the backseat before placing the thermos in the cupholder. 
“Hey. Aren’t you forgetting something?” 
Nicole straightened and turned around. “Oh? What?” 
E stepped closer and enveloped Nicole in a hug. One that lingered. She held on tight, and it took a moment before Nicole, who’d first frozen, returned the embrace.
Nicole’s fingers dug into E’s back, and she pressed her cheek against the crown of E’s head before letting go and clearing her throat. She took another step back, her expression unreadable. “I’ll write later.”
E nodded, frowning as she watched Nicole drive away.

They hadn’t talked about this, because how? E didn’t know if this even bothered Nicole, and if so, what about it had gotten to her? The hug itself, or how Nicole, after a short hesitant second, had leaned into it and almost clung to her? Had E overstepped? But their conversation this evening had been normal and easygoing. Oh, God. Now she was overthinking. Again.
The next morning, they ate breakfast and then ventured on another walk along the nearby hiking trail, even encountering two deer rushing through the thicket. 
“Wanna tell me more about your sisters? The youngest one is Joy, right? I don’t remember the twins’ names.”
“Sure. Yes, Joy’s the baby of the family. She’s eight years younger than me. Amy and Abby are my older sisters. They’re three years older, and both are married. Abby for longer. God, she married her high school sweetheart, Dan, when she was twenty. They have five kids.”
“Wow. That’s… a lot.”
“Tell me about it. I shudder at the thought. But they’re happy.”
“That’s what matters.” 
“Hmm. My sisters were either cheerleaders, Abby and Joy, or, in Amy’s case, she played lacrosse. I was never much into sports. More focused on studying, as you’ve surely noticed already.”
“Indeed.”
“I suppose it was odd. We attended a small school where people knew each other and their families. Everyone expected I’d be much like the twins. Only I wasn’t, and… They weren’t bad students or anything, but their extracurriculars resulted in them being popular and well-known. So, when I came up, it felt as if I failed to meet expectations.”
“Whose expectations?”
“A good question,” Nicole said with a small chuckle. “My parents didn’t care if I played sports. They were more concerned with the big picture, and whether I played sports or joined the yearbook or the mathletes, as long as I was involved in something and held my grades up, they were fine.”
“I’m assuming your grades were never an issue?”
“No. At least not to anyone but me. Sometimes we can’t meet our own expectations, and recently I’ve been wondering if this has been my issue.”
“We’re our harshest critics.”
“Yes, but anyway. My sisters enjoyed the typical school experience you see for popular kids in movies and shows. Joy and I never interacted much at school because of the age difference. After school, the twins went to university. Abby and Dan chose the same college, and like in high school, were inseparable. In their sophomore year, they got married. And by the time graduation rolled around, their first son was born.” 
“What about Amy?”
“Amy got a scholarship for lacrosse at the University of Dallas. She didn’t get married until she was twenty-nine. She met Ben at church. They have one daughter, Emma. She’s eight.”
“Are you close to your nieces and nephews?”
“Reasonably, yes. I love them, and when I’m around, we get along. We play together or I used to read to them a lot. We’d build LEGO’s and whatever else the kids are into.”
“But?”
“I sometimes feel guilty. Like I should spend more time with them, but this would also entail being around my family more, and that’s exhausting.”
“Because of their expectations or yours?”
Nicole smiled. “Catching up, aren’t we?”
E shrugged. “I listen.”
“That you do.” Nicole bumped into her. “I always felt like the fifth wheel, or worse. All these happy couples whenever we get together or do something. It’s…”
“I’m guessing you haven’t brought anyone home to your family?”
“Of course not. For what? Rachel was a disaster, and no one else ever mattered. Look, they’re good people. We’re just very different, and we don’t want the same things in life.”
“You don’t want to be happy?” E asked. She’d asked Nicole that before, but she’d never gotten an answer. At least not one that would’ve satisfied her.
Nicole stopped walking and stared at E. “Do you always go for the jugular, or is this something you reserve especially for me?”
E halted, too. “A little bit of both. I find directness helpful, that way, there are fewer unanswered questions left.”
“Yes, but what if you don’t like the answers?”
E shrugged. “You can always change. No one forces you to accept something that doesn’t work.”
“You make life sound so simple,” Nicole said, her tone wistful.
“It makes for a calmer living. Sometimes, it can help to pretend something’s easy, and with time, it becomes that.”
Nicole shook her head. “I’ve got to remember that method.”
“Please do,” E said, smiling, as they resumed their pace.



Chapter 22
a forgone conclusion
THERE WERE MOMENTS WHEN Nicole wanted to scream. While unsure it would help or change anything, as well as too shy, inhibited, and attached to rules to do this in public (though she’d read about people hailing it as the ultimate stress relief), she really, really wanted to. 
She didn’t understand E or how a person could be this way, and how anyone could expect her to maintain a distance, to adhere to the professional standard she’d set when confronted with this infuriating woman. Perhaps if she’d had any close friends growing up, she wouldn’t feel so overwhelmed by the care, kindness, and affection E showed her. 
And the terrible, awful hug. Prior to this, they’d hugged briefly, once in greeting and once when saying goodbye, but the hug before she’d driven off E’s farm stuck in her mind and replayed at the most inopportune moments. Were lesbians unable to have an intimate friendship with another woman they found attractive? 
Just because she was attracted to someone didn’t mean she had to act on it. She possessed self-control! But they were spending so much time together, and all this added to the emotions that already coursed through her—emotions Nicole didn’t want to have in the first place.
She constantly reminded herself of the true purpose behind these meetings. They had an objective, and nowhere did the goal state: fall for each other. Was this ever the intended outcome of any connection? No, no, don’t get philosophical in the middle of a miniature break-down. 
She’d be fine. She no longer needed to worry she’d lose E’s friendship as soon as this ended—the first awkwardness of yesterday notwithstanding. E wanted to be her friend. Each time Nicole reminded herself of this, her heart slowed down and an unfamiliar sense of contentment spread through her. Even breathing seemed easier. 
Everything would work out. That had been her mantra for today until they exited the concert hall after the musical. She should have done more research on the plot of this infernal musical and insisted on a theater piece or a concert instead. Wait. Not the latter. E didn’t like concerts. 
“Did you like it? You’ve been so quiet,” E asked on their way back to Nicole’s car.
“Oh, it was great. The songs… I liked them.”
“And the story?”
Nicole gritted her teeth. Leave it to E to go there. “It was sad. I suppose the story of Orpheus and Eurydice can’t have a different ending, yet I caught myself hoping for one. Like when you watch a movie about the Titanic and still have the irrational hope the ship won’t sink?”
E chuckled. “The human mind is strange.”
“Agreed.” As they walked, their upper arms touched, but they didn’t interlink their hands. Nicole tried to be mindful of E’s dislike of PDA, and also, not touching allowed her to have room left to breathe around E, which meant she managed to do more than nod and cringe while her rational side blasted its warnings. They’d taken a few pictures together in the concert hall, and while sitting at their seats, to show to Nicole’s family should they ask for something like that.
Though wouldn’t it be weird if they had no other pictures? They should have taken pictures during all of their meetings. She supposed she could always tell her sisters to butt out and say most pictures weren’t suitable for public consumption. She flushed. 
E lightly touched her arm. “Hey, are you all right?” 
Why does she have to be so observant all the time? “Yes, of course.”
“I always wonder why Orpheus turns around,” E said once they were in the car.
“I suppose he’s afraid,” Nicole replied, pulling out of their parking space. 
“Doesn’t matter. Even if you’re afraid, doesn’t mean you need to be stupid.”
Nicole chuckled. “Aren’t we all sometimes?”
“Who are you and what have you done with Nicole Summers?”
“Hey!”
“Are you seriously admitting such a flaw?”
Nicole snorted. “I have plenty of flaws.”
“Naturally, but you know what I mean here. Have you ever done something stupid?”
“I’ve been alive for thirty-five years. Of course I’ve done stupid things.”
“Hmm, perhaps. But you see, I suspect if you told another about what you consider stupid mistakes, or even,” E lowered her voice, “transgressions,” she added, and Nicole glanced at her for a second and saw the grin she expected to find. 
“Then?”
“Well, I don’t believe a bystander would classify your examples as stupidity.”
“You think too highly of me.”
“We can agree to disagree here. But let’s go back to good, old Orpheus.”
“Yes, please.”
“We aren’t forgetting about you. That part of the discussion is only shelved for later.”
“Of course,” Nicole groused.
“All right. So, he has one job, right? Play the damn song and don’t turn around until you’re all out. How hard can that be? You’d think getting to the Underworld is the tough part. But no, this idiot turns leaving into an ordeal.”
Nicole chuckled.
“What? Are you disagreeing with me?”
“No. Yes. Oh, I don’t know.”
“I require more context to follow,” E drawled.
“Yes, he only needs to keep playing and not turn around, but it also requires him to trust in Hades’ word. I’m not sure you can argue Hades is trustworthy.”
“Trust is irrelevant.”
Nicole’s head whipped toward E. “Excuse me?” Then she snapped her attention back to the road. 
“Here’s the thing: none of this matters.”
“I’m not sure I follow.”
“That’s because you didn’t let me finish.” E smiled. “OK, so Hades makes two demands, one, keep playing. And two, don’t turn around. Now, if Orpheus isn’t dumber than a sack of rocks, and that’s an insult to rocks if you ask me, then he’d do exactly that, even after they’re free. Keep on walking and playing. Maybe even half a mile longer once they’re out. If Hades speaks the truth, you just made sure you win, and you’re reunited with your love.”
“But what if he lied?”
“Then you’ll turn around, outside of the Underworld, and she’s not there.”
“See?”
“No. I don’t. Because, like I said, this is all irrelevant. Orpheus never influences what Hades will do. He only ever controls his own actions, and nothing else. He has one job, and yet he fails.”
“Yes, but—”
“No. There are no buts. It doesn’t matter if he trusts Hades or not. The outcome will always be the same. If Hades lies, Orpheus loses Eurydice, no matter what he does. But if Hades speaks the truth and Orpheus fails, then he’s the reason Eurydice must return to the Underworld. His own actions determine everything inside his control.”
“But Orpheus’ actions don’t influence what Hades does.”
“No, but you can never control another’s actions, only your own. And you see, his trust in Hades is irrelevant because there are only two outcomes: free or lose Eurydice, right?”
“Yes.”
“And Orpheus only has to follow two conditions: keep playing and don’t look back before exiting the Underworld. If he drops his side of the bargain, he loses. If Hades lies, he loses. The only way to win is to keep up his end of the deal. The rest isn’t up to him.”
“You’re right, but—”
“Wait!” 
“What? Is something wrong?”
“No. I just want to savor the moment where you said I’m right before you destroy my bliss again.”
Nicole glowered. “Has anyone ever told you that you’re impossible?”
“Yes. In fact, you say this every time we meet. Why do I keep hanging out with you again?”
“Because I’m charming, and usually right.”
E laughed. “That must be it.”
“You’re correct. Orpheus has no way to control Hades’ actions, so yes, this part is outside of his hands. But sometimes, something seems too good to be true, and we question whether it can be real, especially if it requires believing in the promise of another.”
“I get that. But perhaps sometimes you need to let go, and trust your own actions are enough, no matter the outcome.”
“It’s that easy?”
“Yes.” 
“I wish I had your confidence.”
E sighed. “It’s a gift.”
Nicole snorted. “I don’t know what to do with you.”
“You keep saying that, too. Maybe if we keep hanging out, you’ll figure it out one day. But you shouldn’t say that around your family because they’ll think you’re making a sexual innuendo.”
“What?” Nicole sat straighter, barely refraining from slamming her foot onto the brake. “Not true! That saying isn’t a sexual innuendo.”
E leaned closer. “I didn’t say it was. Just most people would read it like this if it’s uttered between a couple, especially one who’s still in their honeymoon phase, which we technically are.”
Nicole groaned. “You’re right. My sisters, especially Joy, would see it like that and tease me mercilessly.”
“Wow. Twice in one night! I need to note this in my calendar.”
“Oh, hush you. And don’t get used to it.”
“Wouldn’t dream of it,” E said and interlocked their hands.



Chapter 23
of love and suffocation
ONCE AGAIN, E FOUND herself in a car, but at least she didn’t have to drive as Nicole had taken on the wheel, and this trip would last only half an hour longer than her regular drive to Austin. Still, she didn’t enjoy long car rides, and yes, E belonged to the crowd of people who considered a three-hour drive (that always assumed perfect driving conditions and thus took longer in reality) a long drive. 
Wednesday morning saw them heading to Dallas to spend Thanksgiving at the Summers’ residence. She’d arrived at Nicole’s the previous night and had slept in the guest room since they wanted to leave early. Each had a thermos of coffee in their cup holder—with no further mention, Nicole had kept E’s thermos and brought it along for this trip as well.
“Why don’t you like driving? Does riding in a car bother you as well?” Nicole asked half an hour into the trip.
“Not as much as when I drive myself. I got into a car crash in my early thirties. Didn’t drive at all for almost two years after.”
“Oh, wow. I’m sorry. That must have been a bad accident.”
E shrugged. “It wasn’t pretty. Not your fault, but yeah. I get what you mean. Thank you.”
“What got you back to driving?”
“Necessity. I love my farm and back then, I’d just moved to it. So, staying mostly home wasn’t an issue, but I don’t like to rely on others. For sure not like I needed to when I refused to drive. You’ve seen where I live.”
“I’m actually surprised you got around for nearly two years without driving.”
“It wasn’t easy. And at some point, I just had enough.” She sighed. “I’m OK with it now, but I prefer not to drive long distances if possible.”
“All those times you came to Austin. I’m sorry. We should’ve just always hung out at your place.”
“It’s fine. I’d have said something if it was truly an issue.”
“Still. Our next meetings will be at the farm.”
E chuckled. “I’d say our next few days will be in Dallas. At your parents’.”
Nicole groaned. “Don’t remind me. I obviously meant after.”
“It can’t be that bad, but yeah, we gotta prep for Christmas.”
Nicole sighed. “It’s not bad in the original sense of the word.”
“What other sense is there?”
“You know, when someone has good intentions, they love you and all that, but their presence still suffocates you?”
E frowned. She didn’t think she’d ever encountered such a situation. “Not really.”
Nicole tapped her fingers on the steering wheel. “They mean well. Like I said, I love them, but I don’t necessarily always enjoy being around them because it brings up too much… baggage.”
“Do they know that?”
“Of course not! Are you crazy?”
“Not to my knowledge, but would I know if I were?”
Nicole smiled. “I can’t tell them because doing so would hurt them.”
“So, you prefer being hurt instead?”
“I didn’t say that. Ideally, no one gets hurt, but this is on me. They’re not really doing anything wrong. It’s not their fault that I’m… the way I am.”
“There’s nothing wrong with you.”
“Yes, yes. I don’t mean it like I’m defective or anything, but I don’t always fit. I’ve told you that. I don’t live up to their expectations or hopes or whatever. And while they don’t outright say it, I can read between the lines.”
“That’s always an awful idea.”
“What?”
“Trying to read between the lines. You’re different people. Yes, you’re family, but miscommunication happens even when people are talking. If you just go about assuming you know what they think or feel…” E shook her head. “You end up projecting your own worries and ideas on the other.”
“What’s the alternative?”
“You could talk about it.”
Nicole huffed. “Besides that.”
E laughed. “And you call me impossible. Talking’s the easiest way to prevent or resolve conflict.”
“Why are there wars, then?”
“I said it was the easiest way, not that people are good at it or even make use of it as often as they should. We’re also talking about individuals here, not groups or, worse, nations.”
Nicole grumbled. “You have an answer for everything.”
“Just wait until you reach my age,” E said, grinning. 
“I’d hit you if I weren’t driving right now.”
“I’ll be sure to keep my distance once we’re at your parents’.”
Nicole chuckled. “That would defeat the entire purpose of this trip.”
“Oh, snap. Wait, I thought I was tagging along to enjoy your dad’s cooking. Was there anything else you wanted from me?”
Nicole rolled her eyes.
Driving up the driveway, E took in Nicole’s family home. Catherine and Robert Summers lived in a beautiful contemporary two-story stucco home that featured a larger front and backyard than E expected to find in a Dallas suburb. Both parents greeted them with hugs and smiles before ushering them inside. E was relieved that they were the first to arrive—Catherine blamed the lateness of her other daughters on Joy’s inability to be on time for anything, while the twins at least had to deal with the ‘woes of traveling with children.’ 
She gave Nicole a pointed look. E couldn’t tell if this signified a warning against having children, or a reminder that she wanted another grandchild, but given all Nicole had told her, she suspected the latter.
Personally, E thought six grandchildren should be more than enough, but what did she know? Growing up without siblings or cousins, followed by her only exposure to children being the neighbors’ kids and Seren’s son, made her the wrong person to ask about how many children were enough. 
Eventually, Nicole grabbed her hand and pulled her toward their room. “Are you all right?” she asked as soon as the door fell shut behind them.
“Why wouldn’t I be?”
“They can be… a lot.”
“They just missed you. I thought they were sweet.”
Nicole held her gaze as if measuring if she was joking or even lying, then, when apparently convinced, nodded, and said, “Great. That’s good,” with an almost breathless sigh. 
What had E missed? Had there been some weird secret conversation going on that had flown right over her head?
“All right. Let’s unpack and freshen up before we dare return to the lion’s den.”
“Unpack? I usually just live out of my bag.”
“You what? That’s… barbaric.”
E’s eyes widened before she laughed out loud. “You’re so scandalized!”
“Unpack, you heathen.” Nicole opened her bag she’d placed on the bed and removed her clothes to put them into the top drawer of the dresser.
“Yes, ma’am.” E mock saluted, opening her duffle. 
Nicole glared at her, to which E offered a sheepish smile. 
They headed to the kitchen afterward where Catherine handed them both a glass of sweet tea, which they accepted before sitting on the stools in front of the island. 
“How long have you been together again?” Catherine asked. “Nicole was a bit cagey with the details when she first told us.”
Nicole threw a quick, exasperated glance at E. 
“Since September fifteenth,” E said between sips. They had settled on an easy date to remember, something not too long after Joy’s wedding. Nicole had said her parents had been surprised when she’d announced she would bring her girlfriend, though E didn’t understand why that had come as a shock to Nicole, given that she generally was less than forthcoming about any details on her love life. Either way, Nicole couldn’t have shared more with them then since she’d told her family shortly after they’d signed the contract, so they hadn’t known much about each other yet.
“It’s about time, dear. You’ve been alone for too long,” Catherine said. “It’s truly nice to meet you.” She smiled at E.
“Honey, I see that glint in your eyes. It’s too early to interrogate E. Let it go. You don’t want her to run for the hills,” Robert said. 
“I wasn’t!” Catherine protested. “Some things are just good to know, like her attitude toward marriage and children.”
“Mm-hmm,” Robert said and turned to E. “There’s no need to answer any of that. It’s obviously between you and Nicole.”
“It’s fine. And I wouldn’t run. No worries,” E said. 
“I believe that,” Robert replied. “I got a good feeling about this one, Nic,” he said, smiling at his daughter, who flushed and dipped her head. 
E chuckled. 
The doorbell rang. “Oh, that must be Joy and Marcus!” Robert rushed toward the door. 
“Is he still crazy about Marcus? He’s already claimed him for his team tomorrow, no?”
“You bet,” Catherine said. 
“Joy sometimes says if she hadn’t married Marcus, Dad would have,” Nicole whispered to E.
E snorted. So far, she felt both welcomed and at ease with the Summers,’ though she’d also picked up on the strain between Nicole and her mother, and as she expected, marriage and kids seemed to be behind it. She’d keep an eye on that.
“Come on. Let’s go say hi,” Nicole said, putting her glass back down before sliding off her seat. She held out her hand for E, who clasped it and followed Nicole out of the kitchen and into the living room. 
Nicole hugged both Joy and Marcus, and before E could get a word in, Robert was already deep in conversation with his son-in-law. 
Joy rolled her eyes and stepped up to E. “Hello. I’m Joy, Nicole’s baby sister. It’s good to meet you,” she said, and immediately wrapped E in a hug and squeezed her tight. “I’m so glad Nicole has brought you home to us. You must be quite someone,” she whispered into E’s ear.
“Hi. Nice to meet you, too,” E replied, smiling at Joy, who looked like a carbon copy of her older sister, except that she was closer to E’s height than Nicole’s.
“All right, since Marcus will be busy with Dad for a while, how about we sit down, and you guys tell me all about you? I’m dying to learn how you met, and how E convinced you to give up the single life.”
“How about you settle in first?” Nicole suggested.
“You act like this isn’t home,” Joy said, laughing. “I’ll just bring my bag to my room, then I’ll be back. Don’t go anywhere.” She smiled and rushed off. 
“And so it begins,” Nicole muttered. 
E chuckled, squeezing Nicole’s hand and pulling her close. “It’ll be fine. You worry too much.” She pressed a lingering kiss on Nicole’s cheek and smiled against her blush. 



Chapter 24
a daunting endeavor 
NICOLE WAS USUALLY MORE stressed in her parents’ home, with or without her siblings present. She couldn’t decide if she should blame E for being, well, E for her current more relaxed state of mind or if it came down to the roles they played and how being a part of a couple spared her disappointed and sad glances throughout most interactions. 
Their conversation with Joy had been fun—her sister had caught them up on married life and how she hardly saw Marcus whenever they visited the Summers’ residence. Her parents, well, her family were huge college football fans, and Marcus had played for the family’s favorite team, the Texas Longhorns. When Robert had asked Joy if Marcus Johnson was by any chance the Marcus Johnson of the Texas Longhorns, he’d gotten all misty eyed when she’d said yes. Marcus turned from a player he’d rooted for into the son he’d always dreamed of. 
E had been in stitches, laughing so hard at Joy’s stories, and Nicole had mostly sat there, staring at E in wonder, marveling at her openness, and how effortlessly she seemed to connect with her family. After the twins had arrived, eerily one right after the other, as if planned (it hadn’t been), her mother had joined them all and it sometimes seemed—had an onlooker been observing them—as if E fit better into her family than she did, yet Nicole didn’t feel like an outsider as she usually did. She’d enjoyed leaning back and watching them all interact. 
Later that night, when they prepared for bed, Nicole fretted about sharing a bed. It was queen-sized, so large enough for the two of them with no fear of crowding the other. Even though she had shared a bed with another woman, it had been a while, and so suddenly she was drowning in worries—what if she hogged the blanket? What if she sprawled across the mattress and E had no space left? What if she talked in her sleep? Nicole paled. This had been a terrible idea. She must have lost her mind.
“Hey, what’s up?” E asked, rubbing lotion on her arms. 
“Nothing. Why?”
“That’s not nothing face. You got something face.”
“How eloquent.”
E smiled. “I do what I can. So?”
Nicole sighed and settled on the bed. “It just hit me, what we’re doing here, and what it means. Not so much for my family, but for you and me.”
“What does it mean for us?” E squeezed out more ointment and sat on her side of the bed, spreading it over her legs. 
“We must sleep in the same bed.”
E raised her head and held Nicole’s gaze. “That’s what a couple would do, right?”
“Yes, of course.”
“Though we aren’t married. In some families, they’d have shipped me off to the guest room.”
Nicole chuckled. “This house is big, but there aren’t enough beds for that.”
“Would they’ve done it otherwise? Your parents didn’t seem scandalized about us sharing a room.”
“I’m a little too old for that.”
“I’d say. You’re practically ancient.”
“Hey!” 
“Was that all?”
Nicole closed her eyes. Of course E wouldn’t just drop it. She seemed like a bloodhound, intent on sniffing out all of Nicole’s darkness—her weak points.
“You always do that.”
Nicole blinked rapidly and found E’s gaze. “Hmm?”
“You close your eyes a lot. As if you need to shut out the world to think, or perhaps like you want to shield yourself from the world. That’s more it, isn’t it?” E tilted her head. 
Nicole pressed her tongue against her teeth. “I can’t give away all my secrets.”
“They’re safe with me.”
“I don’t doubt that.”
E nodded. “Good. Though please, don’t ever feel like you must share anything with me. I want to know you, aside from all this here, but I only want the parts you’re willing to give.”
Nicole dipped her head, avoiding closing her eyes once more. E’s guess had been too close to the target, and her words disarmed Nicole effortlessly. Again. As daunting as this seemed, an odd excitement ignited her every nerve end at the realization that she didn’t want to be closed off from E. “I appreciate that. More than I can express.”
“It’s not a sacrifice.”
“That’s… I’m glad.”
E laughed. “You’re an odd one, Ms. Summers. But I’ll figure you out one day.”
“And then?”
E shrugged. “It’ll give me better ammunition to tease you.”
“As if you don’t do that enough already.”
“I’d be even more effective.”
Nicole pursed her lips. 
“What?”
“What if you figure me out, and… it’s not all that? You know, how we sometimes like to solve a mystery, but once we get there, we’re disappointed or bored.”
“You aren’t an enigma I’m trying to unravel, Nicole. I find you intriguing, but not to where I’d be in pursuit of your secrets. I’ve told you before, I don’t need for you to be or do something for me to like you.”
“Yes, but—”
“I won’t find you lacking.”
Nicole bit her lower lip. 
E reached out and squeezed Nicole’s thigh. “I don’t think you have any idea how others perceive you.”
Nicole placed her hand on top of E’s. “What do you mean?”
“Now you want all my secrets.”
“That’s not fair! You can’t say something I don’t understand and then change the subject!”
“How rude! To leave you in this state of unknown?”
“Exactly.”
E intertwined their fingers. “I like you.”
Nicole smiled. “I like you, too.”
“Your perception is crooked.”
“I have perfect vision.”
E chuckled. “You know what I mean.”
“Not really. I don’t want to make assumptions and then have them blow up in my face. We’ve talked about that already. Besides, my assumptions are usually—” 
“Terrible.”
Nicole hummed. 
“Look, I don’t know all your past, or what exactly has shaped you into who you are today, but when I hear you talk, or the worries you have, I often feel like your vision of yourself is distorted. You’ve been to a fair?”
“Of course.”
E smiled. “Did you ever enter one of those mirror rooms where you see yourself really tall or small, or super skinny or big?”
Nicole nodded. 
“I’m not trying to say you have body image issues, but you underestimate your own appeal, and this isn’t a euphemism for saying you’re hot. Not that you’re not attractive.” E sighed. “I’m talking about who you are, as a person.”
Nicole didn’t know what to say to that. She never… She had never hated herself, and indeed, she’d never suffered from body image issues. She felt perfectly content with her body. She took care of herself, exercised, tried to eat healthy. Sure, she didn’t get as much sleep as she should, but overall, she tried to live a healthy physical life. At the same time, she’d never done much for or been very considerate of her… mind? Her soul?
“Did I overstep?”
“No, no. I’ve no idea what to say.”
“You could agree with me.”
A small smile tugged at Nicole’s lips. “Your head will get too big, and one day, you’ll float away. Then what?”
E narrowed her eyes. “Are you saying I got a big head?”
“What?”
“Don’t look so scared. I’m messing with you.”
Nicole flicked her thumb against E’s index finger. 
“Hey!”
“As if that hurt.”
“It’s the intent that smarts.”
Nicole shook her head. 
“I mean it, though. You’re… wonderful, and you don’t seem to see that.”
Nicole’s eyes widened and tears pricked. “You can’t say stuff like that.”
“Why?”
“Because I don’t know what to do with it.”
E shrugged. “You know my attachment to the truth, a true love affair, as you like to call it. I’m not lying.”
“That’s part of the problem.”
“Do you want me to lie to you?”
“No,” Nicole croaked and blinked. 
E leaned back and started to withdraw her hand. 
“No! Don’t.” Nicole held on. “You’re not making me uncomfortable.”
“Are you sure?”
“Yes. I just… I’m not used to thinking such things, or to believe them easily because that hasn’t been my mindset, and it’s… It’ll take some time.”
“To believe me?”
Nicole swallowed hard. “No. To get used to someone seeing me like that. To you seeing me like that. I’ve never had a friend like you.” 
E’s eyelids fluttered. “Well, we got time.”
God, Nicole hoped that was true. She couldn’t imagine losing E. How could that be possible? She had only met her a six weeks ago.



Chapter 25
of family and football
E HADN’T HAD A clear picture of what to expect from Nicole’s family, but the reality she encountered didn’t come close. To be fair, E rarely lost herself in worries. It was a waste of time. Most often, things were outside of your control, or your own imagination tended to build higher obstacles than those you ended up facing. 
She’d rather save her energy for crises that occurred, or better, where she could affect a change. How Nicole’s family would be didn’t make that list. Still, by now, she’d grown pretty in tune with Nicole, and she’d felt her anxiety rising, which touched E as well.
When she had first met the Summers, they appeared to be funny, relaxed, and open. The parents doted on their grandchildren and bemoaned the fact that Eric (Abby’s oldest) was celebrating Thanksgiving with his girlfriend’s family. They ignored that Abby’s other teens, Tom, and Hannah, rolled their eyes when they ruffled their hair in greeting, and didn’t seem to mind that they paid more attention to their screens than their grandparents and aunts. 
E was relieved to see that the remaining children—Abby had twin girls: Mary, and Ava, who were ten, and Amy’s Emma, who was eight—were close to an age where she knew how to handle them. Teens were… challenging, and she’d decided to steer clear of them as much as possible. 
The Summers seemed to adore Nicole, and while she understood why Nicole perceived their concerns the way she did, E wondered if this all came down to a huge misunderstanding. One that had gone on for decades. It wasn’t E’s job to change that—not that she had any illusions she could, given that people only saw what they wanted to see—but she wanted to try to ease Nicole’s stress. However, she hadn’t expected that this effort would include flag football, or counted on the insanely competitive nature of the Summers family, and how aggressive their version of flag football shaped up to be. They took the chase after the elusive ‘Toilet Bowl’ quite seriously. E still had to suppress a snicker at the memory of learning that name for this little competition. 
Their game took place in the huge backyard, with Nicole, E, Marcus, and Joy on one side, and Abby, Dan, Amy, and Ben on the other. The parents had each ‘claimed’ their team (with the support of the three grandkids who had deigned to join in on the fun), Robert attaching his name to their team (along with Emma), while Catherine rooted for the twins’ team (Abby’s twins in tow). 
E had wondered how fair this would be, considering they had Marcus on their team. However, that concern had arisen before she realized Nicole hadn’t been kidding when she’d said she had never been into sports, and how vicious the twins and their husbands played. 
Nicole lost her flags before E could orient herself. So, their team acted as if they were a player short, dancing around Nicole and the other players. E was fast and dodged many attacks from the twins—their husbands seemed reluctant to chase E (sometimes her size was an advantage), though Amy and Abby didn’t share the men’s hesitancy and gave as good as they got. 
Meanwhile, Robert and Catherine jumped up and down on the sidelines, shouting encouragements between uttered groans of disappointment and low curses. E almost fell on her face when Catherine exclaimed, “Fudge nuggets!” which Robert followed up a moment later by calling, “Son of a monkey!” She wondered if this only related to the presence of their grandchildren or if that reflected their general attitude toward cursing. She couldn’t recall Nicole ever cursing around her and made a note to ask her about that later.
Abby used E’s distraction to divest her of a flag. In the end, E’s team lost only by a couple of points. Robert was more devastated than any of the players, walking off with Marcus and discussing tactics for the next round, while Emma tried to console Nicole, exclaiming loudly, “I hate football, too, soccer is much better anyway,” which drew a chuckle from Nicole. 
Meanwhile, E sincerely hoped the ‘next round’ Robert and Marcus were discussing equated to next year. At the same time, Catherine strolled back inside, one sweaty twin under each arm, with Abby’s daughters running ahead of them while they all sang a college fight song, holding the toilet brush wrapped in golden, shimmering paper afloat. 
“Hey. Still alive?” E asked when Nicole stepped up to her.
“Yes, though not thanks to my teammates,” Nicole grumbled. 
“Aww,” E said, clasping Nicole’s hand, pulling her close. 
Nicole wrinkled her nose. “I’m all gross and sweaty.”
E laughed. “From what?”
Nicole swatted her upper arm. “Don’t be rude. I’m your girlfriend.”
E grinned and leaned in. She rose on her tiptoes and whispered into Nicole’s ear, “I’m pretty sure your family will assume that we’ve experienced each other in situations where we worked up a sweat.” She pressed a quick kiss against Nicole’s throat. When she pulled back, she gazed at Nicole’s flushed face and closed eyes. 
“You’re dangerous.”
E smiled. “Little old me?”
“Oh, stop saying that!” Nicole once more swatted her arm. “Come on. Let’s head inside. I want to shower.”
“You and me both,” E drawled, her comment making Nicole stumble before she turned around and glared at E. “What? I need a shower, too. Much more urgently than you since I actually exerted myself. How about I get first dibs?”
Nicole held her gaze. “Didn’t you say something about taking a shower together?”
E’s eyes widened and her heart stuttered in her chest. She opened her mouth to reply when Joy chimed in, “Ugh, gross. Don’t say that around company, Nic.”
“There was no company before, Joy,” Nicole groused. 
“There’s always company in this house, and just think of the impressionable minds of those precious children,” Joy said, hurrying inside but leaving the door open so they couldn’t help overhearing, “Mom! Nic wants to take a shower with E, and I was right there with them!”
“In the shower?” Catherine said, laughing.
“What? No! She said it outside to E, in the yard.”
“Why are you listening in on their private conversations? You know better than that, baby.”
Joy groaned. 
“I was going to kill her, but—”
“Your mother inflicted enough damage?” E asked with a small chuckle.
“Why yes, she did. Still, there’ll be some type of revenge. I just have to wait for the perfect moment. Come on.” Nicole grasped E’s hand and pulled her inside. 
E took a shower first, and even though she preferred to take long, contemplative showers, she made haste this time so Nicole wouldn’t have to wait long for her own turn. She had just finished dressing when someone knocked on their door. “Come in,” she called. 
“Hey,” Joy said, entering, then closing the door behind her and leaning against it. 
“Nic in the shower?” she whispered, gazing toward the en suite.
E stepped to the side, blocking the path to the bathroom door. “Yes, but you’re not going to prank her.” She crossed her arms.
“Ohh, she got herself a protective girlfriend. I like you.”
E raised her eyebrows. 
“Look, I just wanted to apologize for earlier. I’m the baby of the family, and they all… Let’s just say I’ll always stay the baby in their eyes, and I enjoy… needling them.”
“I understand that.”
“We’re good? I didn’t want to upset you.”
“You didn’t. No worries. It takes a lot to ruffle my feathers.”
Joy returned her serious gaze. “I believe that. You’re good for Nic. She smiles more. I like it.”
“Thank you.”
“I’ve been meaning to ask, what does E stand for?”
E smiled but remained silent.
Joy grinned after a moment, then leaned closer to E and whispered, “I hope Nic knows. Would be a shame if she had to shout out a single letter at night.” With that, she spun around and left.
E continued to stare at the closed door, wondering what had just happened. Nicole had warned her about Joy, and she agreed. That little spitfire should come with a warning label, though she had done nothing that she’d need to apologize for. Still, if she thought E would help her mess with Nicole while she was in the shower, she had another thing coming. She’d also not tell Nicole about that innuendo because she knew her friend would turn scarlet. 
After everyone had freshened up, they returned to the living room which was connected to the kitchen—the advantages of an open floor plan, so Robert and Catherine were a part of their conversations while prepping the rest of their Thanksgiving meal. E had asked Nicole if she was sure they shouldn’t bring anything, but Nicole had waved her off, saying that her parents wouldn’t like that at all. Now she understood why.
Tom and Hannah had agreed to take care of the younger ones (which meant they were all in the great room watching a movie), since grown-ups were ‘too lame’ to spend any more time with than they had to. E had once more stayed as far back as possible when that discussion had taken place. 
“E, tell us how you convinced Nic to give romance a try?” Amy asked.
“I’d not say that took any convincing, much more a mutual… agreement,” E replied. 
Abby groaned. “Don’t tell me you’re as rational and logical as our Nic here? A mutual agreement?”
E grinned. She placed her hand on Nicole’s thigh and sensed the tension running through her. “No, it would be boring if we were identical, but I appreciate Nicole’s mind and her ability to slow down some of my flights of fancy. She makes sure I don’t crash and burn.”
“Aww,” Joy cooed. “You’re disgustingly cute. Marcus and I were never like that. Right, babe?” she called.
“What did you say?” Marcus’s head popped up as he rose from lifting a casserole dish out of the cabinet. 
“Case and point,” Joy said and rolled her eyes. “Nothing. Don’t worry. Keep helping Dad.” 
Abby and Amy snickered. 
“I honestly think Dad would have cried if I’d ever broken up with Marcus.”
“They both seem to be quite taken by each other,” E said.
“Oh, yes. It’s sweet, really. Marcus’s own father died from a heart attack when he was fifteen. They’d been super close, and his loss devastated Marcus.”
“Understandable,” said E, glancing down at her lap when Nicole shuffled closer and held on to her hand, squeezing it. E smiled. 
As much as E had loved and adored her grandmother, she had always dreamed of a big family. She didn’t know if her parents would have had more children. They’d been young when they had her, so there’d been a distinct possibility. 
The Summers siblings and their spouses continued chatting, and they included E, but she preferred to sit back and observe. Her heart felt heavy, weighted down by a mixture of longing, guilt, and sadness. Nicole had what E had dreamed of all her life, yet she couldn’t appreciate it. E didn’t hold that against Nicole, but it made her sad because the Summers seemed like a wonderful group of people. 
She hated lying to them, not only because she loathed lies in general but also since they were so great and welcoming. Yet, she’d never go back on their deal, and she refused to do anything that would hurt Nicole. She realized that she had once more entered the situation where she willingly extended herself past her own comfort zone for another, but what else could she do? Her conscience, and worse, her affection for Nicole, would allow nothing else.



Chapter 26
a tall order
NICOLE COULDN’T REMEMBER THE last time a get-together with her family had been this much fun. They eventually ate, and as always, the food tasted delicious, but the usual edge she always teetered on failed to materialize, or at the least seemed dulled. She felt no trace of discomfort or resentment over E fitting in with her family almost better than she did. 
Instead, Nicole was filled with fondness, and so, for the first time in forever, she smiled more than she could remember when surrounded by her family. Usually, she’d be too absorbed in trying to act the way she thought her family expected her to behave, suppressing any flinch and cringe, to enjoy their time together. 
After dinner, everyone but Robert and Catherine helped with putting away the food and cleaning up. Then, after they had tucked the little ones in and the teens were once again busy with their devices, the traditional game night started, and this year, they voted to play Taboo. And since everyone was a couple, they teamed up that way. 
“That’s unfair. Mom and Dad will thrash us all,” Nicole pointed out.
“You’re just worried you’ll come in last since E and you are the newest couple,” Abby said, picking up the hourglass. 
Nicole frowned. “Not everyone can have met their perfect match when they were fifteen.”
“Sucks to be you,” Abby said with a huge grin.
Amy slapped her sister’s arm. “Don’t tease her.” Then frowned at Ben, who was arguing with Dan over something. 
“Girls, be nice to each other, and watch while your mother and I wipe the floor with you.”
The siblings groaned. No one had ever beaten their parents at this game. 
The first couple of rounds went as expected, with Catherine and Robert amassing a huge lead. At one point, when Ben and Amy were playing (or losing as they did terribly so far), E leaned toward Nicole and whispered, “Is your family this competitive with everything?”
“Yes,” Nicole mumbled back. 
“Has it ever come to fights over this game?”
Nicole smiled. “You’re catching on quickly.”
E shook her head. “Who did you usually team up with?”
“We’d often just make two teams and split my parents since…”
“Yeah. They’re a bit insane. It’s like your dad says two words and your mother shouts, ‘Empire State Building,’ and she’s actually right. How?”
Nicole sighed. “Tell me about it. The benefit of being married for forty years.”
E chuckled. “We’re holding our own.”
“Yes,” Nicole said with a smirk. “We’re ahead of Joy’s and Amy’s teams. I can live with that.”
“I bet.”
Nicole rested her hand on E’s thigh and watched Abby and Dan as they started their next turn. 
When they retired (after coming in third in Taboo! Her parents had left all of them in the dust, as expected, and Nicole had tried very hard not to gloat when E and she had collected more points than Amy’s and Joy’s teams), E fell on the bed and groaned. “I can’t believe I’m still this stuffed!”
Nicole chuckled. “Well, if there’s ever a time for overeating, it’s Thanksgiving.”
“Truer words and all that.”
“Are you all right?” Nicole asked.
“Why wouldn’t I be?”
“You seemed kind of sad at times tonight, especially when things got a bit exuberant.”
E hummed. “I suppose today made me nostalgic. I have some amazing memories of my time with grandma, and that includes the holidays, too, but…” 
“We don’t have to talk about this if it’s too hard.”
“No, no. It’s sad, I suppose. I mean, I’m fifty years old, and I’m still mourning my parents who died over forty years ago. God, they died before you were even born!” E rubbed her eyes. 
“Grief is complicated, and I’m not sure time solves everything.”
“Indeed.”
Nicole sighed. She hated all the losses E had to endure, and that she could do nothing to ease that burden. She sometimes thought the saying ‘time heals all wounds’ functioned more like a pacifier than anything else because what other option did you have? “I’m really sorry.”
“Yeah. Me, too.”
“Does being around my family make it harder? We could say you’re busy for Christmas, so you won’t have to join me, and—”
E grasped her hand and gave it a short squeeze before letting go. “No. It’s fine. I’ll see this through. It seems to be working, doesn’t it?”
“What do you mean?”
“You aren’t stressed or anything. I mean, yesterday seemed rough at times, but now it’s OK?”
“Oh, yes. It’s much easier with you around. It’s like I can breathe freer, if that makes sense.”
E smiled. “It does, and I’m glad.”
“And they buy that we’re a couple. That’s OK, isn’t it?”
“Why wouldn’t they? You said we’re together, and your family seems like they take you and your siblings at face value.”
“They do.”
“What did you mean, then?”
“You know,” Nicole said, gesturing between them. “The touching and all.”
E frowned. “That’s kind of the point. We even practiced beforehand. Why are you worrying so much?”
“Have you met me?”
“True. But you can stop that. It’s fine. It’s no hardship to play your girlfriend.”
Nicole had no reply for that. 
“Are you tired?”
“No more than usual.”
E tilted her head. “You’re so weird sometimes.”
“Once more, have you met me?”
“Yeah, yeah. On that note, do you mind if I shower again? I hate to shower twice in a day. My skin is dry enough as it is, but I’m kinda…. grimy.”
“Sure. No problem. I get it. Once a woman hits your age…” She grinned.
“Watch it! If we were an actual couple, I’d say you’re not getting any tonight for that comment alone.”
Nicole chuckled. “As if you could resist me.”
E sobered and held Nicole’s gaze for a second before nodding. “That’s true, too.” She turned and marched to the bathroom, leaving an open-mouthed Nicole behind. 
Nicole had changed for bed when E returned a while later. Wrapped in a towel, E rummaged through the drawer for her clothes. 
“What’s that?” Nicole stepped closer and pointed at the jagged scar that started above E’s collarbone, travelled upward, and then ran across her shoulder before disappearing under the towel.
E turned her head toward Nicole. “What?”
“That,” Nicole said, tracing the scar with her finger before snapping her hand back as if burned. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to—”
“It’s all right. It didn’t hurt. It’s from the car accident I mentioned,” E rushed out.
“That… How bad was that?”
“Bad enough to break my pelvis and land me in the hospital and then in rehab for a while.” E grabbed her clothes.
“I should have realized that, given it made you not drive for two years.”
E hummed. “Don’t know. Assuming and all.”
Nicole smiled. “That’s true, but… I’m sorry you had to go through all of this.”
“Bygones, right?”
Nicole tilted her head. “That might be, but sometimes bygones linger.”
“I suppose they do.” E pointed at the bathroom. “I’ll get dressed real quick and then we can go to sleep?”
“Sure.” Nicole watched E leave and close the door. She still had a lot of questions, but she’d just seen E shut down for the first time. This sounded like a topic she should let go. E didn’t owe her any secrets, and it’s not like they were a couple. Though friends talked about such things, too, didn’t they? She wished she had more experience with true friendship, then she might not feel so lost with E. 
Nicole wondered if E generally didn’t wish to discuss this or if she just didn’t want to talk about it with her? Did she talk with Seren about that? Nicole groaned and climbed in bed. That way lay madness. 



Chapter 27
of tricks and certain doom
E HADN’T SLEPT WELL. She hated talking about the car crash, and she still suffered from terrible nightmares whenever her mind went there, especially if it happened right before bedtime, like it had the night before. She didn’t blame Nicole, for how would she have known? She didn’t want to revisit this, but the two accidents were connected in her mind. Her parents had died in a car crash when they were in their late twenties. E sometimes grappled with how young they’d been, how much life they still would have had ahead of them if that driver hadn’t… She ground her jaw. 
A drunk driver had also caused her accident. He perished along with the passenger of another car involved in the three-vehicle wreck. E had seen it coming, but it had been too late to do anything about it. The moment E realized that the red car heading her way would collide with her, time slowed, and in that eternal moment, E knew she’d die. 
She’d been furious because she hadn’t even wanted to go out that day, but she’d run out of silicone to seal off her tub, and instead of waiting until the next day, she’d headed out, thinking, oh, whatever. It’s such a short drive. What could happen?
She’d never thought or voiced those words again in the almost two decades since the accident. E knew she should have seen a therapist after, but she’d refused because it unleashed a flood of old wounds and grief, and she feared if she talked about any of that, she’d break. So, she’d locked it all away. It worked most of the time. Until it didn’t for a while. 
She spent Friday morning somewhat distracted and in a somber mood that defied her usual disposition. Her nightmare lingered—she’d woken in a cold sweat still inundated with the sound of squealing tires, the bang of the collision, shattered glass, and the metallic taste of blood. E had panted, trying to gather her bearings when she’d realized the pressure on her wasn’t still part of the dream but stemmed from Nicole being wrapped around her. 
E had then tried to convince herself that her heart quickening its pace again related to her dream, and not Nicole’s nearness. So far, she hadn’t been too successful. There were times when she loathed her affinity for the truth. 
And so, as per her usual habit, she’d withdrawn some, physically and mentally, but she was lucky (if you could call it that) because Nicole, seemingly sensing E’s internal battle, initiated all their physical contact. As such, nothing looked off to the Summers, other than E seeming a bit more subdued and tired. 
Joy wiggled her eyebrows at E after making an innuendo about exhausting nightly activities. Nicole missed it, and E hadn’t been able to muster more than an eye roll as a response, though a part of her that skirted close to pettiness almost lamented having missed out on Nicole’s mortification at Joy’s comment. But she hated seeing Nicole uncomfortable, so this would have sucked, too. God, she needed to get out of this funk. 
E sometimes had to look away when Nicole chuckled or did that adorable little expression where she scrunched up her nose. Or even harder, she’d try to tune out her voice in certain moments to avoid getting lost in her. She wasn’t here to fall for Nicole, and normally she kept things straight (she barely refrained from groaning at that) but with her emotional upheaval from the dream and then the closeness, she stumbled. 
They spent the day playing with the kids and chatting with the family, just a laid-back day of relaxing, eating leftovers, and enjoying their time together. It was endearingly domestic, much like Nicole always described her family, and it warmed E’s heart to see Nicole join in instead of withdrawing. Even the tension between Catherine and Nicole she’d noticed that first day had ebbed, and there had been no more comments about Nicole’s desire, or lack thereof, for children. 
Then came dinner, after which Joy suggested they head out to a local bar to hang out and play pool. At first, E thought that being out in public might be helpful to lighten her mood and offer some distraction from the two opposing emotions that impacted her attitude, but no. She should’ve known better, especially after the last twenty-odd hours. 
She’d truly met no one as competitive as the Summers siblings, who at first almost came to blows during a round of darts (“a warm-up to thrash Nicole at pool,” so Amy explained), which a preening Nicole won before admitting that her sisters deemed her awful at pool and refused to team up with her. 
Usually, E could tell when she stumbled into a trap, but today and the previous night took a lot out of her, and so she assured Nicole that they’d play together without even suspecting anything afoul.
They played their first round against Amy and Abby, while Joy and Marcus faced Dan and Ben. 
E started and sunk solids first, pocketing two more balls before missing. 
Amy pocketed two of theirs before messing up her last shot intentionally so that Nicole would have an even harder time sinking a solid ball.
“Don’t worry about it,” E said when Nicole frowned while contemplating her options. “Do you want me to try?”
“No. I’ll do it.” Nicole got into position and her sisters snickered when she not only didn’t pocket a ball, but missed out entirely.
E frowned at them. “It’s fine.”
“OK.” Nicole straightened and offered a small smile to E who gritted her teeth while watching Abby down two more. 
E sank three more balls before losing their turn, but thankfully, Amy only pocketed one of theirs before once more making it harder for Nicole. 
Nicole leaned down but held her cue stick at an awkward angle that would never work. 
“Your angle is off,” E said. “Move a bit to the left.”
Nicole shifted. “Like this?”
“No, that’s too much. Here.” E leaned closer, hesitated, then rolled her eyes before placing her hands on Nicole’s, holding the cue stick and guiding her in the correct direction. “Like that.” She cleared her throat, trying to ignore Nicole’s by now familiar scent washing over her. 
Nicole nodded, then smiled and pocketed the last ball with a sure stroke. She straightened, still grinning at E.
E released a wry chuckle. “You realize this is usually a ploy for when two people aren’t together yet?”
“Indeed,” Nicole replied, once more getting into position to pocket the eight ball straight across from where she’d sunk their last ball beforehand. 
E raised her eyebrows and crossed her arms. 
Amy stepped to E’s side and wrapped her arm around her shoulder. “It’s a Summers’ challenge, and you passed.”
“Is that so?”
“Yes. I once dated a total loser who… Well, let’s just say he did not pass this test.”
“What would’ve happened if I’d failed?”
“Nicole would’ve had to let you go,” Abby quipped.
Amy squeezed E. “Lucky you, then.”
“Lucky me, indeed.” E glared at Nicole, who at least had the decency to flush. 
Nicole sidled up to E and grasped her hand, dipping her head to whisper in her ear, “Don’t be mad, please.”
E clenched her jaw and forced herself to remain still as Nicole’s breath ghosted over her. She wasn’t angry. She felt entirely too much, and all these emotions would lead to trouble, and E didn’t know how to stop it. She’d reached a point where she fought to contain her emotions, and what she’d usually be able to shrug off made her head spin today. 
E needed Nicole to stop touching her, to stop smiling at her like this, to stop being so ridiculously endearing. “I’m not mad,” she finally rasped. 
Nicole, who’d moved back once she seemed to notice E’s ramrod straight posture, eyed her suspiciously. “Are you sure?”
“Yes, of course. I should’ve known you guys were up to something.” E dropped her head, unable to maintain Nicole’s intense gaze. 
“All right, lovebirds. No fighting. Winners against winners, and losers against losers?” Amy said. 
“How’s that a reward for winning?” E asked after shaking off some of the tension still racing through her body.
“That’s how tournaments work. You move ahead, and so do other winners, until they crown the winner of winners,” Abby replied.
Nicole rolled her eyes. “Ignore them. Come on. I’m sure we’ll play Joy next. Ben and Dan are terrible at this game. Really terrible.”
“How did they pass the Summers’ challenge then?”
“Dan didn’t because they were already together for ages by the time of its inception, and well, Ben just said something like, ‘That’s fine. We can lose together,’” Nicole replied with a small chuckle.
E tilted her head. “You’re more at ease here.”
Nicole hummed. “Don’t be fooled. It’s the company I’m keeping.”
E sighed. She was doomed. 



Chapter 28
a lingering past
NICOLE SPENT MOST OF Friday night, specifically after the bar, worrying about E. She knew E wasn’t mad about that silly pool challenge, but she seemed skittish and on edge, as far as these descriptors could be applied to E. Nicole didn’t know what could have happened or what had changed. 
Could it have been Nicole asking about the accident? Things had shifted then, or perhaps it had bothered E to find Nicole draped all over her when they’d woken up. Nicole still blushed at the memory of it, and of how amazing it had felt to be this close to E. She’d awoken to E whimpering in her sleep, and the moment she reached out to her, E had shuffled closer, so Nicole had pulled her near and before she knew it, she’d fallen back asleep. 
They kept playing the happy couple, and yes, admittedly, she sometimes forgot they were acting, but mostly, everything seemed to be going well, so why did E seem off? She usually was quick to establish their physical closeness in public, but today had mostly fallen to Nicole. 
She let it go for now. They only had tomorrow, Saturday, left as a full day in Dallas, since they’d planned to head back on Sunday morning, but this had been a long few days already, and E could be just stressed from being around so many people for an extended period of time. It must be a change from her regular life at the farm. She’d suggest that they go for a walk tomorrow, so it could just be the two of them. Perhaps that would help ease E’s tension. 
The next morning, E already seemed closer to her usual self, and Nicole thought perhaps she’d overreacted, but she still wanted to go on a walk through her old neighborhood. She couldn’t explain why she had the urge to show E where she’d grown up, but it had been on her mind a lot. 
In the afternoon, when she suggested the walk to E (she’d agreed after an odd moment of hesitation), Nicole had to ward off Joy who seemed intent on joining them, until their mother called, “Joy, I love you baby, but you’re as oblivious as an elephant in a China store.”
Joy frowned. “I’m not sure that’s how that saying goes.”
Catherine shrugged. “The sentiment remains. Go check on Marcus. He’s in the basement with your dad, and if we leave them alone for too long down there, they might start the remodel Robert’s been going on about for years.”
“Oh, God, no.” Joy jumped up and raced out of the room.
“Enjoy your walk,” Catherine said, smiling, and picking up a book from the side table.
“Thank you.” E smiled.
“Thanks, Mom,” Nicole said and pulled at E’s hand. 
They donned their coats and left the house. Nicole looped their arms together. “Are you all right?”
E smiled and patted Nicole’s hand. “Yes. It’s usually me asking that question.”
“Hmm. You’ve been quiet.”
“I’m sorry. I suppose I got lost in my head.”
“I’m shocked that happens to you at all.”
E shook her head. “And you accuse me of thinking too highly of you.”
“Well, you must admit that… There’s not much that breaks through your…”
“My what?”
“I can’t think of the right word. Chill sounds like I’m trying too hard to be cool, and relaxed nature sounds dumb, too.”
“Are you calling me phlegmatic?”
“Yes! I am.”
E chuckled. “I suppose people have said worse things about me.”
“So what got you stuck in your head?”
E stopped and held Nicole’s gaze. “I find there are moments when it’s better to let something go. Some answers only bring trouble.”
Nicole’s brows furrowed. “And this is one such moment?”
“Oh, my God! Is that really you? Nicole Summers, how are you doing?” a plump woman with long blond hair exclaimed and rushed toward Nicole who did a double take and released E. 
“Gretchen?”
“Yes!” Gretchen squealed and hugged Nicole, who was too stunned to do anything but hug her back. “I can’t believe it! I haven’t seen you in ages. How are you?”
Nicole turned to E who barely suppressed a smile and glanced at Gretchen with amusement dancing in her eyes. 
“Oh, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to be rude. Hello, I’m Gretchen Daniels, and I’m a friend of Nicole’s from high school.” She held out her hand. 
E shook Gretchen’s hand. “Nice to meet you. I’m E.”
“Oh, cool. I’d tried to convince people in middle school to call me G, but it never caught on.”
“I’m sorry to hear that. Gretchen’s a lovely name, though.”
“Why, thank you!” Gretchen beamed at E. “Will you be in town long?” Gretchen turned back to Nicole. “We could grab a cup of coffee and catch up?”
“Oh, actually—”
“Come on! It’s been years. If Amy’s here, you can bring her, too. Jess is in town as well, and I’m sure she’d love to see her again.”
Nicole cringed. They had gotten along in school, though Gretchen’s overexcited nature had often grated on her nerves, but she was harmless. On the other hand, Amy had been in the same year as Gretchen’s older sister, Jess, and Amy hated her guts. Still did, if Nicole remembered correctly.
“You can join us, too, E. The more the merrier. How about tonight at Jameson’s? Around seven? You remember that place, don’t you?”
“Yes, but—”
“I gotta run. See you both tonight. And bring Amy. Be sure to tell her Jess said hi. It’ll be so exciting! Jess is going to flip when I tell her!” Gretchen waved and rushed off.
Nicole gazed after her, dread drumming through her. “Oh, God.”
“She seemed… enthusiastic.”
Nicole covered her face with her hands. “You don’t know the half of it.” 
“Do we have a date tonight, Ms. Summers?”
“If you want Amy to murder you, yes. Sure.”
“Oh, I’m sensing a good story or even gossip. Tell me all while you show me the places of your youth.” E grasped Nicole’s hand.
At this first touch that E had initiated in a while—outside with no family members present—Nicole’s heart swelled, and she smiled. She interlaced their fingers and nodded. Together, they strode down the street with Nicole pointing out places she remembered, telling the associated stories to an attentive E. 
They returned home, and as expected, Amy wasn’t pleased by the invitation, even less so by the greeting. “That cow?” she snarled.
Nicole shot a significant look at E, who rolled her lips. Nicole assumed she was trying to suppress a smile. The traitor who’d encouraged her to meet Gretchen tonight. “Gretchen is… nice?”
Amy scoffed, folding her arms. “That you even have to say it like a question. I’m sure she’s a piece of work just like her older sister.”
“She’s not. She’s… exuberant and you sometimes have a hard time getting a word in, but she’s all right.”
“Unlike her sister,” Amy grunted. 
“What sister?” Abby said, joining them in the kitchen.
“Jess Daniels,” both Nicole and Amy said at the same time.
“And on that note.” Abby darted to the fridge, pulled it open, grabbed a can of soda, and bolted. 
“Traitor!” Amy called after her. 
“What’s with this Jess?” E asked. 
Nicole closed her eyes. Such a rookie mistake.
Amy stalked closer to E, her arms still crossed in front of her chest. “Oh? You want to know about that backstabbing bitch Jess?”
“Language, dear,” Catherine said when she entered the kitchen. “And Jess is such a nice girl.”
Amy rolled her eyes. “If the shoe fits,” she muttered. “Besides, I’m thirty-eight years old. It can’t shock you that I know how to curse.”
“Of course I’m not shocked. There are a lot of things I’m sure you’re aware of or have done that I don’t want to see or hear.”
“But it’s true!” Amy all but whined. 
Catherine leveled a glare at her.
Amy dropped her arms. “Fine. Dear E, do you wish to know why I’m so utterly displeased with that woman who resembles a female dog?”
E snorted. “By all means. Tell me about her.”
“You’re impossible,” Catherine chided, exiting the kitchen.
“I wonder where I got that from,” Amy mumbled. 
“Only you inherited that trait. If anyone else is impossible out of the three of us, it’s E,” Nicole said.
“Hey!”
Amy laughed. “Are you guys really going to meet them?”
“E wants to go,” Nicole answered. 
“Yes, and after that little display, I just gotta meet this Jess. Perhaps you should hold off telling me this tale of woe before I’ve made my own impression of her. Is she pretty?”
“What?” Amy spluttered.
“Why are you blushing?” Nicole asked. 
“I’m not blushing!” Amy pulled at her shirt’s collar. “It’s just hot in here.”
“It’s not,” Nicole said, still confused by her sister’s abhorrence of Jess Daniels. They used to be friends and then suddenly they hated each other, but Nicole never learned why.
“You should join us, Amy,” E said. “Perhaps it’s time to bury such an old hatchet.”
“You don’t even know what happened!” Amy declared. 
“No, but I think that anything that happened twenty or more years ago, and still gets you this riled up should… find a solution. One way or another.”
Amy narrowed her eyes. “No, thank you. Anyway, what about Ben? I doubt he’s in the mood to go out. He’s been grumpy all day.”
“I didn’t say your husband has to join us. We could do a girls’ night out,” E said with a shrug. “Think about it.”
Nicole had followed their discussion like a tennis match, unsure what to make of it, but something felt off, and she found herself interested in joining the Daniels’ siblings at Jameson’s tonight—with or without Amy. She had questions. 



Chapter 29
of gloom and distance
E YAWNED, UNUSED TO constantly being around so many people, and as such, the urge to withdraw rose even further. Yet, nothing would have prevented her from heading out to Jameson’s that night with Nicole and a pouting Amy in tow. The latter huffed and puffed about peer pressure (should there be a different term when the culprit was your sister?), but still ended up tagging along. 
They arrived right after seven, and both Gretchen and Jess were already there, sitting at the bar and nursing their respective drinks. E experienced a short flashback to Entanglements, and how all of this had started, how without the impulse to visit Kara and check out the newish gay bar she wouldn’t even be here right now. No Nicole either. E frowned. 
“You all right?” Nicole asked, entwining their fingers. 
“Yes, just lost in memories about what can happen in bars.” She smiled and rubbed the back of Nicole’s cold hand with her thumb.
“I was thinking of that, too. It’s funny how one night can change so much.”
E hummed. 
They approached the Daniels’ siblings, Amy hovering in the back with her arms crossed, and together, they all moved to a nearby table once they’d placed their orders. E decided to remain sober—too on edge to dare adding alcohol to the mix—though the same couldn’t be said for Nicole, who ordered a glass of wine. At least no whiskey.
Amy chose the seat farthest away from Jess, who seemed just as happy to ignore Amy while everyone one else chatted with each other. 
“I’m so happy you guys could make it!” Gretchen said. “How’s life been treating you? Poor Jess just got out of a nasty divorce, so I thought, let’s make it a girls’ night out and get drunk!” She picked up her beer as if to drink to what she’d just said. 
Jess shuffled in her seat, seemingly ready to bolt, while Amy started to tear up a napkin. 
E could already tell this would be a fun night. 
“I’m sorry to hear that,” Nicole said. 
Jess just shrugged. 
“She’s a bit sensitive about it,” Gretchen whispered, loud enough to be heard by everyone. 
Jess rolled her eyes. “I’m not. I’m just not in the habit of sharing my personal business with strangers.”
“Those aren’t strangers! We grew up with the Summers’ kids. All right, E is new, but she seems nice,” Gretchen said.
“Thanks?” E mumbled and threw a lopsided grin at Nicole, who suppressed her own smile. 
“I’m getting a refill,” Amy announced and rose to hurry back to the bar.
“What’s going on with you two? Don’t you remember all the times Amy used to come over to our house?” Gretchen asked her sister.
Jess shrugged. “Why don’t you ask Amy?”
“I’ll do that,” Gretchen said, drinking another sip from her bottle.
“So, Gretchen, what’s new with you? Last I heard, you’d gotten married,” Nicole said.
“Oh, that’s old news. You mustn’t have been home in a while. Greg and I got married two years ago. Still happy.” She smiled. 
“That’s good. I’m glad.”
E almost laughed at how out-of-depth Nicole seemed to be. “What do you do professionally?” she asked Gretchen, figuring it much safer to get her talking about herself than have her needle Amy once she returned. 
“I’m a lawyer, downtown. Mostly dealing with family law. I handled Jess’s divorce.”
E stopped herself from saying, ‘that’s nice,’ but seriously? What could she say? Thankfully, Amy came back at that moment, a new beer in her hand. 
“So, what about you two? Catherine must be delighted. I remember her bemoaning your constant single status to my mother,” Gretchen said, and turned toward Nicole.
Nicole frowned, while E leaned back. “I didn’t know our mothers were that close.”
Gretchen shrugged. “They play cards together, a group of them meet up twice a month. With you living in Austin…”
“What do you want to know?”
E reached out and squeezed Nicole’s thigh. She understood her frustration, but Gretchen appeared oblivious to how rude and inappropriate some of her statements were. The issue didn’t just relate to her lack of filter, but Gretchen seemed incapable of reading or following any social cues. She’d never tell Nicole that she was oddly fascinated by it all, as she’d likely choke her. Still better than what Amy would do to her. 
E chanced a quick glance at Amy and decided that she’d soon need to find a distraction to circumvent… additional escalations. 
“Nothing much. How did you guys meet? Was it love at first sight? That’s always so romantic, though I’ve not encountered it in real life.”
“It wasn’t that for you and Greg, then?” E asked. 
“What? Oh, no.” Gretchen laughed. “We’d been friends for years. I always thought he saw me as the annoying little sister. But more about you two. You’re so adorable together. I already thought so when we met earlier. You were so wrapped up in each other.”
E felt Nicole’s thigh muscle bunch under her hand, and she suppressed a sigh. “We met at a bar, much like this. I’d say it was attraction at first sight. Not so sure about love. Isn’t that more something that happens in fiction?” E asked.
Nicole’s jaw slackened, but she remained silent.
“I suppose.” Gretchen picked up a handful of peanuts. “So you had sex that night, then?”
Nicole spluttered before coughing as some of her wine must have gotten down the wrong pipe. 
E patted Nicole’s back. No filter was an understatement. Jess seemed unfazed by Gretchen’s line of questioning. E figured if you grew up with someone like that, you’d be immune to it. “No, Gretchen. That came later,” E said with a forced grin. She could feel Nicole’s tension washing over her, and it made her twitchy. 
“Amy, do you—”
“How about a round of darts?” E blurted out. There was no way anyone would survive if Gretchen directed that line of questioning at Amy. 
“Sure,” Nicole said and rose, clearly as eager to get out of this as E. 
The rest of the evening passed in a blur with a mixture of trying to keep Gretchen occupied enough so she wouldn’t start questioning either Jess or Amy, especially not while they were playing darts or later a round of pool (E had no qualms that either woman could be tempted to knock a cue stick over someone’s head), and E had never been so relieved at having stayed sober for the night. 
By the time they left and headed back home, Amy appeared somber, almost as sullen as Jess had been, and both E and Nicole let her be—they were also too tired for any discussion as that evening had been way less fun than E expected, and worst of all, they still didn’t know what had happened between Jess and Amy.
Saying goodbye to Nicole’s family the next day (the siblings were all staying longer as they lived closer) proved more bitter-sweet than E had bargained for, and it hit her harder than expected. She had always connected with others faster and easier than anyone else she knew, but those connections, at least from her end, often stayed on the surface. Usually, she had a good time, and the company she kept was enjoyable, but she’d also be fine with leaving them behind and likely never seeing them again. Not so much with the Summers family. 
E could chat with anyone, from random strangers at an airport gate, her neighbor on a plane, other patients in the doctor’s office, to anyone at the supermarket. She sometimes struck up conversations with strangers because she felt bored—perhaps also, if she were being honest, because she dealt with pangs of loneliness on some days. She’d expected to get along with Nicole’s family, but she didn’t count on them burrowing beneath her skin and touching her heart.
This made lying worse, but it also spread a heavy sadness through her because the Summers were the type of family she’d longed for most of her life, and once again, she would lose them. 
Both Catherine and Robert squeezed E tightly, bestowing long hugs upon her. Robert whispered he was so happy Nicole had found her because he’d not seen his daughter so relaxed and happy in a long time. E’s eyes prickled, and she could only nod. 
Joy promised to visit them in Austin soon (she liked Joy, but she hoped this was one of those never-kept promises), while Amy still brooded, making the tension between her and Ben more and more palpable. Abby on the other end, was relaxed and teased Nicole, telling her to be sure to stock up on her coffee supply so that E had at least one good reason to hang around. 
After promising to be back for Christmas, they filled up their thermoses and drove back to Austin, with Nicole again sitting behind the wheel. She offered for E to stay the night at her place so she wouldn’t have to endure six hours in a car in one day, but E declined. As much as she enjoyed Nicole’s company, her batteries were empty, and even more so, she needed distance. 
These last several days had been more challenging than E had expected. She’d sensed Nicole’s disappointment when E thanked her for the offer, insisting she’d left stuff on the farm slack for too long. She supposed both recognized it as an excuse.
“Will you text me that you got home safely?” Nicole asked when E moved her bags into her truck. 
“Of course. Thanks for the refill, by the way.” She lifted her thermos and placed it in the cupholder before straightening and shuffling her feet. 
“You’re very welcome.” Nicole tread closer. “Come here,” she said, opening her arms. 
E hesitated before stepping near and embracing Nicole. Her eyes fell shut as Nicole’s warm, familiar scent washed over her. 
“Is it odd to say that it feels weird to say goodbye?” Nicole mumbled into E’s hair. 
She squeezed Nicole, then released her and took a step backward. She shoved her hands into the back pockets of her jeans. “No. We spent a lot of time together.”
“You’d think I’d be relieved to reclaim my solitude,” Nicole said with a small frown.
E tilted her head. “Is that what you expected? That spending so much time with me would be draining?”
Nicole shrugged. “I don’t know. I’m not the most social of people.”
She snorted. “And you think I am?” 
“Is that why you’re heading back today already?”
E rolled her lips. “It’s more complicated than that.” She wouldn’t lie to Nicole, but she wasn’t in the headspace to unpack all of this. Thankfully, Nicole didn’t press.
“Don’t be a stranger,” Nicole said.
E chuckled. “How could I be? You’ve already instructed me to text you the moment I get home.”
“That’s life when you’re friends with a professional worrier.”
“That so?”
Nicole scrunched up her nose. “Afraid so.”
E clenched her jaw. She needed to leave. “Hopefully I’ll learn to adjust.”
“Yes, please.”
She resisted the urge to hug Nicole again, and instead, she nodded, offering a small wave before hopping into her car and driving off. 
E flipped on the radio, hoping the mindless chatter and background music would prevent her mind from spinning, but that would probably be too much to ask. Knowing she still had time before she’d have to repeat this performance offered some comfort, yet she knew that too soon she’d again drown in Nicole’s nearness without…
She clenched her jaw. No. She’d not do that. She’d be disciplined and refuse to indulge in such thoughts. They wouldn’t lead to anywhere but heartbreak, and she wanted no part of that. 
She only hoped Nicole shared her take on their current situation. She didn’t seem the type to dart blindly across boundaries, yet that still left E with one big problem—she seemed to have no limits when it came to Nicole, and that alone shaped up to be the scariest realization she’d gleaned that weekend. 
Still, there’d be time and distance, something that would help tear out whatever tendrils of attachment had dared to sink their claws into her. They would still text now and then, but E was determined to keep that to a minimum and instead focus on her farm and her moonshine experiments. 
She decided to call Seren to check on her and Bree, but also perhaps to get her take on things. Seren was familiar enough with E that she didn’t have to spend an hour explaining her misgivings and dilemma. Seren would know, and perhaps, she’d even have an idea on how to best handle this without hurting everyone. 



Chapter 30
a tension headache
THE WEEK AFTER THANKSGIVING sped by in a blur. Nicole had texted a few times with E, but they’d both been busy with their respective daily lives, and Nicole hated to admit it, but there’d been a strange sort of distance that had crept between them toward the end of their stay in Dallas, and it seemed to linger. While she’d first thought things were back to normal on their last full day there, she now had to conclude that she must have succumbed to wishful thinking. 
E’s messages had been short, and she never asked about anything. It became like pulling teeth, and eventually, Nicole had stopped writing, too. Yet that bothered her as well. E lingered on her mind, even at work, which she’d never experienced before. 
Nicole excelled at compartmentalizing. She knew how to focus solely on the task at hand, and if there was an issue, she’d box it up and put it on a shelf (to re-visit later, which often spelled never, unless of course it opened by itself and spilled all its contents at her feet). But that didn’t work with E, and the fact that they experienced a bit of a lull at work, due to their governmental project going through review, turned out to be the only saving grace.
Her thoughts were also distracting, alternating between reminiscing about fun and happy memories from the weekend, followed by worrying about E’s sudden onset of sullenness. Nicole didn’t know how to handle a gloomy, maudlin E—so at odds with her usually relaxed self. This wasn’t fair. Nicole already filled the spot of the one riddled with tension in their relationship.
She’d also received more messages from her family than usual. Joy asked if they could all go for dinner next time she and Marcus would be in town between Christmas and New Year. Nicole’s answer had been vague—E and her hadn’t talked about any plans. So while she hadn’t lied to her sister, by that time, things would still be over. And when her thoughts went there, everything stopped. 
Nicole would drop her pen, lean back in her chair and stare into the distance, her screen all but forgotten. She hadn’t thought this through. She didn’t live far away enough that random meetings couldn’t happen, so her plan to wait a few more months and then tell her family that E and her had broken up fell short if any of her siblings were in town beforehand and wanted to see them. Though she could always say E had a previous engagement for the night. 
In those moments, she had a better understanding of E’s comments about lying to her family, as pangs of conscience rippled through her. But it went beyond that, and she felt these thoughts gnaw at the periphery of her awareness, yet she ignored them. They were friends, and Nicole needed them to remain that, to stick within this easily controlled framework. Everything else could only fail, and she refused to add E to her long list of regrets. 
In a way, Nicole should have known better, and realized her thought of ‘oh, well, at least things are calm at work, so staring into space and fretting about E isn’t much of a problem’ would not only jinx her, but also come back and bite her, hard.
The first week of December turned into an overcooked, viscous, unappetizing horror show, much like that soup she’d made one time that had required a knife to cut. Their government affiliate needed changes, and while there weren’t many, the revisions they asked for included intensive, detailed labor. Thank goodness Sarah had recovered fully and returned to work. If it had been only Jim Bob… She closed her eyes. No, she wouldn’t go there. 
She hardly ever made it home before eight in the evening and after a TV dinner and a shower, she mostly fell on her bed and stared at the ceiling, trying to get her body to move and do something other than work or sleep, but most days, she’d just doze off, only to jerk awake at four in the morning and rush to her office to complete the work she’d brought home—not literally, the office’s virtual private network allowed her to do most of her work everywhere (she sometimes felt like slapping whoever invented that). 
As a result, she’d missed two calls from Amy, one from Joy, but the one she wanted (a text would have been acceptable, too!) remained absent. She’d heard nothing from E all week. Then, she remembered the office Christmas party, and she supposed she wouldn’t find a better excuse for contacting E. 
So, come Saturday of the week from hell, she cold-called E. She generally didn’t do that (she preferred giving people a heads-up before calling, thus allowing them to modify the timing of the call if needed), however, she feared E would evade her otherwise. Then again, she could also screen her call. Thinking was so overrated at times.
After four rings that seemed to stretch an eternity (Nicole wistfully recalled the corded string of her grandma’s phone that she used to roll up with her fingers while waiting), a breathless E answered, and at first, all thoughts fled Nicole’s brain.
“Hi. Nicole? Are you OK?” E asked when Nicole had said nothing. 
“Yes. Hi. It’s me.” She slapped her palm against her forehead.
E laughed. “It is indeed. How are you?”
“I’m fine. Good. OK, I guess.”
“All right. What’s up? You usually text.”
Nicole pinched the bridge of her nose. “Right, but I thought this might be better dealt with in person.” 
Silence, then, “Go on.”
“I know you’ve been busy and all, and I’m not sure if you have the time or if you even want to do this, but—”
“Breathe.”
“What?”
“You need to breathe. Why are you so nervous?”
Nicole rubbed her fingers over her eyes. Really? They’d hardly talked since getting back from Thanksgiving, where things had been great (or so she thought), yet back home everything turned to… proverbial manure. Nicole wouldn’t say she’d gotten used to E’s presence and her absence had now derailed her routine, and while people were creatures of habit, it was more than that. She’d missed E, but she didn’t feel like she had the right to say that, as she was paying her for all of this. Her shoulders slumped.
“Are you still there?”
“Yes, yes. Sorry.”
“You were trying to say?” E asked. 
“There’s a Christmas party at the office this coming Friday, and I know we’ll head to my parents the week after, so that means you’d not only have to drive here twice in two weeks, but I’d also again take up so much of your time. Never mind this isn’t even part of the original contract, but I thought I’d ask if—”
“Sure.”
“OK, so I wanted to know if you minded going there with me?”
E chuckled. “I already said yes.”
“What? When?”
“I said sure.”
“Oh, I thought that was you giving me the go-ahead to ask whatever question I had.”
“You never need permission to ask me a question.”
Nicole pressed her tongue against her teeth, swallowing the words that popped into her head. She sometimes wished E wouldn’t say such things. “You really don’t mind?”
“I don’t do things I don’t wanna do.”
“Good. That’s good. A good trait, but also good for me.” Nicole gritted her teeth. If she said ‘good’ one more time, she was going to scream. 
“You’re acting strange.”
Nicole sighed. “I’m sorry. Work has been insane this week, and then… I’d skipped the last two Christmas parties at work, so I can’t bow out of this one, but I didn’t want to go alone. I’ll pay you, of course.”
“You will not.” Steel had crept into E’s tone.
“But—”
“If you add a single cent to our deal, I’ll call it all off.” 
Nicole’s eyes widened, and she sat up straighter. She’d never heard E use such a tone before. She cleared her throat. “OK. I won’t.”
“Good. And for the record, when I said you’re acting strange earlier, that wasn’t an insult or me insinuating that you’re weird.”
Nicole stifled a choked laughter. Her heart still hammered from the second before, yet E had sped past the rigid tension that had blown up between them and had already moved on. She pressed her hand against her chest. “I didn’t take it that way.”
“All right. I’m glad. What time do you want me there? Do you mind if I crash at your place? I can also talk to Kara—”
“No, no. Please stay with me.” Nicole closed her eyes. That had come out differently than it had sounded in her head. But E gave her whiplash. Could things be that easy? Weren’t interactions usually harder?
“OK. So when does that shindig start? Do you need me to wear anything special?”
“At seven. Could you make it here before then? It’s a somewhat formal affair, but not a ball or anything. A dress or a pantsuit would work.”
“I might be able to get to your place by five, depending on how the week goes. Would that be all right?”
“Yes, of course. We’re only in the office half a day this Friday.”
“Great. Now, why’s work insane?”
Nicole sighed and leaned back, getting comfortable. Apparently, things could be that easy. 



Chapter 31
of restraint and ruined shirts
E SUCKED AT RESISTING temptation—she knew that all too well—and while she’d accepted that, she still fought it like hell. Seren had once jokingly said she’d give her an A for effort, but she’d always fail at the execution. While accurate, age had somewhat tempered that trait. E still had terrible ideas, but now, unlike during her twenties and thirties (some might argue her forties had had their moments, too) she recognized them and often managed to sidestep most of them. 
Not all. Perhaps that would happen over the next twenty years. Or by the time she died? How funny would that be: she would lie on her deathbed, and that would be when she got it right. Morbid? A little, but it fit her mood. 
Time and distance had always been E’s sword and shield, not only to protect herself from harm, but also to get over whatever caused her grief, though now they cut. At least the farm kept her busy enough. She’d been working non-stop on either creating more moonshine or processing soap and making additional jars of salsa. 
The holidays were always great for business as people visited their neighborhood store for Christmas gift ideas. A good chunk of her revenue came from the holiday season alone, and she’d been behind. 
All of this should have been enough to distract her from the ever-growing house of cards (all of them featuring the face of a certain auburn-haired control fiend) she’d erected in her mind. She wouldn’t even need gale-strength winds to knock down that precarious construction. A door falling shut would do. Why couldn’t she be one of those people who lost themselves in their own illusions and merrily marched toward their undoing? At least they had fun while it lasted. 
To evade her mind’s meanderings, and to catch up with her friend, she’d settled down and called Seren one evening in early December. 
“Hey stranger,” Seren greeted her.
“Hi. How are you?”
“Great. A bit stressed. We’re moving. Well, not we, as Parker and I are just returning, but Bree’s going to join us.”
E smiled at the underlying excitement in Seren’s tone. She had been rooting for those two idiots to work things out. To be fair, most of it wasn’t their fault. “That sounds awesome. I’m happy for you guys. Not about the move, though. They’re terrible.”
“Yes, but we’ve hired a moving company because otherwise we’d likely kill each other before we got there.”
“No, Bree would kill you, along with your control issues.”
“Oh, shush.”
E smiled. “How’s the little man? Is he excited?”
“Beyond belief. He’s so relieved that he gets to stay with his hockey team.”
E could vividly picture Seren rolling her eyes. “Tell him I said hi and to score a goal for me. You need to record him playing and send me the video.”
“Oh, yes. That’s a good idea. He’ll love it. How are things with you? The barn is finished, right? I’m so sorry, E, and—”
“It stands again. No worries. You can stop apologizing, and I mean it. You’ve only done so a million times.”
Seren sighed. “All right. So, anything new?”
E rolled her lips. How to explain all that had happened?
“Your silence is telling.”
“I’ve met someone, and—”
“Oh, do tell!”
E chuckled. “It’s not like that. It’s complicated, and—”
“Doesn’t mean it can’t work out. Give me the details, and I’ll let you know if there’s any hope.”
E snorted. “What are you? A relationship counselor?” 
“No, but after putting up with Bree… Ouch! Stop it!”
“I take it she heard that?” 
“Perhaps. She may have also thrown a pillow at me.”
“You deserve it.”
“Whatever. Tell me.”
E heaved a sigh, then proceeded to tell Seren about her situation with Nicole. 
An hour later, E’s inner turmoil had mostly settled. She knew Seren would understand and, to a degree, call her out on a few things that needed to be mentioned aloud. She didn’t want to lose Nicole, but she also had to remind herself that the most they could ever have was a friendship. 
The contract stood between them, and while that could be overcome, Nicole’s adamant rejection of romance left them at a dead-end. E respected Nicole’s decision, even if it filled her with sorrow. 
As a result, she went back to her tactic of only talking to Nicole in her head—more often than she’d have liked, but, hey, she was human, after all. At least she didn’t contact her or send her all of the messages she wanted to, like pictures of her new batch of moonshine (she needed a new logo), the soap in its various stages, the unfortunate salsa incident (one of her shirts was ruined and had to be thrown out, not to mention her hair!), and she didn’t even ask for her favorite scent, and by no means had this crossed her mind while selecting new aromas for her soaps (aside from the seasonal favorites). She’d still taken pictures for herself, but also with the thought of perhaps showing them to Nicole at some point. 
E would also deny that she kept track of the date, which was quite unusual. Most days bled into each other, or they did before she met Nicole. Once that had happened, she had become keenly aware of how far away each weekend was. 
It felt jarring to go from so much contact before Thanksgiving, to days of practically being attached at the hip, to nothing. Well, there were a few texts, but E didn’t count them as she’d tried to push Nicole away during those exchanges, and then all had screeched to a halt. She’d caused this, wanted it even, but that didn’t mean she had to like it.
She’d been debating contacting Nicole for a couple of days when said woman took that decision out of her hands by calling her. At first, she’d been worried something had happened, then she’d been afraid Nicole would end their arrangement, only to be charmed by her awkward babbling and invitation to the Christmas party at work. This seemed ideal because it was a public function. Yes, they’d once more act as a couple, but it eluded the dangers of being alone together. 
Fury still rippled through E when she recalled Nicole’s suggestion to pay her extra for the Christmas party, and if she continued to clench her teeth in this manner whenever she thought of those words, she’d have to visit the dentist soon. E rarely got angry. She didn’t enjoy the emotion (who did?), but much like hate, it seemed so self-destructive, as if its only purpose were to corrode you from the inside. 
This didn’t mean she didn’t feel such emotions, but she usually managed to transform them or release them. More so, she was often prepared for when such a situation would occur. However, her rage at Nicole’s suggestion rolled over her like a wildfire, and she couldn’t stop her reaction—she hadn’t spoken in this tone in a long time—and what was even worse, she currently still failed at transforming her anger into anything else. 
All her usual methods of calming down failed her. Every thought experiment, every meditative practice, even yoga. Nothing. The memory still had the muscle high in her temple pulse, her heart race, and heat wash over her. She sometimes even muttered curse words under her breath. 
E had already ruminated on how to convince Nicole to pay her less or not at all—she knew the latter was a pipe dream, but she’d never denied being foolish—and then Nicole had the audacity to suggest paying her even more money for the Christmas party. E dipped her head and released a long, shuddering breath. This wouldn’t do, and she’d likely have to work on this some more. 
Perhaps then that little ball of rage in her chest would melt away before she faced Nicole again. E doubted that losing her emotional equilibrium around Nicole would be advisable, though judging by Nicole’s reaction, she hadn’t minded all that much. 



Chapter 32
a grape juice kind of party
A GRAPE JUICE KIND of party 
Nicole regretted overindulging on coffee and wished she had E’s constitution for caffeine. Sadly, her body still reacted to the chemical, and she’d slept badly the night before. She didn’t understand why she had gotten so worked up over seeing E again. They had texted some over the week when their busy schedule allowed it. E had even sent her a picture of the finished soap collection she still needed to deliver to the store. They weren’t back to their usual banter, but at least they were talking, or texting. 
On the Friday of the party, work had dragged on, and by the time noon crept around (how could she ever have borne being there until after seven in the evening?), she’d hurried home, taken a shower, and then… then she felt like climbing the walls. And yes, she blamed her nerves on caffeine because what other explanation could there be?
Half-past five, the doorbell rang, and Nicole had to take a deep breath before opening the door.
“Hi. Sorry I’m a bit late. Traffic,” E said. Her duffle and a dress bag swung over her shoulder, and she had one hand stuffed into her pants pocket.
“Hi, no worries,” Nicole said, smiling.
“May I come inside?” E said after a moment had ticked by that only comprised of Nicole staring at her.
“Yes, of course.” She stepped to the side.
E took off her shoes and strode inside with Nicole right behind her. “Do you mind if I take a quick shower before I get dressed?”
“No, not at all. Make yourself at home. You know where everything is.”
“Thanks,” E said before treading toward the stairs, heading for the guest bedroom. 
Nicole first stood frozen in the hallway, her brain almost devoid of thoughts, at least productive ones, before shaking her head and padding to her bedroom to get ready. What’s wrong with you?
When she left her bedroom again, E hadn’t come down yet. Nicole glanced at her phone, ten after six. If they left within the next ten minutes, they’d make it to the hall shortly after the party started, depending on traffic and parking. She went back into the bedroom to fetch the clutch that matched her outfit, and when she stepped back out, she froze.
E strode toward Nicole in a long, wine-colored, sleeveless, deep v neck dress that clung to her body. “Are you all right?” She donned a dark, woolen coat.
Nicole nodded, not sure she trusted her voice. 
“Are we ready?”
“Yes,” she croaked, then cleared her throat. 
E fidgeted with the string of her purse. “You look beautiful.”
Nicole’s eyelids fluttered, and she gazed down at the black mermaid dress she’d bought ages ago, but so far hadn’t had an opportunity to wear. “Thank you, so do you. Let’s go?”
E smiled. “Sure. What can I expect from tonight?”
“Oh, nothing special. Lots of standing around and chatting with people I see every day at work. We drink, have some snacks, socialize, head home.”
E chuckled as they marched toward the car. “Your excitement’s showing.” 
“There’s a reason I didn’t attend the last two years.”
Once they arrived at the hall, Nicole’s eyes widened at the decorations. She’d signed off on them, but she’d paid no attention when Heather had informed her of the details for the Christmas party. Nicole decided Heather’s raise needed to happen as soon as the new year started. The decorations were both tasteful and festive (you should expect the latter at a Christmas party, but she recalled some cringe worthy decorations at past celebrations, especially when she was younger). 
Inside, they first ran into Sarah, and they chatted for a moment after picking up their drinks (wine for E and grape juice for Nicole—she’d talk to Heather about that choice) when her parents interrupted them. 
“Nicole, E, it’s so wonderful to see you! I didn’t think you’d make it tonight,” Catherine said, hugging Nicole, then E.
“Mom, Dad,” Nicole said. 
“Hi, honey. E,” Robert said, nodding at them. “You both look beautiful tonight.”
“Thank you,” Nicole said, grasping E’s hand.
“Thank you, Robert. You’re pretty handsome yourself.”
He chuckled but straightened his tie. 
Before they could start an actual conversation, Jim Bob stepped up, dressed in a dark-green suit with a velvet, red tie, speckled with tiny Christmas trees. He had combed his blond hair to the side with so much pomade, Nicole worried it would leave grease stains on his collar. “Mr. and Mrs. Summers! It’s such a pleasure to see you again.”
Catherine hid an eyeroll by dipping her head, then said, “Oh, look at that. I’m going to get a new one. Are you joining me, girls?” She flicked one finger against her empty wine glass, shooting a significant glance at Nicole and E. 
Robert narrowed his eyes at his wife. “Good evening, Mr. Diggart.” He clenched his jaw when a torrent of words spilled from Jim Bob after the unenthusiastic greeting.
Once they reached the bar, Nicole released a heavy sigh. “That was a close one. Thank you, Mom.”
Catherine shook her head. “Your poor father. We’ll never hear the end of having fed him to the wolves.”
“He doesn’t much look like one,” E said. “Just… tedious.”
“Odious is a better term, and don’t be fooled. He’s… difficult.”
E tilted her head. “What kind of trouble is he giving you now?”
“I don’t understand why you don’t just fire him,” Catherine commented.
Nicole released a dry chuckle. “As if he’d accept that coming from me. Perhaps if Dad were to let him go, but—”
“You are the head of the Austin branch,” Catherine said. 
“Tell him that,” Nicole groused. She didn’t like the frown spreading over E’s features. “Anyway, we’re not here for him. Are you set for another invasion of the horde so soon after Thanksgiving?” 
Catherine held Nicole’s gaze before thankfully dropping the topic. She already knew she wouldn’t be this lucky with E later. 
“Our house is always ready for family, and you know that.”
Nicole hummed. 
“Why didn’t you tell us you’d be here tonight? We could have met beforehand.”
“And we couldn’t have otherwise? I do live in Austin.”
“Yes, but you’re always so busy,” Catherine said, and even though reproach only colored her voice, it still stung. What on earth for had she organized this entire catastrophic deal with E? Yet it still didn’t seem to be enough for her mother.
“You know exactly what was on the line with our most recent project,” Nicole pointed out. 
Catherine waved her off. “Let’s not talk about business. I’m glad you’re here tonight, and that you’ve brought E along. Tell me, dear, how are things on your farm?”
E’s gaze flickered between them before she indulged Catherine, launching into the story of the exploding salsa vat. 
A couple of hours later (which included her father finally escaping Jim Bob and griping at Nicole and Catherine for their thoughtless, not to mention rude, abandonment), Nicole led E back to her car. 
“I’m sorry about tonight,” Nicole said when they both entered her car.
“Whatever for?”
Nicole shrugged and started the car, backing out before driving toward the exit of their parking lot. “All of it?”
“I didn’t realize you’re responsible for everything that happened tonight. Do you cover just the hall, all of Austin, or the entirety of Texas? The South? What about the US?”
Nicole snorted. “You’re silly.”
“Don’t forget impossible.”
“As if you’d ever let me,” Nicole said. “There was just more tension than I expected. I thought it would be a light, somewhat boring evening. Was the wine good at least?”
E laughed. “Better than your grape juice.”
Nicole sighed. “I have to ask Heather what’s behind that particular choice.”
“Oh, it’s so that others don’t feel left out when they can’t drink because they still have to drive, or, you know, because they can’t drink alcohol.”
“And grape juice does that?”
E shrugged. “It’s hard to tell the difference.”
Nicole threw her an askance glance before refocusing on the road. 
“The color, not the taste,” E added in a tone that bespoke of how unimpressed she felt by Nicole’s extrapolation skills tonight. 
“Oh, yes. Of course.” To be fair, she had a lot on her mind. “That’s oddly… thoughtful.”
“So, do you first want to talk about the tension between you and your mother, and for the record, I’d noticed that when we’d arrived for Thanksgiving, but then I thought it had gotten better. It’s about kids, isn’t it? Or do you prefer to talk about Jim Bob?”
“I never want to talk about Jim Bob. I don’t even want to think of him, much less see him.”
“Catherine has a point. You could fire him. Weren’t you considering that?”
Nicole sighed. “Things often seem easier from the outside.”
“We had that discussion before. I thought it was just your guilt over taking away his income that stopped you. Was there something else? Because tonight seemed… off.”
“Can we not talk about that?”
“You prefer talking about your mother?”
Nicole groaned. She preferred going back home, taking a bath while drinking a glass of wine, and then curling up against—
“It’s green,” E said the moment someone honked their horn.
“Right.” Nicole sped up, the car lurching forward. 
“Are you OK? We don’t have to talk about either. I don’t want to make you uncomfortable, and it’s not like you gotta confide in me or anything. I just… You seemed stressed and worried, which made me…”
“Stressed and worried?”
E chuckled. “Yes.”
Nicole clenched her jaw. She should have stayed away from this year’s Christmas party, too. They were always trouble, but she’d wanted to see E again, and so she’d grasped the first excuse that came her way, only for it to introduce more problems than it solved. “I’m fine.”
“You’re a terrible liar, too.”
Nicole winced. “Perhaps, but I also need you to know that you don’t make me uncomfortable. You never have, and I… I appreciate the offer. Can I tempt you to a nightcap?”
“You can tempt me to do a lot of things.”
Nicole swallowed hard and almost ran a red light. 



Chapter 33
of sharks and drowning
THEY ARRIVED AT THE Summers’ residence early the morning of the twenty-third, after E had spent the night at Nicole’s again. Two weeks in a row, and E had once more discovered that yes, she may be fifty and had improved at resisting temptation, but apparently, there were variations of enticement that proved to be much harder to disregard than others. 
Perhaps she could blame some of this on a peculiar Summers’ family tradition—flag football seemed to be much more fitting than poker. Yet, both seemed to be long-standing rituals for the holidays, of which Nicole informed her as they grabbed a small bite in the kitchen.
“So, let me get this straight. You play poker for money every night before Christmas?”
“It’s in the spirit of giving, no?”
“But—”
“None of us keep the money.”
E tilted her head. “I don’t follow. You said the minimum bet was one hundred, so where does the money go?”
“It’s not really a minimum bet. You just have to at least add that, but we bet quarters and dollars during rounds. We all have charities we’ve supported over the years, and so we each pick one. The winner donates the money to their charity. My choice supports LGBT youth nationwide, for example.”
“That’s less offensive than I expected.”
Nicole snorted. “But it’s still offensive?”
“No to me, but likely to many people, especially in the South. You are gambling the day before baby Jesus was born.”
Nicole bumped into her. “It’s for a good cause. What’s so wrong with having fun while doing it?”
“I thought that fun’s the only reason for doing it,” E drawled. 
Nicole scrunched up her nose and opened her mouth, only to snap it shut when her eyes widened. “You’re impossible.”
“You’re too easy to rile up.”
Nicole sniffed. “Perhaps I’ll get my revenge during poker. You must still pick a charity. Just be careful because Amy’s a shark. She won the last two years. I still think she’s cheating somehow.”
“You might all just be terrible. Judging by your… subpar poker face, it’s no wonder you lose, and if that’s genetic, then Amy might be the exception to that rule.”
Nicole’s eyes narrowed. “That was uncalled for. Never mind that I don’t even know where to start rebutting that list of insults!”
“While you think about that, I’ll go get another cup of coffee.”
Nicole threw a napkin after E, who picked it up and put it in the trash. “I’m sure Catherine raised you better than to litter.”
“I’ll murder you in your sleep,” Nicole grumbled. “May I get a cup, too?”
E’s hand flew to her chest. “After you’ve threatened my life?”
“Pretty please?”
E grunted and turned to make two cups of coffee. She didn’t know what was worse, Nicole’s expression or her voice. 
The same evening saw all Summers of legal age (minus Abby’s oldest who’d been engrossed on the phone with his girlfriend) plus E congregate around the dining room table to play Texas hold 'em.
Amy rubbed her hands. “All right, you losers. Let’s get this started.” 
“It’s just a game, Amy,” Ben said with a sigh. 
Amy tightened her jaw and turned to Robert. “Deal, Dad.”
“Everyone ready?” He finished shuffling the deck and dealt everyone their first two cards. 
E held back a groan when she gazed at hers. 
“Place your bets,” Robert said. 
Catherine, to his left had placed the small blind of twenty-five cents, Abby had followed up by placing the big blind of fifty cents, then the round continued with everyone but E, who folded, calling until all had placed fifty cents to the pot. 
Robert put the first card to the side in the burn pile before placing the flop on the table, the first three community cards face-up. 
The betting started once more, but this time, only Catherine, Amy, Dan, and Nicole remained in the game, each ending up having to add one dollar since Amy had raised the bet. The rest joined E and folded as well.
Robert added the turn, the fourth community card, onto the table. 
E scrutinized everyone—her cards had been terrible and judging by what lay on the table, she’d made the right decision. However, unless her hand had been spectacular, she’d planned on folding the first round regardless to use it as an opportunity to spot everyone’s tells. Amy gave her the most trouble, and she would bet both Nicole and Catherine had good hands, while Dan was bluffing. 
Everyone checked, so they placed no additional bets. E assumed they were all careful during the first round.
Robert placed down the river, after adding the last card to the burn pile. Now, all five community cards lay face-up on the table. 
The Summers remained mostly unaffected, though E noticed Amy’s left eye twitch a little. It would be quite telling to see her hand.
Everyone checked again, then showed their hands. As expected, Dan was out with worse cards than E had. Catherine’s hand was decent, but Nicole’s was better. Yet, Amy still had them beat with a three of a kind, adding her two queens to the one on the table. 
“You were saying, Ben?” Amy said, pulling the pot closer to her. 
Ben said nothing. It was Catherine’s turn to shuffle and deal. 
Amy won the next round, too, though she was bluffing this time, much to the moaning and groaning of the others. Then, Nicole had a full house and took in a big pot with an even bigger grin on her face. The sight almost made E hesitate, but she didn’t spend all this time learning everyone’s cues and tells for nothing. 
Robert and E shared the pot in the next round, and a tint of indignation rushed over her when Nicole seemed surprised she’d even gotten this far. The moment E had nearly faltered earlier because she’d enjoyed seeing Nicole win was all but forgotten and E won the next three rounds.
“We’re being hustled,” Amy groused. 
“Serves you right,” Abby said, after having folded another hand, taking no losses. 
“You do realize the idea’s for all of us to lose our money, so I don’t get why you hang on like that,” Nicole said while shuffling. 
Catherine won next, which seemed to mollify Amy a little (E had been dealt a four and a six, and no card in the flop had improved her position). 
Nicole patted her hand before dealing the first two cards.
Was she consoling E? She truly must have thought E’s previous wins were sheer luck. She sat up straighter. They were all going down.
E won most of the remaining rounds and cleared out all Summers by the end of the night. 
“I told you so,” Amy grumbled and leaned against her chair. 
"Don't be a sore loser," Ben said, reaching out to take Amy's hand, but then placed his palm on the table instead when Amy shifted away and dropped her hands in her lap.
Nicole’s gaze drifted from Amy back to E. She cleared her throat. “So, what charity did you pick again?”
“One that benefits orphaned children in Austin.”
“Oh, that’s a great choice.”
“Thanks. I was still rooting for you, too. Not just because I like your charity.”
At this point, the rest of the family had risen and left the room. Amy trailed behind, squeezing Nicole’s shoulder on her way out. 
Nicole smiled, stroking her hand over her sister’s before turning back to E. “Right. When were you going to confess that you’re a card shark?”
E laughed. “I’m not. You’re all just telegraphing your hands.”
Nicole straightened. “That’s not true! We’ve been playing for decades. Well, my parents have been, and we all joined when we were of age. People rarely win more than twice in a row, so there goes your theory.”
E canted her head. “All you’re telling me is that not only do none of you have a great poker face, but you’re also terrible at reading each other.” E frowned. “That makes a lot of sense.”
“Hey!” Nicole slapped E’s upper arm. 
“Mind you, Amy’s the best at hiding her hand, but even with her I noticed a tell during the first round.”
Nicole pouted, and E’s gaze dropped to her lips. “Not everyone’s a born gambler.”
“It’s not about gambling. It’s about reading people and spotting lies.”
Nicole chuckled. “Yes, I should’ve figured. Your everlasting love affair with the truth.” 
E’s face fell.
Nicole reached out and squeezed her hand. 
Sometimes the truth came at you like a double-edged sword, and for much of E’s affinity for it, she currently felt like a hypocrite. She wasn’t one, though, and while some things should never leave your head, or better, they shouldn’t enter your brain in the first place, that still left her with a hollow pain in her chest. She had to be better at this. E had thought the distance she’d placed between them after returning from Thanksgiving had been enough, but the previous weekend, especially the night after the Christmas party, had ruined that plan.
Her mind recalled scenes from that night too often—Nicole lounging on the couch in comfortable sweatpants and a t-shirt that inched off one shoulder, a glass of red wine (not grape juice!) in her hand, soft instrumental music playing in the background, E leaning against the other side of the same couch, a pillow in her arms to busy herself with something other than what her body urged her to do. 
E had stopped after that one glass of wine at the party and drank water for the rest of the evening. One of the best decisions she’d made in a while. 



Chapter 34
a new resolve
NICOLE COULDN’T SLEEP. SHE had spent the week after the Christmas party trying to compartmentalize and organize her feelings, and like always, placing them into neat, little boxes she could close, tighten, and then arrange to fit, this time, to rid her of the tension that swirled through her whenever she thought of E. Yet, she had failed. The lids resembled those infernal jack-in-the box nuisances and kept popping up, their contents like glitter strewn across the floor—not only difficult to pick up again, but also impossible for Nicole to ignore. 
When they talked, she felt light, almost like floating, and when they were together—Nicole had no words for how she felt around E. Both at ease and on edge, as if she teetered on the brink of something, and each side made her shake while her heart drummed in her chest. Yet did that make her want to stay away from E? No. 
She’d spent two hours tossing and turning, envying E’s deep slumber, until she’d had enough and eased out of the bed, heading toward the bathroom. Nicole dipped her head against the glare when she turned on the light, and once her eyes adjusted, she stared into the mirror at her pale features and the messy curls hanging loosely around her neck. She needed a haircut, and likely some sort of intervention. 
Sometimes she thought back to the few women who’d responded to her ad, and she shuddered at the thought of either of them being in E’s spot. She doubted they’d have fitted in with her family, though there’d have been one clear advantage. If she’d hired (she cringed) one of them, she wouldn’t be facing the current dilemma. 
Nicole sighed and rubbed her hands over her face. Staring at her reflection wouldn’t help her sleep, so, after quickly using the restroom and washing up, she returned to the bedroom only to find E sitting up, leaning against the headboard. The night lamp illuminated the room.
“Are you all right?”
“Of course. Why wouldn’t I be?” She climbed onto the mattress and slid under the covers.
“I’m sure your parents didn’t raise you to answer a question with another.”
“I’m questioning my wisdom in bringing you here if from now on you’ll take my parents’ side.”
E shifted to lie on her side, propping her head on her palm. “They’re great. But if I’m on anyone’s side, it’s yours.”
Nicole rolled her lips, trying hard to stifle both a groan and the urge to bury her face in the pillow. E, whom she was paying to play her fake girlfriend (as if she needed to remind herself more often of that reality) was impossible. She sometimes said so to E to tease her, but it was the truth. 
Affection and care seemed to flow so easily from E, as if she personified a wellspring of all that was good, all that Nicole had been missing without ever realizing what she lacked—the adage of you cannot miss what you’ve never had—and Nicole didn’t know what to make of it. 
She had experienced love and affection. Nicole knew her family loved her, and while they’d never been the most affectionate of people—and she had started to question if they’d only been trying to respect her boundaries—they cared. 
E’s eyebrows furrowed. “Are you OK?”
“I think so.”
“That’s not the rousing affirmation I was looking for.”
Nicole chuckled. “I’m turning into a parrot around you.”
“You want to explain that some more?”
Nicole pinched the bridge of her nose. No, she really didn’t. Talking about it… She preferred to deal with things in her own head (did she have another? Why did people say, ‘my own head?’ She shouldn’t excel at derailing her thoughts), instead of talking about them. 
Talking made things real. If you only thought about them, no one knew. Your thoughts were free (even if they were assholes, but they were yours). She chuckled. “I’ve never met anyone like you, and it’s… exasperating at times.”
“In a good or a bad way?”
Nicole faced E. “Both?”
“What can I do?”
“Hmm?”
“Obviously I must be doing something wrong if you feel like that, and if you tell me, perhaps I can fix it, and—”
“No, no!” Nicole gripped E’s free hand. “You’re not doing anything wrong. You’ve been nothing short of wonderful. This is on me.”
“You always do that.”
“Speak the truth?”
E narrowed her eyes. “You take the blame for whatever goes wrong. I don’t like it.”
Nicole sighed. “It’s easier that way.”
“Not really. Such behavior results in others taking advantage of you, even unintentionally, because humans follow the path of least resistance when it’s offered, and down the road, you might end up resenting them. It also damages your self-esteem because you start to internalize the idea that things are your fault.”
“And you studied accounting?”
“Yes. Why?”
“You sound like a therapist sometimes.”
E rolled her eyes. “Life teaches you stuff if you pay attention and listen.”
“I suppose.” Nicole rolled on her back and covered her eyes with her free hand, still holding onto E with the other, though she knew she shouldn’t. “You should charge me extra.”
“Are we back to that?” E’s voice hardened. 
Nicole suppressed a shiver. “It’s just… Having you here and seeing you interact with my family; it’s been eye-opening and I’m not sure I like what I see.”
“I’m lost here.”
Nicole chuckled. “Welcome to the club.” She turned and shuffled closer. A part of her wanted to curl up against E, but she feared this would be outside the realm of their friendship, and a terrible idea to boot—for many reasons that had nothing to do with the damn contract. 
It just proved easier to blame it all on that. Though, she could always argue that friends could hold each other without it meaning anything more than offering affection and comfort. 
E sighed. “Come here.”
“Hmm?” Nicole raised her head and gazed at E, whose warm eyes she often avoided, in part, because of what they made her feel, but also because it seemed that E could see right through her, and Nicole still worried about what E might discover.
E grabbed Nicole’s arm and pulled, reclining in the process.
Nicole yielded and ended up curled up against E’s side with her head on her shoulder and E’s arm wrapped around her. 
“I’m not doing this because you’re paying me,” E said.
“But I am.”
“What if we just skip that?”
Nicole made to rise and look at E, but when she shifted, E tightened her hold and Nicole let go, settling deeper and curled her arm around E’s stomach. “I’ll pay you. That’s not up for discussion. It’s bad enough you didn’t let me pay for the Christmas party. We signed a contract.”
“Yes, I remember those shackles.”
Nicole clenched her jaw. “You can leave tomorrow morning if you wish. We can say something came up at the farm and you must head back. They’ll be sad but understanding, and—”
“Hush. You’re being silly. Why would I leave?”
“You just called the contract shackles. That speaks for itself,” Nicole rasped, surprised by how even and controlled her voice sounded as she tried not to fall to pieces. Her chest burned and her eyes watered. She knew she should pull away from E but her body refused to budge. 
“You only see what you wanna see,” E whispered with a sigh. Then she turned and grasped Nicole’s head, urging her to move up so they could look at each other. 
“Oh, Nicole,” E breathed and cupped her cheek. “The shackles didn’t refer to the contract binding me to you, but…” E pressed her lips together. “They’re keeping me from you,” E’s voice cracked.
Nicole couldn’t stop the tears from falling, but she also couldn’t bear for E to watch her cry, yet if she pulled back now… After an internal debate that seemed to take eons but likely only spanned a few seconds, Nicole surged forward and buried her face in E’s neck, clinging to her.
E shuddered, but enveloped Nicole into her arms. 
She hated crying, and Nicole rarely indulged in tears—still scoffing at all these articles about ‘the cathartic release’ of a good cry—but now, even if she tried, she doubted she could stem the flood that poured out of her. Her body shook as she wept and held on tight to E who rubbed soothing circles on her back. 
E’s words had uncovered something she’d tried to bury all along, and she ached at the realization of how perfect E would be for her, and that E—fearlessly—would walk this path with her, but Nicole knew she couldn’t. She never thought she’d find a friend like E, and while they hadn’t known each other for long, she couldn’t even contemplate the thought of losing her. 
And if she went farther, if they went there, she’d lose her for sure, and she couldn’t live with that. So the contract turned out to be a blessing. But what would happen once they’d fulfilled its stipulations? 
Would she lose E no matter what? But didn’t E say they were friends, or that she wanted them to remain that? Nicole wanted to cling to this belief, but she had doubts, not borne out of anything E had said or done, but habitual fears that plagued her from time to time. She’d never… No one had ever stayed, and Nicole couldn’t tell if she was the problem in this equation or if she’d always picked unavailable people. Not that she’d given anyone a real chance after Rachel.
Given the risk of losing E being substantial (at least in her mind), shouldn’t she make the most of this situation? She played her (fake) girlfriend, and Nicole had held back so far, mostly allowing E to take the lead, always wanting to ensure their actions, their nearness didn’t make E uncomfortable, yet their little talk seemed to have cleared that up. 
Perhaps, in the constraints of make-believe, in the only safe scenario, she could go for what she wanted, embrace the illusion, and allow what she’d never dare to touch otherwise. For just a moment she could permit herself to experience what it would feel like to be with E, to be more than her friend. What could it hurt?



Chapter 35
of hope and fear
THEY’D FALLEN ASLEEP WRAPPED up around each other without meaning to do so. A noise startled E awake, and she groaned at the strain in her right shoulder where Nicole’s head still rested. She’d expected this weekend to be even more emotionally taxing than Thanksgiving had been, but she hadn’t counted on her own equilibrium being shaken quite like this. 
While she’d realized before that her foundation had sprung cracks, E had hoped it would take longer for her to reach this point. In fact, she’d hoped to prevent it all together because it would speed up their demise. Why did all of this remind her of the half-life time of chemical reactions? She felt like they were approaching the moment where they reached critical mass. 
E tended to be gloomier in the dark of night, and she supposed that made sense. It also explained her long-standing affinity for sleep. She rubbed her hand over her face and shifted to ease out from under Nicole without waking her. E strode to the bathroom and turned on the light. Perhaps that would help clear her thoughts. 
E stared at her own reflection, noting the tension visible in her features. She tried to force her body to relax, closing her eyes and taking several deep breaths. E needed to slow down. She still had a job to complete, never mind that she didn’t want to lose Nicole’s friendship, but she might not have much of a choice.
Being around Nicole had her on the precipice for a while now, and E had managed the tightrope walk, tiptoeing along a fraying cord, aware that it could tear with each additional step. Yet, acting as if she were Nicole’s girlfriend, which increased the physical closeness, at least in public (she wouldn’t add what had just happened to this, or how close they’d been after the Christmas party) wreaked havoc on her mind and heart. 
E had the problem where she rarely did things by halves. She went all in, or she didn’t bother. There had never been anything lackluster about E’s approach to life and relationships. That didn’t mean E couldn’t remain on the surface, and there were plenty of people with whom she’d never volunteer for a deep dive. 
But whenever someone drew her in, and there was no denying that Nicole had managed that, maybe even more so than Seren had back in college (another element that remained outside of her current calculation), she felt helpless to stop herself from jumping in headfirst, and she’d tried to restrain herself from falling into this same old trap when she’d pulled away from Nicole. Little good did that do.
It all remained the same, for even if Nicole were physically attracted to E (she had little doubt there), it changed nothing. Sure, they could have sex, and E’s stomach dropped at this idle thought alone, and she clenched her jaw—the relaxing breathing exercise from before all but in vain and undone by a single thought. 
But E refused to go there. She would not sleep with Nicole, no matter how much her body rooted for such a possibility. E knew she’d struggle enough if the time came to let Nicole go, and she refused to add that to the mix. She didn’t need to torture herself with something she could never have. E released an aggrieved chuckle. 
She hadn’t known where to look for someone, and she’d been filled with doubt that she’d now, once she felt ready, find someone who’d capture her heart again. It had never occurred to her that her search might be fruitful, only to remain just that… a seedling she’d never get to water.
E shook her head. She was once more losing herself in metaphors, and that always signaled disaster. She needed sleep, and she needed to hope that Nicole would have regained her bearings come morning, more so, that the next days at the Summers’ residence would go by quickly. Perhaps they needed to spend more time with the sisters and their husbands. 
As the saying went, ‘be careful what you wish for,’ E once again should’ve known better. They had slept in, and afterward, enjoyed a leisurely brunch with the family before they watched a movie together. E couldn’t tell what movie or summarize it to save her life. She’d spent the entire two hours in purgatory—distracted by Nicole, who’d often been shy about initiating physical contact and had mostly left that up to E, but now seemed to have overcome that hurdle, for she was all over E. 
Nicole’s fingers were either on her thigh (E couldn’t count how often she’d resisted the urge to stop this infernal hand from moving), intertwined with her own, or (why?) stroking idle patterns up and down her back. She also seemed to have decided that there should be no physical space between them at any point, and so, as if the hand alone didn’t do her in, E also had to endure constant physical closeness. 
Nicole remained pressed against her side, leaning against E’s back or chest, and during the movie, she deemed it necessary to lie down and rest her head on E’s lap. 
E had been so busy screaming internally while treading her fingers through Nicole’s curls that she missed the entire happenings on the screen. She doubted she’d wanted to see the movie, but E couldn’t even be sure about that. 
Thankfully, Christmas dinner offered more of a distraction as it saved E from physical contact, at least for some time, since Nicole continued to reach out for her. E couldn’t decide what infuriated her more—that she hadn’t spooked Nicole with her confession (she needed to learn to shut up at times, but she’d never been able to ignore someone she cared for being in distress), or that Nicole had taken it as an invitation to be even closer.
The food had been delicious, the company pleasant and warm, full of affectionate banter (even Ben and Amy had seemed more relaxed), that once more filled E with this odd mixture of joy, longing, and mourning. She wondered if this reaction would ever cease, and if that meant that she could never just enjoy a family get-together without also experiencing twinges of sorrow and regret. 
Perhaps she wasn’t as ready for a new relationship as she’d suggested to Seren, whose advice, incidentally, “Be who you are and see where it all leads to. It makes no sense to suppress your feelings. They will only end up hitting you like a truck one day,” had been for the cows for all the good it seemed to do E. 
She’d been so lost in thought that she’d missed Joy’s question.
“Excuse me?”
“I was just wondering what your plans are for New Year’s, if you two lovebirds can separate long enough to join another party.”
“Ha, ha,” Nicole said.
“What? Marcus and I also started dating a few months before the holiday season, and let me tell you, we were not fit for company on New Year’s, if you know what I mean.” Joy grinned. 
Marcus cleared his throat while Catherine raised her voice in her conversation with Abby, undoubtedly trying to bleach the innuendo out of her brain. 
“Were you sick?” Emma asked.
“What?” Joy turned toward her niece.
“You said you couldn’t be with people. Was that when we had to wear masks all the time?”
“Oh, no sweetie. It had nothing to do with that.” Joy flushed. 
Nicole sported an expression that shouted, ‘serves you right,’ and raised her eyebrows.
Joy ignored that silent communication and turned to Robert instead. “Dad, may I have the mashed potatoes, please?”
“Sure, dear.” He handed her the bowl. 
E suppressed a chuckle. Leave it to children. 
Later that night, E exited the bathroom to Nicole crouching on the floor as she rummaged through her bag before calling out, “Thank God!” She dropped on her butt. 
“What’s that about?”
“I thought I’d left your present at home.” 
E chuckled. “You could always say your gift isn’t appropriate to open around company.” 
Nicole flushed. “I’d never! I’m not Joy who makes sexual innuendos during Christmas dinner.”
“Would they be more acceptable during Thanksgiving dinner? What about a birthday party or, hey, Mother’s Day!”
Nicole narrowed her eyes. “If you keep that up, Ms. Jones, you’ll go without presents tomorrow.”
“That’s impossible.”
“Oh?”
“Catherine already told me I’ll love the gift she and Robert have gotten me, so at the very least, I’ll receive one present.”
“Traitors,” Nicole muttered. 
E laughed. Perhaps things would work out somehow. She couldn’t picture a life without Nicole easily. While keenly aware that this made up a huge part of the problem (all right, the entire problem), E’s love affair with hope might even eclipse her fondness for the truth. Not because of the saying that it died last, but because how did you even live without hope? 
You might be disappointed in the end, but living with hope made for a much more pleasant journey through life than always worrying about being knocked out by the proverbial shoe, because even if it did tumble down, at least the path there hadn’t been dreadful and filled with distress.



Chapter 36
a surprising gift
NICOLE HAD SPENT HOURS searching for the perfect gift for E. It had to be personal, but not over the top. E wouldn’t like it if she spent too much money, so a few more obvious choices flew out of the window. Then, one night when she’d been ready to give up for the day and head to bed, she’d found something interesting. It seemed like the perfect gift, but now doubts filled her as she held the wrapped item in her hands to put in her bag of gifts for the family to place under the tree. What if E hated it? 
Yesterday had passed by in a blur, and after their previous conversation, it felt like a dam had broken and once Nicole had permitted herself to reach out to E, she couldn’t stop herself. She’d still tried to watch out for E’s reactions to her touch, and she’d have pulled back if E had seemed uncomfortable, yet that hadn’t happened. Each time E had leaned into a gesture, Nicole’s heart had swelled. 
When the entire family settled in the living room, the kids received the first gifts and seemed quite satisfied with their loot. Emma sat in a sofa chair that dwarfed her small form, books strewn over her lap as she leafed through them with rapt attention. 
“Amy’s got a book worm on her hands,” E murmured into Nicole’s ear while tilting close. 
Nicole shivered and nodded. “Amy keeps complaining that Emma’s a carbon copy of me, and how unfair that is, since she was the one who carried and birthed her. Mind you, I hold zero affinity for soccer, or any other sport, but otherwise…”
E chuckled. “That’s how it goes sometimes.”
Nicole hummed and leaned into her. They both sat on the hardwood floor, propped up against one couch.
“All right. Here’s our gift for you guys,” Catherine said, handing E and Nicole a large envelope.
“Wait, we’re getting one together?” Nicole asked.
Robert frowned. “Yes. We assumed this gift will be a lot more fun that way. Open it!”
Nicole smiled. Her father had always acted like a little overexcited schoolboy during Christmas. His parents didn’t believe in Christmas and had never celebrated it, so he’d spent his childhood envying his friends and classmates for their elaborate stories about their Christmases. 
As a result, he always made Christmas a huge event at their house, an effort which her mother fully supported, though sometimes Nicole would notice how soft Catherine’s eyes grew when she looked at Robert who was bubbling, almost vibrating with excitement when he handed out presents. 
“Thank you,” E said.
“Yes, thank you,” Nicole added, and opened the envelope before pulling out the card. Her eyes widened as she read the note.
“Wow,” E breathed next to her. 
Her parents had given them a certificate for a flight to Cancun, plus a week-long stay in an all-inclusive hotel at Riviera Maya.
“We’ve been there before and it’s absolutely lovely. Just be prepared to eat all day and drink way too many cocktails,” Catherine said. 
“That’s a lot,” Nicole said, trying not to hyperventilate. A lovely and thoughtful gift, and she knew her parents chose it in part because she worked too much, and they figured that tempting her to go on a vacation would have a higher chance of success if she went somewhere with E. They were right. She’d love to go there with E, but after this holiday, they’d be over. Her heart sunk. Though, perhaps they could still do this as friends?
“We appreciate it, thank you.” E rose and hugged Nicole’s parents. 
Nicole broke out of her stupor and did the same. 
“You’re very welcome, honey.” Robert rubbed Nicole’s back. “Your mother and I had a marvelous time there. Be sure to go snorkeling, and if they still offer swimming with dolphins, you must do that, too.”
“OK. We will.” Nicole cleared her throat and shot a furtive glance toward E who smiled at her. 
“Oh, and the dates are flexible because we figured it’s better if you guys can decide what time works best for you,” Catherine said. 
“That’s very thoughtful,” E said, settling back on the floor. 
Catherine and Robert handed out gifts to the rest of their children and their spouses (from spa weekends, a weekend getaway, to covering the installation of a sauna in Abby and Dan’s house), which was followed by bestowing gifts on Catherine and Robert (once more spa gifts, a gorgeous family pictures series that came with a certificate for an appointment to take professional family pictures of everyone, and certificates to their favorite stores and restaurants). 
E had presented all adults with a collection of her moonshine, soaps, lotions, and salsa (the latter Catherine opened immediately to try, saying she’d been waiting for weeks to do so), and after the gift exchange between her siblings and their spouses (why would Ben give Amy a gym membership as a Christmas present?), Nicole reached for E’s present and gave it to her. 
“Thank you.” E grasped the gift and placed it on her lap to unwrap it. 
Nicole sat on her hands to stop from fidgeting. 
“Oh,” E breathed once she held her present and ghosted her fingertips over the cover. 
Did that mean she liked it? Nicole was about to open her mouth and say something when Joy sidled up next to E’s other side. “Moonshine, Bootleg, and Prohibition in the American South,” Joy read. She frowned. “You got your girlfriend a history book?”
E smiled and rushed forward to embrace Nicole, hugging her close and whispering into her ear, “Thank you.” 
Nicole clung to E, who pressed a soft kiss on her cheek before pulling back.
“Aww. That’s disgustingly sweet,” Joy said. 
“Leave them alone. Besides, you know E brews alcohol. You even got a bottle as a gift five minutes ago,” Catherine admonished her. 
“That doesn’t mean she likes to read about it,” Joy grumbled. 
“We can assume Nicole knows what E likes,” Robert said.
“She better,” Joy said, laughing.
Robert and Nicole flushed, and at the same time exclaimed: 
“I didn’t mean it like that!”
“Joy!”
Joy only cackled and dodged Nicole’s smack. “All right, all right. I’ll be good,” Joy said and leaned against Marcus, who rolled his eyes. “Let’s see what you got my big sister for Christmas. It better be good.”
“So much for being good,” Marcus drawled. 
E chucked. “The more I get to know you, Ms. Johnson, the more it becomes apparent that being good is not one of your traits.”
Joy laughed. “We can’t all be perfect. Your girlfriend already fills that role.”
Nicole ground her jaw.
E tilted her head. “That’s a big thing to strive for.”
“I know, which is why I’m not even trying,” Joy said. “Go on. Give her your gift.”
E hummed and reached out for Nicole’s hand, stroking the back with her thumb. “All right.” She grasped a box wrapped in beige paper with a red and green bow, and handed it to Nicole. 
“Thank you.” She unwrapped the gift and held up three boxes of… She flipped them around. “You got me more of the double dark mocha coffee!” Nicole beamed. 
E smiled and nodded. 
Nicole studied a business card with a name, phone number, and email address on it. “What’s that? It’s not… You didn’t! Last time you said you’d take that secret to your grave and none of my bribery would work on you!”
“They didn’t work.”
“You’re dying then?” Joy chimed in, earning a glower from Nicole. 
“She’s not dying.” Nicole paled. “You aren’t, right?”
“Oh my God, no. As far as I know, I’m not dying, but have you heard of hyperbole?”
Nicole bumped into her. “If my bribery didn’t do the trick, then why am I getting your supplier’s number?”
“E’s got a drug dealer?” Joy asked. 
“I swear, Christmas or not, Joy, one more comment and I’ll murder you.”
“Hey! No threats of violence on Christmas morning!” Robert complained. 
E opened her mouth, but before she could say a word, Nicole grabbed her arm.
“No! Hush. Don’t even go there. I know exactly what you want to ask.”
E pouted. 
Nicole worried her lip, distracted by visions of drawing E’s lower lip into her mouth. 
“So what supplier are we talking about?” Abby asked.
“You’re all so nosey,” Marcus said. 
“It’s her coffee supplier. That’s where she gets all the good stuff from,” Nicole said, hugging her coffee to her chest.
Amy groaned. “Don’t tell me E shares your coffee fetish?”
Nicole flushed. “It’s not a fetish. We just love coffee. There’s nothing wrong with that.”
“Stop teasing your sister, all of you,” Catherine admonished her daughters. 
“Wait, there’s something else.” Nicole picked up a bottle. “Oh, that’s a new logo. It’s your moonshine, though, right? There’s still the moon and the stars on here.”
“It’s my newest flavor.” E leaned back against the couch. 
Nicole flipped the bottle to read the name. Her eyes widened, and she sought E’s gaze. “You created a chocolate flavored moonshine?”
“Looks that way.”
“But you can’t stand chocolate.”
“True. You love it, though.”
“Aww.” Catherine shuffled next to E and kissed her temple. “You’re a keeper,” she said, smiling at both E and Nicole, who held each other’s gaze but remained silent.
Nicole tried to blink away the burn while also attempting to calm the hammering in her chest. “Thank you,” she croaked and pulled E into a tight embrace.
Several hours later, a panting Nicole stood under a frigid (spelled lukewarm) shower at past two in the morning, relieved beyond measure that E turned out to be such a deep sleeper. She didn’t know what had brought on that dream—how her resolve to refuse thinking about E like that had cracked so completely, but here she was, longing to dip her hand between her legs and finish what E had started in that awful, terrible dream, but she shouldn’t.
She’d often wished her dreams weren’t as clear and detailed. Now, it was both a blessing and a curse. Nicole groaned and pressed her palms against the wall, but succumbed a moment later, tracing one hand down her chest and between her legs. She groaned when her fingers encountered sticky heat. Nicole lowered her head and allowed the water to pelt against her neck as images of her dream flooded her mind, speeding up her fingers dancing over slick folds.
Nicole felt like she was drowning in heat and pleasure as E seemed to be all over her, bestowing kisses, licks, and nips over her body. She clung to E, her fingers digging into her back while E played with her breasts, sucking and nibbling at stiff nipples as Nicole moaned and held on to her lover’s head.
E’s hands gripped Nicole’s thighs as she spread her wider, laying down between them while Nicole trembled and bit her lower lip.
Nicole shuffled forward, overcome with the desire to grind against E’s mouth that had descended between her legs. She gripped the sheets and released a ragged breath when she felt E’s searing tongue stroke through her sodden heat. Her body arched as pleasure raced through her veins.

With little guilt but too tired and sated to fret, Nicole finished up, dressed, and returned to the bedroom to find E in the same position she’d left her in.



Chapter 37
of friends and benefits
E WAS BACK HOME, and their goodbye had been both awkward and pained. The contract was now fulfilled, and Nicole parted with saying she’d transfer the money to her bank account the next day. If E didn’t know this socially awkward turtle better, she’d have had a fit right then and there. 
She knew Nicole cared about her and wanted to remain in contact. When E had sent her a text to let her know she’d gotten back home safely, Nicole had asked about her plans for New Year’s Eve (E had none except for watching a movie and going to sleep early), and if they could hang out sometime in January. 
E felt conflicted because she wanted to spend time with Nicole. In fact, if Nicole had asked, she’d have driven to Austin for New Year’s (since Nicole’s plans were quite like her own), but neither went that far, and E couldn’t tell why. So, they ushered in the new year on their own, or at least E assumed so.
Her reply to Nicole’s question to meet up had been vague, and indeed, she’d been swamped with work on the farm. She had a long order of her moonshine alone to fulfill. Quite a few customers were interested in the new chocolate flavor. Philistines.
Their texts had become perfunctory, and at the end of the first week of January, E was exasperated. Since she spent most of her time thinking about Nicole anyway, she might as well meet up with her. As reasonings went, she knew this sucked, and that she waded out on thin ice, but that had to be better than being maudlin and brooding. She acted. And well, if things crashed and burned, at least she’d tried, right? That had to count for something. 
Nicole had right away agreed to meet and so they opted for Nicole to visit the farm again the coming weekend. E had spent the rest of the week in a frenzy, trying to prepare everything so that she wouldn’t have any work left on the weekend. It rarely mattered to her what days of the week were filled with work, but that had taken on a different meaning once her weekends included Nicole.
Nicole arrived on Saturday, shortly after noon, and E had prepared a salmon and spinach lasagna for them that finished cooking a few minutes after Nicole’s arrival, and so they spent the first hour eating and chatting. Their interactions were a bit stiff and tongue-tied, which E attributed to their odd interactions since getting back from Dallas. 
E refused to inspect this closer because the implications were quite clear, even without placing them under a magnifying glass. Such awkwardness, such a loaded distance didn’t arise between friends. 
They’d finished eating and settled in E’s living room.
“Have you decided what new equipment you’re going to get?” Nicole asked. “I tried your new creation, by the way. It’s delicious. You mostly smell the chocolate, but there’s also a chocolaty aftertaste. I don’t know how you managed that.”
E chuckled. “That’ll remain my secret. I’m glad you like it, though.”
Nicole smiled. “You mean like the contact information of your coffee supplier? You even told him to expect my call.”
E cleared her throat. “It’s not my fault you’re so disarming. But I’m positive I can hold on to some mysteries.”
“Hmm, they say it’s important to cling to some illusions.”
E snorted. “To answer your original question, I’m between two sets, and both have their advantages, but I’m struggling to decide.”
“Want another completely amateur opinion?”
E laughed. “Sure, why not? Let me get my laptop.” A moment later, she flopped down on the couch next to Nicole and opened her two bookmarked pages.
Nicole pointed at the equipment on the left side. “Oh, that one’s pretty. I vote for this one.”
E did a double take. “We’re not making this decision based on looks.”
“I’m messing with you, though this one is objectively prettier.”
E laughed. “Noted.”
“So what’s the difference?”
“Well, one has a bigger capacity but is slower, and the other’s the opposite.”
“Price wise?”
“Around the same.” E scrolled down and motioned at the price.
“Wow. They’re more expensive than I expected.”
“These are only medium-sized. I want a professional outfit one day. Preferably before I’m too old for this.”
Nicole chuckled. “Because you have one foot in the retirement home already.”
“Almost. I wouldn’t expect a spring chicken like you to understand that.”
“Hey! I’m almost forty.”
“Five years isn’t almost. That’s… half a decade.”
Nicole rolled her eyes. “Words can make anything sound more dramatic than it is.”
E laughed. “Well, yes.”
They chose the one with the greater capacity since E’s orders were getting larger and she’d planned to branch out. Nicole also helped her look deeper into the licensing part to make her business legit once the new equipment arrived. E wanted to sell the alcohol herself, not just give it away as gifts or sell it via the local ABC liquor store, but so far, that had never seemed worth it. 
They ended up watching another movie—Nicole had wanted to see what all these superhero movies were about, so they started the first one in the series. E had made them popcorn, and they shared a bottle of wine. 
“I don’t get it,” Nicole said, and if pressed, E would admit that Nicole’s frown looked adorable. 
“The movie?”
“No, the appeal. It’s like… a comic on the screen.”
E laughed. “Because that’s what it is. There’s nothing wrong with comics.”
“No, of course not. I mean, all fiction demands a certain suspension of disbelief, but this is asking a lot.”
E shrugged. “I suppose. They’ve been super popular for years now.”
“Doesn’t mean they’re good.”
“I’d never suggest something has value or is great because the masses like it, but… It’s like fast food.”
“Go on.”
“I sometimes like to eat it, and there are moments when I crave it and enjoy it a lot. But it’s not my everyday fare.”
“It has its moments?”
“Exactly.”
“All right. But I’m… sated right now.”
“No sequel then?”
“Not right now, no.”
E smiled. This felt nice. Easy. She could work with this. Perhaps they could ease into this laid-back friendship. She sighed.
“What’s up?”
“Nothing. Just thinking how nice this is; us, here, hanging out together.”
“Agreed. No obnoxious little sister making sexual innuendos. No tensions to ignore between Amy and Ben. Though you’re quite good with that yourself.”
“Ignoring the tension between a married couple? I thought it would be… rude to comment on that. Besides, I just followed how everyone else was acting.”
“No, well, yes. No one wants to stir that hornets’ nest. My parents still seem to be hoping they’ll work it out. I doubt it, though then again, my siblings aren’t as useless at romance as I am.”
E hummed. 
“I meant your affinity for sexual innuendos. I told you that you’d get along well with Joy, though I can’t say this is a commonality I’m overly fond of since you both seem to direct it at me.”
“What’s your biggest problem with romantic relationships?” E refused to touch the topic of sex with Nicole when they were alone and had consumed that much wine. 
Nicole sighed. “They ruin everything. You get attached to someone, but you’re not the same, so what you want is rarely what the other wants, and vice versa. So, you end up compromising. All for what? Sex? I can have that without strings attached.” 
“Sounds like you were dating the wrong women. The compromises you make with the right person are no hardships.”
“Is that why you’ve been alone since Seren?”
E didn’t flinch, at least not outwardly. Unlike the Summers, she had a poker face, yet that comment stung. Even more so after all that wine. “My baggage is different. I believe romantic relationships have value, and that they can be amazing. Of course, they aren’t easy, especially once you leave the early honeymoon period behind. But there’s something to be said for having someone there with you.”
“What about a roommate?”
“That’s different. I’m also not in the habit of sleeping with my roommates.”
“Sex is overrated.”
“That it is, but that doesn’t mean it’s not fun.”
Nicole chuckled. “Fun you can have without attachment.”
E caught Nicole’s gaze and tightened her jaw. “Is that what you want?”
“Sex without strings? Yes.”
She couldn’t be talking about them. E wondered if she should ask for clarification, but that would mean discussing sex with Nicole, which, once again, a terrible idea she needed to avoid like… crowds, and teenagers. “I’m tired of those encounters. They left me hollow and dissatisfied more often than I can count. And I don’t mean that the sex wasn’t satisfying. More like, it lacked an emotional connection and so it was more a case of… forgive the term, sport fucking.”
“A purely physical release.”
“Yes.” They needed to stop talking about this. 
“But isn’t that part also… freeing? You have no ties to this woman, and she has no expectations aside from a few hours or a night of fun.”
“Sure. I mean, if such encounters weren’t enjoyable in some ways, I’d have not gone past one.”
“Yet that’s not what you want,” Nicole said, finishing the last bit of her wine.
“It’s not.”
After a beat, Nicole sighed. “I’m not sure I’ve ever understood this. I get friendship and I understand sex, but sex that’s made heavy with all this… baggage. It binds you to a person who…” She pursed her lips. “Perhaps I truly have been dating the wrong women.”
E’s eyebrows rose. “You don’t say.”



Chapter 38
a hard habit to break
IT HAD PLEASANTLY SURPRISED Nicole when E had contacted her and said she wanted to hang out. While she’d kept busy with work (not difficult), thoughts of E still distracted her, and she wondered how to get their friendship going now that the contract days were behind them. 
The day at E’s had been light-hearted fun. A perfect day of relaxed togetherness, until the wine hit her in ways it rarely did—making her confrontational. Nicole didn’t push boundaries, definitely not when sober, but sometimes alcohol loosened her tongue in different ways.
In such moments she spoke about things she otherwise kept quiet. Not her own innermost workings. No, Nicole said out loud what they understood needed to remain unsaid, like this thing between her and E. 
She didn’t go for the jugular, in part because E couldn’t be baited. A part of Nicole wanted to scream and shout at E (no amount of alcohol could get her there) for making her want things she could never have, for wanting to crawl on top of E and crush their lips together. 
Aside from the fact that Nicole had promised herself after the awful dream during Christmas that she wouldn’t cross that line, no matter how much she longed to, she also honestly believed that if she were ever to start a romantic relationship again, she would once more shatter it. 
She ruined things. Not at work, but in her private life. She struggled to connect with people because, mostly, she didn’t trust them. Why would she share her innermost feelings with someone who either got bored and left or ended up using that information against her? Keeping busy, working, yes, running, it all meant you never remained still long enough to become a target. It seemed much easier to keep someone out than allow them inside, only to be rejected.
Most people weren’t interested in putting in the effort it would take to make Nicole pause, to make her linger long enough to get to know. In part because she feared what they’d find. No. She’d done that and had fallen on her face. There were mistakes she wouldn’t repeat.
Yet, E… and her infernal patience with Nicole’s idiosyncrasies—her calm and gentle humor, her terrible tendency not only to respect Nicole’s boundaries but to check and clarify them, proved as maddening it was addictive. 
The things she said to E that night were both rude and hurtful, and E deserved better than that. But she still didn’t reject Nicole or send her packing, and all of it, together with the emotional upheaval brought front and center by half a bottle of Merlot, made Nicole want to cry. 
Instead of doing that, she closed off and withdrew, expecting that E would react like people always did—allow her to be alone and get over whatever upset her. But E wouldn’t be E if that was her approach.
“Are you cold?” E asked.
“Huh?”
“You’re trembling. Let me get you a blanket.”
Before Nicole could reply, E stepped away and came back a moment later with a thick woolen blanket in her hand. 
“Here,” she said, wrapping the fabric around Nicole. “Do you want to lie down a bit? The wine seems to have done you in today.”
Nicole nodded and drew the blanket closer around herself. “Can you stay?”
“I kinda live here,” E drawled. 
Nicole smiled. “No. I mean… Here. With me.”
“Oh. OK. Are you sure?”
“Yes.” Nicole closed her eyes. “Join me?” she asked after her eyelids fluttered open and she caught E’s gaze.
E stuffed her hands into her pockets. “Lie down with you?” 
“Yes.”
E rubbed the back of her neck. “This isn’t a large couch.”
“But you’re so tiny.”
E huffed. 
“I’m sorry for being so… awful.”
“If that was you being awful,” E said with a chuckle. 
“I was rude. I didn’t mean to hurt your feelings.”
E frowned. “I’m not sure what conversation we had in your head, but you didn’t hurt me or say anything rude. Besides, the truth isn’t always pleasant, but you don’t have to apologize for it. Why are you so hard on yourself?”
Nicole shrugged, fighting the tears that sprung into her eyes. Yes, alcohol also made her weepy. 
“Oh, Nic,” E said, climbing on the couch and settling behind Nicole, who’d shuffled forward to make space. 
Nicole’s throat burned, and her heart clenched at hearing E call her that, and when slow, measured arms slung around her and pulled her back against E’s solid form, she cried. 
“It’s all right,” E mumbled into her neck.
It wasn’t all right. In fact, this stretched as far away from all right as Nicole had wandered in a long time, yet she could only cry and allow exhaustion to overtake her. 
Nicole gasped and jerked awake some time later, disoriented. 
“Hey. Are you OK?” E murmured and tightened her hold around Nicole. 
Recalling where she was and what had led to this, Nicole sighed and settled back into E’s warmth. “Yes. Thank you.”
“Do you feel better?”
Nicole hummed. 
“Words, Nicole.”
Nicole smiled. “Yes, dear E, I’m better.”
“Good.” E leaned forward and pressed a lingering kiss against the nape of Nicole’s neck. 
Nicole trembled, pressing closer against E whose hands splayed on her stomach. She clenched her teeth. God, what were they doing?
E’s hands didn’t move, though Nicole wished they would. Even though E held still, neither tightening nor loosening her hold and with her face still buried in Nicole’s neck—each exhalation sent a shiver down her spine—she felt the tension coiling in E.
Nicole grasped E’s hands and squeezed them. “We should go to sleep,” she rasped.
E shuddered. “Yes,” she croaked and released Nicole.
They wandered to their rooms almost aimlessly, and Nicole knew sleep wouldn’t be her friend that night. 
They had breakfast in almost utter silence the next morning. Nicole didn’t know what to say, and E seemed lost for words as well. 
“I should head back home,” Nicole finally said, placing her mug on the table. 
“Huh?” 
“It’s a long drive, and—”
“Sure.”
Nicole tightened her jaw. She hated the tension that sometimes crept up between them, though this seemed different, and worse, it was all her fault. She once more had ruined it all. Nicole wondered why that even surprised her. No, it didn’t surprise her. It infuriated her. 
She had hoped things would be different this time, with E, whose natural response always leaned toward understanding and calmness. Yet Nicole had noted the tight hold E had on her cup, the way she’d drummed her fingers on her thigh, and how that muscle high on her temple twitched. 
Nicole rose and strode to the guest room to pick up her bag. She tried to get a grip, to not lose herself in recriminations and berating over once again failing to uphold her end of the unspoken bargain they had struck. 
She trod to the door with her bag slung over her shoulder. The pressure of the strap digging into her skin helped anchor her and shifted her focus to her body, away from the rollercoaster her mind seemed intent on riding.
“Here’s your coffee.”
“Oh, thanks,” Nicole croaked, then cleared her throat. She hadn’t realize she’d taken the thermos E had given her everywhere she went, and E must have cleaned it and filled it anew this morning. Her eyes prickled. “I’ll let you know once I get back home.”
“Thank you.” E clenched her hands. “Listen. I think we… Maybe we should take a break?”
Nicole’s eyes widened. E couldn’t break up with her. They weren’t even together! “What?”
E sighed. “I like you. A lot. And I want this friendship, but I think a bit of distance would be good. For both of us.”
“Is that because of what I said last night? Or what happened on the couch? I’m sorry. I didn’t—”
“No, no. You did nothing wrong.” 
“Then why are you like that?”
“Like what?”
“Sullen and withdrawn.”
“I worry we’re headed in different directions, and I’d never… You have your priorities and your ideas for the future, but they don’t match mine. And that’s OK, but I… It’s been a lot, yes? We’ve spent a lot of time together, and—”
“And now you’re sick of me.”
E raised her hands. “No! What makes you think that?”
“Because you’re breaking up with me!”
E cringed. “I’m not. I just…”
“You could’ve also done your usual spiel of freezing me out for a while until you get over whatever drags you down at times. We’re not together, so it’s not like we need to talk every minute of every day. Why is this different?”
“I didn’t freeze you out! You could have written me, too.”
“I tried! The first time it happened, I tried! And you gave one-word answers and never asked anything. I can read between the lines.”
“You mean how you misunderstand your entire family?”
Nicole flinched. “That’s not fair.”
“Neither is you saying I’m sick of you. You make it sound like I got what I wanted, and now I’m shoving you aside.”
“Aren’t you?”
E’s jaw stiffened. “Wow. I think you need to leave.”
Nicole held E’s gaze, and she’d never seen her warm, brown eyes look glacial before. “I agree. Goodbye E,” she snapped, spun around, and stalked outside of E’s house before marching toward her car. What the hell had just happened? 



Chapter 39
of conflict and avoidance
E HATED CONFLICT—WITH A passion rivalling almost nothing. She sucked at it, even more so than at resisting temptation, and that was quite sad. Consequently, she eschewed conflict whenever possible. Living alone helped, since the more important someone became to her, the more she strived to evade conflict, and Nicole was… She couldn’t even approach this thought without breaking out in a cold sweat. 
She had tried so hard to ignore what had grown between them, to suppress her feelings, and to settle into a friendship instead. At first, things were going so well, but she should have known she’d been fooling herself. Friends cuddle. Nothing wrong with it. However, such a situation tended to deteriorate quickly when you were asked to cuddle with a ‘friend’ you were in love with, while they… were not. Or if they were, they’d never act on it. E didn’t engage in self-torture. 
Her grandmother’s love for history had rubbed off on E, and she recalled reading about the practice of self-flagellation, the mortification of the flesh. She had first thought this must have been some kind of sick joke because who would do this to themselves? 
So no, E had never indulged in such behavior (metaphorically or physically), and when she’d held Nicole on the couch, when she’d pulled her against her body and made the grave error of judgment and kissed her neck, E knew she’d lost. 
Not only did she once again fail in her resolve to stay away, or at the very least avoid physical closeness outside of their (no longer existing) contract, she’d also made it impossible for them to remain friends. At least for a while, since E would need time to get over Nicole, and if they stayed in as close contact as they’d been, this would never happen. 
Disappointment stuck with her, making her heart heavy. Not relating to anything Nicole had done, though, good Lord, fighting with her proved… challenging. E rarely lashed out, but here she had, because Nicole’s words had cut her to the core. She didn’t use people. But she understood, especially now with some distance, how her words, her request for distance, had stoked Nicole’s worries of not being enough. With a few words, E had breathed life into Nicole’s fear that once someone got to know her, they would walk away because they no longer liked what they saw. Hence, disappointment cascaded through E.
E hated this. She didn’t want Nicole to believe this for a second, but E also wouldn’t be able to stay this close to her without constantly hurting herself. That she’d even considered doing so terrified her enough. She wouldn’t. It wasn’t healthy and it wouldn’t lead to a happy ending, either. 
But perhaps she would have to be completely honest with Nicole and tell her exactly why she needed this break. Not only would she appeal to Nicole’s logical side (and perhaps get through to her), but she’d also spare her the worry and misperception that E didn’t want her. Quite the opposite. 
Nicole sent her a quick message of “I’m home,” around three hours after she’d left, and to which E only replied with “OK,” before throwing her phone against the couch cushion as if that would change anything. Then, she’d decided she needed to clean her house from top to bottom, which ate up the rest of her Sunday until she took a quick shower and fell into bed, too exhausted for her brain to keep her up all night with regret. 
The rest of the week dragged by, including too many moments where E felt trapped in an endless showing of the Groundhog Day, but unlike Bill Murray, she’d not get the girl. She forever stepped into the puddle as her mind insisted on replaying their conversation on an infinite loop. 
E sat on her couch every evening, staring at her phone, opening her chat with Nicole and hovering her thumb over the keyboard, but she typed nothing. Instead, her heartless and cold ‘OK’ haunted her, reminding her of how much she’d failed Nicole. She knew the other woman wouldn’t contact her first. Not only had E practically kicked her out, but she’d also honed in (unintentionally and to defend herself) on one of Nicole’s worst fears and made it a reality. 
She’d even called Seren, despite the terrible advice she’d given E last time. This one wasn’t better, “Talk to her. Tell her the truth,” yet E knew she needed to do that, at some point. But E was a coward. 
As much as she hated this limbo she’d forced them into, it also left her with hope. She didn’t expect Nicole would want her, too, or better, wish to explore a romantic relationship between them, but that E would quickly find a way to be all right with how things were before the moment on the couch. 
Once she faced Nicole again and they talked, it would all be over. Then, she’d truly lose her, for Nicole casting her away seemed like an all too likely option considering E’s behavior and her current role in dragging out the pain and misery standing between them. Or, much worse, what if Nicole had already put all this behind her? What if only E was drowning in guilt and sorrow? 
As such, E did mostly nothing. She would call (or text) Nicole eventually, asking to discuss all of this, but first she needed to sort out what she wanted to say as her impromptu comments had blown up in both their faces.
She also thought allowing them some time to cool off and think about this would be helpful. However, in order to at least prevent Nicole from getting the wrong impression, she texted her the day after her conversation with Seren.
“You’re wrong. I’m not sick of you. I can’t imagine ever reaching such a state. But I need to sort through my thoughts and figure out what to say—how to say it—so we don’t end up lashing out at each other when we talk next.”
Nicole didn’t reply right away, and E didn’t expect an immediate response, though that didn’t stop her from checking her phone obsessively every few minutes. She’d even asked Seren to text her to make sure her phone worked properly. 
Twelve hours and thirty-seven minutes later, Nicole’s response arrived. “You need to work on your introduction. You know how to reach me when you’re ready to talk.”
E frowned when reading the first line before re-reading what she’d written the day before and cursed. Yes, starting a reconciliation message with “you’re wrong,” might not have been the smartest thing she’d ever done. In her defense, she hadn’t been thinking clearly. 
This hadn’t changed yet. And her dreams were of no help, as her subconscious turned out to be a total asshole or had been subjugated by her id. Wait. No. That sounded like the definition of the id. She would drive herself insane one day.
Another week went by with no contact between them. Seren even managed, despite her busy move and the huge change of now living with Bree, to pester her with text messages, all in the vein of, “Have you talked to her yet? Why are you being an idiot? Even Bree agrees with me. You do realize being quiet has never solved anything?”
Yes, she understood all of this, and she agreed. But here she failed. Utterly and totally. She often held back saying what she wanted because what if someone else desired the opposite? Then what? 
And even worse, what if this someone meant the world to her? The thought alone—Nicole meaning that much to her—was enough to drive E up the wall and then some. And what did this saying even mean? 
Another problem, her mind turned into an unrelenting smartass whenever she tried to work through this, a way of protecting herself by disrupting her attempts to find a solution. A distraction that prompted procrastination until whatever had happened blew over and things returned to normal without E having to do anything, or better, without having to confront anyone. 
But she didn’t want this with Nicole. They needed to clear the air, not only because this was maddening but also because… well, it seemed only fair. She owed the truth to Nicole, to herself, to what had sprouted between them. And if Nicole yanked them out of the soil and tossed them into the trash, so be it. She needed to do this now because she once more had lost herself in metaphors. 
So, on Sunday afternoon, two weeks after their last meeting, E sat down at her breakfast table, her fingers tapping on the wooden surface before she picked up her phone, and with a sigh, dialed Nicole’s number. She hoped Nicole would be free, and more so, that she’d pick up. Three rings later.
“Hello?”
“Hi. It’s me. Can we talk?”



Chapter 40
a plan with terrible timing
NICOLE WAS USED TO standing on the outside, being part of a group, yet still apart. She had felt like this her entire life, even within her own family, though she’d started to wonder what or who had caused this, and if in the end it didn’t all come down to a self-fulfilling prophecy. 
After leaving E’s place, Nicole had buried herself in work, though her mood had spiraled to where even Sarah started to avoid her, and Heather always seemed to back away, as if Nicole’s lousy disposition was catching. At least this allowed them to get a lot of work done, and everything ran as it should. 
Most days, Nicole was too tired to do more than eat, shower, and sleep when she got home, but the weekends were a different matter. She wished she had somebody to turn to, and that alone scared her. She didn’t talk about her problems, and as a result, she now couldn’t think of any friend with whom she felt comfortable talking about this, and her sisters were out of the question for many reasons, some more obvious than others.
The first weekend after the fight, Nicole sat on her sofa, leafing through an old picture album. It contained many images from the end of high school to college, both before and after Rachel. If you didn’t know any better, you’d assume Nicole had a large circle of good friends with whom she hung out. Joyfully. 
She smiled genuinely in most of these pictures, but if you looked closer—Nicole suppressed the thought E would do just that and she’d see what Nicole noticed now—she remained on the outside. All these pictures depicted a sort of detachment between her and her friends. She often stood to the side, but this needn’t denote distance. It related more to how she didn’t match. An aloofness that, while still friendly, set her apart. 
Nicole thumbed through page after page, and she saw the same over and over again. She had fun, and she liked these people, and they liked her, too. Her friends had no qualms coming by and telling Nicole about their woes, be it relationship troubles, issues within the family, or work-related problems. Nicole was a good listener, and she cared about them and always tried to help or cheer them up.
Yet, when she had issues, she didn’t seek out anyone. Right now, she wanted to talk, to tell someone what had happened, to hear another opinion on how they’d left things, on the entire dilemma between them. Yet, she couldn’t think of anyone she felt comfortable talking to except E. And that wouldn’t, couldn’t, happen. 
She might have approached Amy, though her sister had enough on her plate. Notwithstanding, talking to Amy meant confessing her duplicity, and Nicole was too scared. She couldn’t handle her sister’s disappointment while already suffering from such a heavy, bruised heart over her break with E.
How did all this differ from the prior times E had withdrawn? Anyway, it had been E's idea to meet! If hanging out with Nicole got on her nerves and seemed too much, why would she suggest it in the first place? Besides, they’d had such a good time before. Then Nicole had to go there. Yet E seemed neither offended nor upset during their conversation. They’d even drifted off to sleep together on the couch. What had changed the next day?
When E sent her the “you’re wrong…” message, Nicole resisted the urge to fling her phone against the wall, though she pictured doing so in her head. But she’d not lost control in a long time. Never mind, she needed to know what else E had written, and moreover, what good would a broken phone do?
What could she say? At first, she only wanted to reply with “OK,” though, “Oh, E, shut up!” also had a certain ring to it. Her actual reply offered a compromise. She wanted E to know she’d be waiting for whenever she was ready to talk, but also to clarify that the whole situation more than frustrated her. 
Nicole spent the following week vacillating between working out what she wanted and raging. On some days she knew what she’d say to E. She’d even started making a list, bullet points she wished to expand upon, but then on other days, a ball of anger bounced in her head, leaving room for nothing else. 
On those days, she wanted to shout and cry, unsure if the brunt of her anger flowed toward E or herself, but most of all, she just wanted to go back to how things used to be. You could never go back, though. 
By the end of the weekend, she came the closest she’d ever been to calling E and demanding an answer, but she refused. Not out of a sense of pride or fear, but because she wanted to give E the time she needed to work through her issues. That didn’t make it easy. She’d just re-read the same paragraph in her novel for the fifth time when her phone rang. 
E.
Nicole balled her hand not holding the phone into a fist, then accepted the call. “Hello?”
“Hi. It’s me. Can we talk?”
Why did people say ‘it’s me’ on a phone call? If the other party didn’t have your number, this identification wouldn’t help much, unless they were familiar with you, but then why wouldn’t they have your number? God, she needed her brain to shut up.
“Nicole?”
“Sorry. You wanted to talk?”
“Yes, but… Do you think we can meet? I’d rather do this in person.”
Nicole closed her eyes. Why had E waited until Sunday? She had to work the next day, which meant she’d have to wait another week for this blasted conversation to take place.
“We don’t have to if you don’t want to, of course. I just thought it’d be better to… talk in person.”
“Sure. I’m not…” Nicole rubbed her hand over her thigh. “I have to work all week, and—”
“Oh, of course. No worries. We can meet next weekend if you’re free.”
“That’s a long time.”
E chuckled. “Since when are you impatient?”
“I’m not!” How could E be so calm? Had these last weeks just flown by for her with no issues? Hadn’t she too spent nights tossing and turning, worrying about this thing between them?
“I’m more flexible than you are, and I can drive out, and—”
“No, no. I don’t want you to drive. You’ve done enough driving.”
“But this is on me, so I should—”
“It takes two, E. Whatever happened… It wasn’t just you.”
E hummed. 
“How about this? I’ll take the afternoon off on Friday and I’ll drive out, and we’ll talk Saturday. If this idea’s all right with you, obviously. I just… I don’t want to drive that long twice in a day. It was hard last time, and—”
“No, no. Of course. We could also meet in the middle? Get a hotel room and discuss it there.”
Nicole chuckled. “No, that’s just silly. It sounds like we’re having an illicit affair.”
“Aren’t all affairs, by definition, forbidden?” E asked. 
“I suppose, though some couples have open relationships, so then no.”
“True. I only suggested it to make the drive easier, and to have a more neutral ground, in case—”
“In case what? Are you planning to start a war?”
“What? No! Of course not. I don’t want to lose you.”
Nicole’s shoulders slackened as tension bled out of her frame. “I don’t want to lose you either.”
“Good. So, you’ll get here Friday afternoon whenever, and we’ll talk Saturday.”
“Yes. All right.” 
“Thank you. It means a lot to me.”
Nicole pinched the bridge of her nose. “Yes. See you then, bye.” She hung up, unable to bear hearing E’s voice without crying. Why was she doing this to herself? She already knew the outcome. She’d lose E, and she could do nothing to prevent it. 
But E wouldn’t ask to talk in person only to tell her she’d never want to see her again. That made no sense. And E said she didn’t want to lose Nicole. It must mean something. E didn’t lie. Not like that at least, and the contract was different. 
Now Nicole only needed to survive the week ahead. 



Chapter 41
of colors and shards
E PRIDED HERSELF ON staying calm in the most difficult of situations. She relied on it, trusted it. This trait had gotten her through the disaster with the Orion Syndicate. Yet, she’d spent this week as an anxious mess, and when Friday arrived, she was a second away from throwing up. 
She’d distracted herself by going on a run, hoping it would burn off her nervous energy. Then she came back home and freaked out about how late it was, and she still had to wash her hair, which always took forever. 
By the time Nicole arrived, E had just gotten dressed, and her hair was still damp, so she’d wrapped it in a towel. “Hi,” E said, out of breath.
“Hi. Are you all right?”
“Yeah… lost track of time and I just got out of the bathroom.” She pointed at her head. 
Nicole nodded.
“Come on in.” E stepped to the side. “Are you hungry? I got some leftovers from lunch. It’s nothing fancy, only a crock-pot.”
“I could eat.”
“I’ll set things up. Join me once you put your stuff away.”
“All right.” Nicole took off her shoes and strode toward the guestroom. 
E exhaled roughly before shaking her head and darting to the kitchen to prepare their food. She only doled out a small portion for herself, still too queasy to eat much. 
As expected, their dinner shaped up to be a silent and awkward affair. She missed their usual banter. She’d missed Nicole terribly over the last three weeks, and a large part of her wanted to say screw it. Let’s cancel this talk tomorrow and turn back the clock to how it used to be. However, she knew better, and while she favored her emotions when deciding, this wouldn’t work because her feelings had gotten her into trouble in the first place.
It had taken her much longer than usual to fall asleep, and when she did, she’d slept fitfully. E had startled awake right after eight, aware that she’d had a nightmare, but thankfully couldn’t remember anything else.
After getting out of bed, E trod to the kitchen and smiled when she saw Nicole already seated at the breakfast table, a steaming cup of coffee in her hand. For a moment, E allowed herself to enjoy the visual and pretend this was her life. What she’d give for it, but alas… 
“Good morning,” Nicole said, stirring E out of her thoughts.
“Morning.” She strode to make herself a cup of coffee before sitting next to Nicole. “Did you eat anything?”
“Not hungry.”
E nodded. “Yeah. I’m in the same boat.”
“This is… I can’t do this. I… Can we start this… discussion?”
“Yes, of course.”
“Well?” Nicole prompted after E had remained silent. 
“I’d asked for time apart because I’m overwhelmed, and—”
“By what? By me?”
“Yes, and no. Not in a bad way. Please, believe me. This isn’t you, it’s—” 
“Don’t you dare!”
“What?” 
“Don’t give me the ‘it’s not you, it’s me’ break-up speech. Damn you, E! We’re better than this.”
E sighed.
“We’re not even together!”
“In all but sex,” E mumbled under her breath.
“Excuse me?”
“What we have isn’t a normal friendship. I don’t feel this way about my friends, and I’d be lying if I said I don’t want more.”
Nicole leaned back and folded her arms. “There are intimate friendships without sex.”
“Of course, but you remember what happened on the couch, and I—” 
“Sex isn’t everything. There’s more to a relationship than sex! And friendships last longer. They’re safer,” Nicole said. 
“Perhaps, but friendships end, too. We’ve got very few, if any, lifelong friends. And of course, sex isn’t everything. But there are different hopes. No friend would expect to hear from you every day. I’ve got friends where we don’t hear from each other for months, and it’s perfectly fine.”
“But there are all kinds of friendships. And if sex were all there is, what about people who don’t want sex for whatever reason? Some of them still want a romantic relationship. Are you saying they can’t have that because every romance needs sex?”
E frowned. “When did I ever say that? For the record, I actually have a super low sex drive. I can go a long time without having sex, and it doesn’t bother me. But an intimate, romantic relationship is more than sex. It’s about physical closeness and proximity. It carries the expectation that the other person chooses to be with you, to love you, and to share your life. No matter what happens, the good, the bad, and even the ugly.”
“Sounds a bit like wedding vows.”
E sighed. “Perhaps that’s what it’s about in the end. I’m not proposing to you or anything.”
Nicole smiled. “Perish the thought.”
“But what I crave from you is more than friendship. And it’s fine that you can’t do this or don’t want it. I treasure our friendship, and I’m not trying to cut you out of my life or anything. I… I want to be someone's person, and for her to be mine,” her voice softened.
Nicole tilted her head. “That’s kind of beautiful.”
E shook her head. “It’s whatever, and like I said. I get it. You’re not there, not with me, and maybe not with anyone for a long time. I respect that. I respect you.”
“And a friendship can’t be that? We can’t choose each other like this as friends?”
“We could, but again, that’s not what I long for. Friendships are easier. They don’t carry the same burden as a romantic relationship does with sharing your everyday life. I’d say I’m a much better friend than partner.”
“I doubt it.”
“Besides, friends don’t live together.”
Nicole’s brows furrowed. “That’s not true. Friends live together all the time.”
“As roommates, yes. And often they end up realizing that while they’re great friends, they can’t live together. I mean, there’s a reason so many relationships fail once people move in together.”
“Do you think we’d fail at that?” Nicole asked.
“No, but that’s not the point.”
“Maybe friends should live together more, if they’re compatible, obviously. We’d have fewer lonely people. They could combine resources, help each other out.” She tilted her head. “That’s actually a great idea.” 
“Hmm.” E rolled her lips. “It won’t work here.”
“It could.”
E sighed. “Down the line, perhaps, but here’s the problem: I’m in love with you, and that won’t just go away. Not when we keep spending so much time together, when you keep touching me, holding me close but never close enough.”
“But—”
“I adore you, Nicole. You’re the most wonderful person I’ve ever met. And even though our friendship means the world to me, and it’s enough, right now, I still need space. I need to stop hoping, stop waiting for anything to change. You don’t want a relationship, and if I respect this, I need to let go of wanting more, but I’m not there yet.”
“I still don’t see why this means we must end all contact. I understand the different expectations for friendship and romance, aside from sex, but I still say friendships endure. We build them on a much sturdier foundation.”
“You aren’t hearing me,” E said. 
“I don’t want to lose you,” Nicole choked out.
E leaned closer and cupped Nicole’s cheek, wiping away an errand tear. “You won’t lose me. I just need a break. I need to get you out of my system. This isn’t forever.”
“Why does it feel like it is?”
E shrugged. “Because you love me, too. But you’ve decided to channel these feelings into a platonic relationship.”
Nicole scooted back, and E’s arm dropped down. “What’s wrong with that?”
“Nothing. Such friendships are wonderful. I’d love to have this with you one day, and again, I’m not saying friendships are better or worse than romantic relationships, but based on what I feel right now, it’s not enough.” 
“How will time change this?”
“Time and distance will help. It’ll allow me to breathe again. To find a different perspective, so I may learn to live with just being your friend.”
“Friendships are safe!”
“Perhaps, though I’ve had my share of heartbreaks with friendships as well. I’m not rejecting a friendship with you.”
“Sure sounds like it.”
E sighed. A part of her longed to kiss Nicole, not with the belief it would change anything—real life wasn’t a fairytale—but to show her what she meant, since her words didn’t seem to be enough. But she’d never do this to either of them, especially since it would likely also damage their future friendship. Boundaries were important. Besides, she’d never torture herself with tasting what she desired but could never have.
“You’ve got nothing else to say?”
“What I want from you… what I want with you, what I want to do with you…” E pressed her lips together. “It’s not what friends do.”
“Sex changes everything, and not always for the better. Would you break up with your partner if she got injured, and you can’t have sex anymore?”
“Of course not. Sex isn’t the most important aspect of a relationship. It’s probably the one that can fall away easiest without destroying a relationship, but—”
“Then what is the problem?”
“It’s still something I yearn for. With you. And again, I respect your decision. You don’t want to have a romantic relationship—”
“Because I don’t want to lose you! But now I will anyway.”
“Not forever. It’ll be a break. Time will fly by, and you’ll hardly notice I’m gone.”
Nicole narrowed her eyes. “I doubt it.”
“A bad joke. I’d hope you wouldn’t forget me.”
Nicole lowered her head. 
“What is it?”
“What if you realize I’m not worth the effort? That your life’s better without me in it?”
E smiled as tears rushed into her eyes. “Not possible.” She edged closer and grasped Nicole’s nape, dipping her head to press their foreheads together. “I love you, Nicole Summers. This isn’t going to change. But I need to rearrange these emotions, so I no longer feel like I’m dying when I’m with you.”
Nicole clenched her jaw, then rose and stepped back. “I don’t want to hurt you.”
E stood, too. “I know. And it’s not your fault. You were clear from the start about having no interest in a romantic relationship.”
Nicole nodded before pulling back farther. “I need to leave. Will you contact me when…?”
“Yes. I promise.”
Nicole held E’s gaze before turning and heading for the bedroom. 
E stood rooted to the floor. She couldn’t believe they’d reached this point, though this had been her plan, hadn’t it? To get space. Perspective. 
Nicole returned a few moments later, and E met her by the door.
“I’ll miss you,” Nicole murmured, her gaze directed at her feet.
“Oh, Nicole,” E said, stepping closer to hug her. “I’ll miss you, too.”
Nicole returned the embrace, pressing a kiss against E’s forehead. She opened the door. “Goodbye, E.” 
“Goodbye, Nicole.” E watched Nicole as she turned around and strode toward her car, got inside, and a moment later, she drove down the driveway. She’d made the right choice, the only one with a chance of saving their friendship in the long run, but it still drained all color from her life—as if instead of oxygen, she was inhaling shattered glass fragments.



Chapter 42
an unexpected visit
NICOLE HAD SPENT THE week in a trance, distracted in a way she’d never been in her life, and she constantly had to suppress the urge to talk to E about her troubles, but since E and their relationship were the source of her problems, she couldn’t. How infuriating. Never mind she’d promised to give E space, and she’d honor that. 
The weekend arrived much faster than she expected, and with it, she paced through the house, unsure of what to do, but realizing something needed to happen. Yet, she hadn’t reached the point of giving in and talking to someone (she’d still not decided whom she’d confide in), so instead, she binged TV shows—her to-watch list had references, so finding something to watch and drown out the noise in her head proved all too easy.
The following work week (how sad she still hadn’t given up the hope that E might change her mind and contact her), went a little better, but since it went from utter suckage to still horrid, the actual improvement wouldn’t have been noticeable to most. In the end, inching closer to caving had offered Nicole some relief.
Come Saturday, she did. At first, Nicole couldn’t decide whom she’d prefer to talk to, so she’d driven around aimlessly, but once she entered the interstate, the impulse to head to Waco and visit Amy overcame her. Unannounced, on a Saturday afternoon, but it would have to do. Hopefully, her sister wouldn’t mind too much.
She needed to talk to someone, and while she loved Joy and had contemplated visiting her, this felt like something she needed her older sister for, though she also knew every aspect of this would quite surprise Amy. Nicole only hoped she’d be home (she supposed she could find a hotel room if needed), and that Amy wouldn’t be too upset about their… about her deception. 
Two and a half hours later, Nicole rang the doorbell of her sister’s craftsman home. 
A moment later, footsteps drew near, then the door swung open. “Nicole! Are you all right? Come on in” Amy ushered Nicole inside. 
“Hi. Sorry to drop by unannounced. Are you busy? I can come back tomorrow.”
Amy snorted. “Yes, I’ll let my little sister drive back to Austin after she’s just driven over two hours to get here so she can come back tomorrow because I’m what? Baking cookies? Mom and Dad would have my hide, rightfully so.”
“You are?”
“I’m what?”
“Baking cookies.”
“No. I… What’s going on? This is so unlike you.”
Nicole crossed her arms. “What? Me wanting to talk to you?”
“Yes, but also… You don’t look well. Are you sick? I can set up the guestroom for you, and we can—”
“I’m not sick,” Nicole ground out. 
“All right. Come on. Let’s go to the kitchen and I’ll get us something to drink. Are you hungry?”
Nicole shrugged. “Sure, thanks.”
They sat at the kitchen table, a plate with a quickly prepared sandwich in front of both and mugs with steaming tea beside them.
“Where’s Ben and Emma?”
“With Ben’s family for the weekend.”
“You didn’t want to tag along?”
Amy waved her off. “What’s going on, Nic?”
Nicole rolled her lips and put her half-eaten sandwich back down. “I have a confession to make, and you’re not going to like it, but—”
“You didn’t contact Jess, did you?”
Nicole’s brows furrowed. Jess? Who was… Oh. Why would she… “No. Of course not.” One of these days, she’d get Amy to tell her what had happened between her and Jess Daniels. 
“What is it? You’re not here to tell me that E and you broke up.”
Nicole’s face fell. 
Amy placed her cup down so fast, liquid splashed over its rim. “What? Are you serious?”
Nicole rubbed her eyes. “We were never together.” There. She had said it. Ripped the band-aid right off.
Amy’s eyes widened. She opened her mouth only to close it, then shook her head. “OK, how about you start from the beginning.”
Nicole released a harsh breath, relief flooding through her upon realizing her sister wouldn’t reject her. Not yet. She closed her eyes. Her mind was such an asshole sometimes. “Remember Joy’s wedding?”
Amy nodded. 
“I went alone, and everyone pitied me. Like you’ve all been doing for years now. ‘Poor Nicole. Can’t keep a woman to save her life.’”
“Woah! What are you talking about? No one says that about you!”
“But they think it.”
“You’re a mind reader now?”
Nicole flinched. This sounded like something E would have said. “No, but sometimes actions speak louder than words.”
“Well, not to you if that’s your impression.”
Nicole folded her arms. 
Amy raised and dropped her hands. “I believe we first need to clear up a misunderstanding before we delve into the E bombshell you’ve thrown at my feet.”
Nicole huffed. 
“Nic, we’re just worried about you, and we want you to be happy. That’s—”
“I know! But what if I don’t share your idea of happiness? I’m not made for domestic bliss and forever love!”
Amy chuckled, but it sounded more pained than amused. “Who’s made for that? Besides, we never said you must live your life a certain way. None of us care what makes you happy, as long as you are.” 
“Ha! You’re all so focused on me being single! What if I don’t need a partner to be happy?”
“Is this why you faked your relationship with E?”
Nicole gritted her teeth. Why yes, Amy, this is exactly why I did it. “I couldn’t take it anymore! No matter what I’ve accomplished with the firm, no matter how hard I work, it’s never enough unless I bring home a partner. So I did. And you can’t tell me Thanksgiving and Christmas weren’t less tense with E by my side.”
“No, but that’s because E made you happy.”
Nicole closed her eyes. Irrelevant, but not wrong. “Perhaps, but the main reason was I finally functioned like the rest of you. Like a normal person, I was paired up, too.”
“Wow. Is… Is that what you think of us? What you’ve thought all these years?”
“Yes! And always… I’m not perfect, OK? I never was, and I hate that you all act as if I am or as if I try to be.”
“Wait, is our regard for you too high or too low? Do we say you’re perfect or consider you below us?”
“Both! Ugh!” Nicole jumped up and paced. “I never fit in, and the first time you all relax around me is when I bring E home. What does this tell you?”
“That E stopped your brain from overthinking and turning you into a complete moron?”
Nicole glared at Amy. “You’re not funny.”
“Do I look like I’m laughing? Nic, I love you. I think you’re one of the smartest people I’ve ever met. We’re all amazed by your brain, but good Lord, you suck at reading people, even your family.”
“Enlighten me.”
“Rachel—”
“What does she have to do with anything? That’s ancient history.”
“Is it? I sometimes think you don’t realize how much she’s fucked you up.”
“So now I’m damaged goods you’re taking pity on?”
“Oh my God, Nicole! Get a grip on your assumptions. You could start a war.”
“Between us?”
Amy pinched the bridge of her nose. “Look, you were so happy at first when you started dating Rachel, and… I’m not sure what happened because you’ve told no one, but you were different. From month to month, each time we saw you, this shadow hung over you.”
“What do you mean?” 
Amy sighed. “I don’t know, but you withdrew after Rachel.” She released a pained laugh. “How were we supposed to know anything? We never met her, but we saw what happened after it ended. We tried to give you time and thought you’d come talk to us, but you just focused on work.”
“Because I realized romantic relationships are overrated and not what I need. But this wasn’t enough for you guys.”
“It would’ve been if it were true.”
“Are you calling me a liar?” Nicole spat.
“Of course not.”
“Why does no one believe I’ve been happy? Rachel, she was… a piece of work.” Nicole shook her head. “You have a point. It never felt right to bring her home, though she had no interest in meeting you, either. I suppose the relationship was always one big compromise after the other, and she… It always seemed that whatever I did was wrong or not enough.”
“Relationships breaking down are rarely the fault of one person.”
“I know that. But after things ended, I just… I didn’t want that anymore. I didn’t want to compromise to where I didn’t feel like myself anymore. I didn’t want the constant push and pull, the fights, the apologies, the accusations.”
“That’s not how a good relationship works. I don’t understand why you gave up after one awful experience.”
“I didn’t give up, but it seemed like a waste of my time since I won’t get it right.”
Amy huffed. “Why on earth are you saying that? What made you so convinced you can’t have a successful relationship?”
Nicole dipped her head. She never should have come here. She’d wanted to talk about E, not those old sob stories she’d buried for a reason. “It doesn’t matter.”
Amy sighed. “That’s what you always say. I get you love your job. You’ve always been really into your education and whatnot, but there’s more to life than that, and we thought… Well, E.”
“Yes, E.” Nicole sighed. “But that’s over now.”
“Welcome to the club,” Amy said, her voice subdued, small.
Nicole tilted her head. “What are you saying?”
Amy swallowed hard. “Ben and I are getting a divorce.” 
Nicole’s eyes widened. “What?”



Chapter 43
of friends and hidden courtship
E TRIED TO FOCUS on her work all week after Nicole had left. She tried to avoid thinking about her and ignore how much she missed her. E refused to even contemplate how unsuccessful those attempts were and instead told herself she had tried. What else could she do? 
She needed to get over Nicole, but of course, whenever she tried not to think about something, her brain hyper-focused on it. Never mind, E longed for Nicole, so it wasn’t just a random thought she wanted to ignore. 
On Friday, she decided she needed a change of scenery, so she booked a flight to see Seren on the following weekend, after ensuring it would fit into her friend’s schedule. She didn’t want to shell out the money and fly only to find Seren busy. Even more so, she knew how much Seren hated surprises. 
Seren picked her up at the airport—E shivered at the chilly wind gusts welcoming her—happy for the added layers under her thick winter jacket. They drove back to their place where a squealing Parker tackled her as soon as she entered the house. 
“Aunt E! You’re here!” Parker hugged E who tousled his hair. 
“Hey buddy. I’m happy to see you, too. I heard there’s a game tonight, so I get to see you in action, especially since your mom keeps forgetting to send me a video of one of your games.” She sent a playful glare in Seren’s direction, who at least had the decency to look sheepish.
“Yes! I’m so excited. Hopefully we’ll win.”
“That doesn’t matter, P. As long as you guys have fun.”
Parker scrunched up his brows. “You’re so weird sometimes, Aunt E. Of course you play to win.” He rushed up the stairs. “Be right back,” he called down.
“He’s not wrong, but he also doesn’t realize you have no competitive bone in your body.”
“Ha! There’s that, though it’s not the only reason.”
“I’d say.”
E bumped into her. 
“Hey! I’m only agreeing with you.”
“That’s different. It’s one thing if I say it, and Parker gets away with it because he’s cute, but you can’t agree. Especially not when I’m vulnerable.”
“Aww,” Seren wrapped one arm around E’s shoulders and pulled her close for a moment. “Come on. You can bring your stuff to the guest room and freshen up. Bree should be home any minute, and we can all sit in the living room and chat.”
“Thank you,” E said, squeezing Seren’s hand before following her toward the guest room.
When she turned her phone back on (she couldn’t say why she’d left it off after landing), she opened the message thread with Nicole and sighed. How foolish. Nicole wouldn’t message her, given that reestablishing their contact had to fall on E, and that seemed eons away. Not her desire, but her ability to do so. 
She wondered how long it would take for feelings to vanish, and whether renewed contact would just reignite them. She dropped her phone on the bed and strode to the bathroom. 
After Bree had returned home they’d greeted each other, which included Bree’s obligatory complaints about the freezing temperatures. They relocated to the living room while Parker had gone out to play with the neighborhood kids. 
“Seren told me you had to put a break on your… relationship with Nicole,” Bree said.
E chuckled. “You’re spending too much time with Seren. If I recall correctly, you’re not the type of person who confronts an issue head-on.”
Bree waved her off. “I’m still not. This one here won’t change that, no matter how much time we spend together.” She smiled at Seren. “But this isn’t my issue, so my stallin’ tactics don’t apply.”
“Good to know.”
“Stop deflecting, E. Tell us everything.”
E sighed. She had come here for this—to get a different perspective on things, and yet she hesitated. Everything still felt so raw. 
“It’s all right. You don’t have to. Don’t let Seren push you into anything,” Bree said. “We can just catch up and then later we’ll be busy watching Parker.”
“Thanks,” E croaked. “It’s just a lot, but I want to tell you guys.” And then E told them everything. She’d told Seren quite a bit during their previous conversations, but a lot had happened since then, and to be honest, there were parts she’d held back during past communications with Seren, but now she didn’t. 
Thankfully, her friends let her get the entire story out without interrupting.
“Wow. That’s more complicated than I realized,” Seren said afterward.
E hummed.
“You guys didn’t even kiss?” Bree asked.
“What? No. Why would we have?”
“You played a happy couple,” Bree said.
“The Summers aren’t big on PDA, and neither am I, so…” She shrugged.
“I didn’t suggest you should have stuck your tongue down her throat,” Bree grumbled. 
“This isn’t a Hallmark movie, Bree,” Seren said with a fond smile. 
E felt awash with sadness and longing. She didn’t feel jealous of Bree. She felt overjoyed for them, but she wanted what they had, and worst of all, she wanted it with Nicole. As long as she felt like this, a friendship would be impossible, and that made it all even worse.
“Am I allowed to root for a happy ending, though?” 
“Of course,” Seren said. 
“I doubt that’s gonna happen,” E said with a heavy sigh. 
“You never know. She might come around and realize what she’s missing. Don’t they say ‘distance makes the heart grow fonder’?”
“They also say ‘out of sight, out of mind,’ and I think in this case, distance will allow Nicole to talk herself out of even a friendship.”
“Since when are you so pessimistic? I’d say you’re the one who’s spending too much time with Seren.”
“Hey!”
“Oh, hush,” Bree said with a smile at a pouting Seren. “From all you’ve been sayin’, Nicole seems quite taken with you.”
“Even if this were true, and a physical attraction doesn’t have to turn into more, she’s dead set against a romantic relationship. She believes friendships endure, unlike romance.”
“She’s not wrong.” Seren raised her hands seemingly to forestall Bree’s protest. “It’s easier to lose a romantic partner than a friend because the stakes are higher.”
“This doesn’t mean you can’t lose friends,” E said.
“Of course not,” Seren said. “But… What if you’re convinced you’re not worth taking a chance on? That anything beyond friendship will fail because it means a person will get too close to you. They’ll see all of you, and if things end, then—”
“What does that say about you?” E asked.
Seren nodded. 
Bree interlocked her hand with Seren’s and leaned against her side. 
E smiled. “I get it, and yes, I can see that Nicole might view it like this. We had conversations going there, but that changes nothing. I’m still stuck, waiting to stop feeling like this.” She pressed her hand against her chest. “And I have no idea how to do this, and so I’ll lose her friendship, too. How long is she gonna wait?”
Seren leaned forward and reached out for E’s hand. “However long it takes. E, once someone gets to know you, they won’t let you go.”
E smiled weakly. If only this were true. Still, Seren’s words eased the pressure in her chest. She clasped her hand on top of Seren’s. “Thank you.”
“Of course.”
“What’s the plan, then?” Bree asked.
E frowned. “Plan?” 
“What are you goin’ to do?”
E shrugged. “Nothing. I’ll fly back home on Monday, do my work at the farm and wait. There’s nothing else I can do.”
“She’s right, Bree. If she contacts her now, Nicole will assume everything is OK again and their close contact can resume, but E isn’t ready for that.”
E nodded.
Bree pursed her lips. “Neither one of you has any imagination.”
Seren laughed while E chuckled. 
“What do you suggest, then? Mastermind of ill-fated love?” Seren asked.
Bree glared at her. “I’m full of fabulous designs. Some might even call them brilliant. I’ll remind you of my idea to ensure we were staying at the same hotel in San Francisco. That worked out splendidly.”
Seren flushed and cleared her throat. “Go on, then.”
“I assume I don’t want to know?” E asked.
Seren didn’t meet E’s eyes. “No.”
E chuckled. “All right, Bree. Hit me.”
“You said Nicole’s insecure about people walkin’ away once they know her.”
“Yes.”
“Which is kinda what you’ve done.” When E tried to defend herself, Bree held up her hand. “No, no. Let me finish. I get it. I’m not blamin’ you, but from Nicole’s perspective, this must sting a lot. She lost you, yes, yes, temporarily, but what heart listens to reason? And then it happened again. She opened up, and the person walked away.”
E shuffled in her seat. She’d been trying to push this reality aside, but it still gnawed at her. “Please tell me you have a solution?”
Bree grinned. “I do. You can still show her you care without goin’ back to how things used to be, so to speak.”
“How would this work?”
“Well, Nicole sounds a bit like your typical type A with control issues, who’s also a workaholic.” She frowned at Seren before shifting her gaze back to E. “You do have a type, honey.”
E rubbed the back of her neck.
“You’re full of compliments tonight,” Seren groused. 
Bree patted Seren’s hand. “I’m assuming Nicole isn’t great at taking care of herself?”
“A good guess,” E said.
“Great. Not that she’s like this, but the opportunity it offers you.”
“I’m not sure I follow.”
Bree sighed. “You can send her lunch at work, or dinner at home. Make sure she eats. You can send her coffee, or... stuff. Things she likes.”
“You mean by courier or something?”
“There are so many apps where you can order whatever and they’ll bring it to where you need it to go. So, you’re not directly involved, which means you’re keepin’ your distance, but you’re also showin’ her you care. You’re not just forgetting her.”
“I’d never forget her.”
“Oh, honey. I know,” Bree said. “But she doesn’t. There’s another plus side to this.”
“Oh?”
“It’s a sneaky form of courtship.”
E rolled her eyes. 
“I’m serious. You’ll see. My plans work. Just ask your friend here.” Bree rubbed her hand along Seren’s upper arm.
“She’s right, though I’d say this anyway, so I won’t end up sleeping on the couch.”
“Oh, you,” Bree grumbled.
“You guys are crazy.”
“But you love us,” Seren said.
“True,” E said.
The front door flung open, and Parker stormed inside. “We gotta get ready. The game starts soon. I’ll go get my kit.” And with that, he raced up the stairs. 
“Wash up first,” Seren called after him.
“Are you ready to see your nephew skate and score goals?” Bree asked, rising to her feet.
“You bet. Though winning isn’t important.”
Bree frowned before turning to Seren. “What’s wrong with her?”
“It’s a list. We don’t have time.”
“Hey!” E said, though right now, she could fill a book. 



Chapter 44
a harsh reality
NICOLE, MUCH LIKE THE rest of her family and E, had been aware of the strain between Ben and Amy, but she’d still hoped they’d work it out. While she didn’t share her family’s positive outlook, she’d still taken on their perspective since she’d assumed her general glum opinion about romance colored her point of view on marriage. 
“Why? What happened?” Nicole asked.
Amy sighed. “Too much to get into, but suffice it to say, we don’t match. I’ll never regret being with Ben, given we’ve had Emma, but…, and don’t ever tell Mom and Dad I said this, but if I’d never had Emma, I wouldn’t know the difference. I’d perhaps have a different child and then also couldn’t imagine life without them.”
“Makes sense. Why on earth would I say this to Mom and Dad?”
Amy shrugged. “I just don’t want to hear their thoughts on this. Not now, not ever if it were possible.”
“But they’ll learn you filed for divorce.”
“Yes, but I want to keep it under wraps a little longer. First divorce in the family.” Her shoulders slumped.
“At least you had someone to divorce.”
“True. Though I’m sure E would jump at the chance to be with you.”
“I don’t see that happening. Not just with E, but marriage in general. I can’t even handle a successful relationship, let alone a marriage.”
“If you don’t try, you also can’t succeed.”
Nicole waved her off. “Yes, yes. If you don’t apply, the answer will always be no. Spare me Dad’s little motivational quotes.”
“At times, he’s actually right.”
“Blind chicken, broken clock. Let’s go back to you and Ben. How did you figure it out? I mean, things seemed strained between you over the holidays, but—”
“You noticed?”
“Who didn’t? Even E did, and she’d never met you guys before.”
Amy hummed.
“And what’s with the gym membership as a present?”
Amy grimaced. “An encouragement of sorts.”
Nicole frowned. “You don’t need to lose weight.”
“Oh, I agree. But I could get stronger and knock him out.”
Nicole’s eyes widened. “That bad? Did he…”
“Ben?” Amy laughed. “No. He’d never. Words cut enough, but…” She sighed. “It goes both ways. I’m not the victim here. We don’t fit, and it’s for the best. Neither of us wants Emma to grow up like this.”
Nicole nodded. “Good. Because I’d have…” She gritted her teeth. 
“I know.” Amy touched Nicole’s hand. “You want to hear something funny?”
“Go on.”
“The final push for me came from you and E.”
“What? How?”
Amy chuckled. “Yes. It wasn’t even real, which makes it even more remarkable.” Amy slid her hands over her thighs. “We’d never seen you in love, seen you with someone, and it was… a beautiful sight.”
“I’m not in love with E.”
“Keep telling yourself that.”
Nicole narrowed her eyes.
“Oh, please. This face doesn’t work on me. You were so focused on each other, but it wasn’t a ‘I need to fuck her’ expression or anything.”
“Amy!”
“What? Don’t act like you’re a prude. I saw how you looked at Melody at Joy’s wedding.”
Nicole dipped her head. “Nothing happened.”
“Yes, because you’re a bore, not a prude.”
“Hey!”
“Let’s continue. Seeing the two of you reminded me… I don’t know. Like, the care and affection between you… and how considerate you were of each other’s feelings. You couldn’t miss it. Don’t get me wrong, no relationship’s perfect and sometimes you can’t stand the sight of one another and get on each other’s nerves, but still…”
“Still what?”
“There should always be an underlying care. Kind of like, ‘yes, I don’t like you right now, but I love you, and if someone were to mess with you, I’d fuck them up.’ That vibe.”
“And E and I had this?”
“Well, yes and no. You weren’t in the ‘I don’t like you right now,’ phase, but I knew you’d be like this, if it came down to it. And you keep saying none of it is real.” 
“Right.”
Amy shook her head. “Anyway. I realized Ben and I don’t have this, and that’s an understatement. Whatever we had?” Amy shrugged. “It’s dead and gone.”
Nicole placed her hand on the back of Amy’s. “I’m sorry.”
“Don’t be. It’s better this way. There’s nothing worse than staying in a relationship that no longer works. Well, perhaps refusing to try one that could make you happy and last forever is kinda worse.”
“Please,” Nicole scoffed, withdrawing her hand. 
“I’m right, and I hope one day you’ll realize it. Before it’s too late.”
“What? Before I’m dead?”
Amy snorted. “No, you idiot. Before you admit you want E like this, and by then, she’s moved on.”
Nicole shifted in her seat.
“You said E is looking for a romantic relationship?”
“Well, looking might be a bit strong. She’s… ready for one. She wants one.”
Amy leaned close and touched Nicole’s hand. “I need you to picture something for me.”
“OK.”
“Imagine E finding this woman, and—”
Nicole’s brows furrowed. “What woman?”
“Doesn’t matter. A woman who E wants and who wants her back.”
Nicole’s frown deepened. 
“So E starts a relationship with this woman, and you guys are friends again because at that point she’s been long over you.”
Nicole leaned back, losing contact with Amy. “Right.”
“You also must realize once E starts this relationship, you’ll see and hear less of her. At least at first. It’s how these things go. Honeymoon phases are intense and the only thing that exists for the couple is each other.”
“I’ve never been like this. I don’t think E will act like that.”
Amy raised her eyebrows. “You don’t count.”
Nicole crossed her arms. 
“Are you ready for that?”
“For what?”
“For E’s intense focus—and you can’t deny she has that—all her affection and warmth to rest on someone else?” 
“We’d still be friends.”
“Of course. And I’m not saying she’d neglect you forever, or at all. I can see E as someone who still makes sure she pays some attention to her friends, even when lost in a new lover.”
Nicole clenched her jaw. She hated this entire conversation. E wasn’t like this. She wouldn’t forget her, or would she? “Like I said, our friendship would remain.”
“I never said you’d lose E if she falls for someone else.”
“Then what are you saying?”
“Do you think you’ll regret it? When you watch E with this woman, who’ll be in the place you could’ve been in?”
“I told you I’m terrible at romantic relationships. They always end, and I can’t lose E. I’d rather have her as a friend than not at all.”
“You’re attracted to her, though?”
Nicole huffed. “So what? Doesn’t mean I have to act on it.”
“Of course not, but it’s more than this, isn’t it?”
Nicole glared at her sister. Why couldn’t she just let it go?
“You’re in love with her, too.”
“I told you I’m not! I love her, and that’s much more important. That’s what can last. Once you add sex…” Nicole sighed. “Sex is overrated.”
Amy laughed. “Tell me you’ve never had good sex without telling me you’ve never had good sex.”
“You’re not funny.”
“I’m hilarious. Nic, I’m telling you, yes, sex isn’t all there is, and it’s not at the heart of a romantic relationship, but it’s a unique way of connecting with someone you love, and it allows you to show them your affection physically. There’s a reason we call it intimacy. This connection might be rare to find, and I’m not saying this aspect’s something I have a lot of experience with, but I’d say it’s important.”
Nicole’s eyes widened. “But you—”
“Doesn’t matter right now. A discussion for another time, OK? We are discussing your issues with intimacy here.” 
“But you can have intimacy without sex!”
“Of course. I don’t deny this. But I don’t think you’ve ever had intimacy with sex.”
Nicole blinked at the moisture welling in her eyes. She dipped her head.
“I’m not trying to tell you what to do. I’m not even sure I know what is right for you. All I’m saying is, consider this from all sides. Use your logic for good here. Will you be happy or even all right with seeing E in love with another woman?”
“I just want her to be happy, and I want her to have a place for me in her life. I don’t want to lose her, Amy. I couldn’t bear it.”
“Because you love her.”
“Yes!” How many ways did she have to say this?
“Do you want to have sex with her?”
Nicole flushed. “Again, doesn’t matter.”
“You need to stop lying to yourself. E is a catch, and someone will walk this path with her. A friendship with her is wonderful, and if that’s all she could offer you, then yes, it could mean the world. But what if you could have it all? Why would you deny yourself this out of fear? When has fear ever improved your life?”
Nicole couldn’t answer. She hated that Amy had a point. She needed to think.
Back home, a two-front attack interrupted, sabotaged, really, Nicole’s attempt to think things through. First, her dreams played out the scenarios Amy had offered—a future with and without E—and so she’d either wake up panting and wet, or sobbing in despair. Neither helped in allowing her to look at the situation rationally.
Second, E had decided to show her she cared by sending her lunch to work, and Nicole didn’t know how she managed it, but the dishes were all her favorites from places she regularly frequented. She’d kept all the accompanying messages. 
Nicole still couldn’t decide if she should laugh or cry whenever she re-read the first one, “I still need time, but I wanted to show you that you mean the world to me, and I won’t abandon you. No matter what.”
The problem with her dreams had always been that unlike most people she knew who’d sometimes recalled bits and pieces, at the most a few scenes of their nightly dreams, or often could only say, ‘I had a weird dream, but I don’t remember it’ (how?), she recalled most dreams in perfect clarity. Her dreams had always resembled long feature films. 
After two weeks of this nonsense in which she drank too much coffee to shorten her nights, she’d had enough. Even more so, she’d decided after one particular dream, which turned her heart to lead and brought tears to her eyes just at the thought of it, that she’d maneuvered herself into an untenable situation, and she needed out of it. She’d never been a fan of crying, but this current state needed to stop one way or another. 



Chapter 45
of risk and daring
E HAD STARED AT Nicole’s text message for several minutes before she could reply. “I don’t want you to drive here only to have to head right back to Austin. I’ve been meaning to visit Kara anyway, so we could meet next weekend?” 
Nicole’s reply came right away. “Do you always expect the worst?”
“If there’s a trend,” E replied. 
“Fine. Can we meet at my place, though? This isn’t a talk to have in public.”
Against her better judgment, E had agreed. 
Once she arrived at Nicole’s place on Saturday afternoon, things were once again stilted and awkward, and E only longed to get this over with so she could get drunk with Kara. They sat in the living room in silence, just staring at each other. 
“So, you wanted to talk to me?” E broke first.
Nicole worried her lower lip. “Yes. I… I’ve changed my mind.”
E tilted her head. “About what?”
“About us. About what you want and what I said I didn’t want, and that. I changed my mind. If that’s OK with you, and you still… If things haven’t changed for you.”
E’s eyebrows shot up. “You’re joking.”
“No?”
“You can’t even say it.”
“Say what?” 
“What you want! All this ‘what I want and what you want.’”
“I can’t assume—”
“I think not.”
“What?”
E rose. “This isn’t going to work.” 
Nicole faltered. “It took you only one month to get over me?”
“No, it took me a month to stop crying myself to sleep.”
Nicole gritted her teeth. “You and your God damned honesty.”
E raised her arms, only to drop them again. “It’s all I have left.”
“But you don’t believe I’m speaking the truth now.”
E crossed her arms. “It’s sudden.”
Nicole frowned. “Sudden?”
“After a month, you decide you want me?”
“Wait, what?” Nicole asked with wide eyes. “Do you think I’ve just now realized that I want you? Have you lost your mind?”
“What are you saying?”
“I’ve been attracted to you from the moment I saw you in the bar, and once we started spending time together, I fell for you, harder than I ever thought possible, even if I denied it to everyone.”
E sat back down. “But—” 
“You said you know I love you, so how is this a surprise?”
“There’s a difference between loving someone and wanting them.”
Nicole pinched the bridge of her nose. “I had a sex dream about you during our Christmas vacation and had to disappear in the shower for a while after,” she said, raising her eyebrows. “And that wasn’t the last or only one.”
E blinked rapidly. “I don’t know what to say.”
“I had another dream,” Nicole said after silence had risen between them like an insurmountable wall. 
“A dream about what?”
“Well, first I talked to Amy, and she brought up a good point about the future, and us being friends while you fall in love with someone else, and—”
“That’s it? You decided you can’t stand the idea of me being with someone else, so you figure, why not? How bad can it be?”
“What’s wrong with you?”
“With me? You’re the one who refuses to give me the space I need to get over you, and now you’re here saying what? After a chat with Amy and a bad dream, you want to be with me?”
“I never realized how aggravating you can be.”
E folded her arms in front of her chest and glared at Nicole. 
“You’re being obstinate and unreasonable, and—”
“Not all of us can solve our heartbreak with logic!”
Nicole flinched and dipped her head.
E sighed. “I’m sorry. Look, this is a lot, and I don’t understand—”
“Then let me finish.”
E motioned for her to continue. 
“My dreams aren’t just the regular washed-out stuff, random, fractured images, most of which you don’t recall in the morning. I’ve always had incredibly, disturbingly vivid dreams. Mind you, I don’t have them every night.” Nicole closed her eyes. “My dreams are long, detailed, and most of all, clear. It’s like my brain turns on HD when I sleep or something. With surround sound and smell-o-vision.”
E snorted. “That’s not a thing.”
“Tell my head that.”
E smiled.
Nicole’s expression softened. “I lived it, in my dream.”
“You lived what?”
“Being friends with you while you loved someone else.”
E sighed. “This can’t be the reason you decide to be with me.”
Nicole worried her lower lip. “You don’t understand. We’re not talking about a fleeting moment or a scene. It felt like I lived for years like that. On the fringe. And at first it seemed OK. And you… You don’t seem the type to abandon your friends once you get into a relationship.”
“I’m not.”
Nicole nodded. “It was awful. I… I missed you, which I did in the waking world, too, for the record. But I told myself it’s OK since I’m supposed to give you time, and we’ll get back to being friends and all.”
“I can see how that worked out,” E grumbled.
“I’m sorry, and I don’t mean to make this harder on you, but… and it’s not just the dream. I can’t… I don’t emote all that well, and I’m not talking about acting.”
E chuckled. “I’ve noticed.”
“Logic’s easier. It’s a lifeline. I can count on it. My emotions tend to be all over the place, and they’ve been that way since we’ve said goodbye. But I’m slow with them. I needed time to digest what happened and to understand how I feel about it. I’m not in tune with my feelings like you are.”
“I’m aware of that, too.”
“Then why is it so hard to believe that this has been a process for me, too?”
E clenched her teeth. “I can’t handle it.”
Nicole’s eyes widened. “Me wanting you? Was anything you said last month even true? Did I only hold your interest because you couldn’t have me?” her voice cracked.
“No, no.” E rushed to Nicole’s side and sat down next to her. She hesitated, then intertwined their fingers. She closed her eyes, then mumbled, “You changing your mind again.”
“I’m not flighty.”
“I know, and I believe that, at least when it comes to anything else but this.”
“Why is this the exception? I know I’m not great with emotions and all that, and Lord knows, if I could rid myself of them, there are days I’d—”
“Please don’t say that,” E croaked. “Yes, you lean on your head, on your reason, and you’re guarded, but you shine so brightly.” E shook her head. “You don’t realize all that’s… in there.” She pressed the palm of her other hand against Nicole’s chest. 
Tears welled in Nicole’s eyes. She cleared her throat. “Emotions lead to pain so often. I suck at them. I suck at romantic relationships.”
“You don’t. You just default to reason, but that doesn’t make you bad at feelings, and as for relationships, I’m sorry, but Rachel was an asshole, and not only did she not deserve you, but you can’t count a relationship with a selfish, gas-lighting turd as anything other than proof that you’ve survived and continued on.”
Nicole’s lips parted. 
“I’m not sure you fully acknowledge what a number this cow did on you. Never mind that that’s an insult to the entire bovine population that has ever lived.”
Nicole released a teary chuckle. 
“You’re a wonderful person with a kind, tender heart. I know being open is scary. The prospect of entering a relationship, knowing failure and loss are options, and that this would mean you risk losing the person you’ve grown to love, and that’s not—”
“A ringing endorsement of romance. You need to work on your sales pitch.” Nicole’s lips quirked. 
“Aren’t you here to convince me you want me?”
“I am, and I do.”
“Nicole, fear shouldn’t stop you from living your life. From giving it your all and going for what you want.”
“Amy said that, too. But fear keeps you safe.”
“Yes, and there are healthy fears, obviously. I’d not recommend jumping from a high rise, or—”
“Oh, be serious.” 
“I am! There are good reasons to be afraid. Some fears protect us from actual harm.”
“And having your heart shattered into a million pieces and losing someone you love isn’t harm?”
“Of course it is. But it’s life.” E shrugged.
“What does that mean?”
“It’s gonna end in death, anyway. So, why not try to make the best out of it and go after your heart’s desire? Within reason, like, I’m not talking about forcing yourself on anyone or harming others or whatever, but—”
“Let me see if I get this right. Life will end in death anyway, and by the way, there should be t-shirts with that sentence on it, so just make the most of it?”
“Yes?”
“Were you an inspirational speaker in your previous life?”
E laughed. “Who knows? I must have crashed a plane or something because I’m terrified of flying.”
“Wait, what?”
“Never mind. I’m not trying to feed you motivational quotes or whatever. We’re only on this planet for such a short amount of time, and who knows what comes after, if there even is an after. But while we’re here, wouldn’t it be a shame to have all these chances only to miss out because we’re scared things will go wrong and hurt us?”
“But what if they do? The pain—”
“Nic, life will hurt you regardless. I’d rather have my heart broken than ask ‘what if’ at the end of it all. What if I’d taken a chance on my dreams? Yes, what if you fail, but what if you don’t? What if it changes your life for the better? What if it’s the best thing you’ve ever done? Or what if it’s just plain old fun? Wouldn’t that be worth it?”
“So take a risk because it could be fun?”
“I suppose. You make me sound like I write Hallmark cards for a living.”
Nicole chuckled. “A little.”
E bumped into her. 
After another beat of silence, Nicole picked up E’s hand again and squeezed it. “So, what about a calculated risk, then?”
“What are you proposing?”
“I risk going all in because good God, I’d hate to ask ‘what if’ down the road and have only regret to look back on. So, I’ll risk my heart. I’ll risk losing you, hoping it’ll all work out, and you… you risk accepting the worry, the chance that I’ll change my mind. Which I won’t!”
“And for what?”
“I know you’re smarter than that.”
“I want to hear you say it.”
Nicole tightened her jaw. “Will you risk getting hurt because it means we get to be together? Romantically.”
“Yes.”
“Yes?”
E shrugged. “What else is there?”
“You don’t require me to grovel or apologize? Some grand romantic gesture?” Nicole half-joked. 
E sighed and wrapped her arms around Nicole. “You being willing to take this… calculated risk is a great, romantic gesture. Anyone who knows you should see that. As for groveling, I don’t work like that.”
“But—” 
“No. It’s fine. I forgive easily, and when I do, I’m over it. I don’t hold grudges or throw whatever hurt you may have caused back at you down the road when you least expect it, and after you’ve assumed we’ve solved a problem.”
“That’s an admirable trait, but—”
“I’m not Rachel.”
Nicole huffed. “I know that! That’s not what I was going to say.”
“OK. Then what?”
“I’m sorry. I never meant to hurt you, and that I’m so… that the fact I suck at understanding my feelings almost cost us everything, and I’m—”
“Surprisingly not perfect?”
Nicole glared at her. “You’re not funny.”
“We’ve already established that I’m a riot.”
Nicole chuckled, then leaned closer and pulled E against her. “I’ve missed you so much.”
E inhaled deeply. “I missed you, too.” 



Chapter 46
a push and pull 
E CUPPED NICOLE’S CHEEK, her expression sobering. “You can’t change your mind in a month again and decide being with me is too hard.” 
Nicole clasped E’s hand. “Being with you is the easiest thing I’ve ever done. I… I’m somewhat tightly wound, and—” 
E snorted, dropping her hand.
Nicole narrowed her eyes. “As I said, being with you, being around you, is freeing—in a way I didn’t think possible. I’m not saying I couldn’t work on this without you, though you’ve helped jump start it. It’s more that life’s so much more fun with you around, and according to you, fun’s important.”
“It is. It’s the essence of life.”
“I can see why you’re Parker’s favorite aunt.”
E grinned. “I’m also his only aunt.”
Nicole smiled. “I’m serious, though. I’ll try to… relax and be more at ease with myself and life, and I’d do that with or without you by my side, but I’d love for you to be there with me. And maybe to allow me to be there for you, too.” 
E blinked rapidly and raised her head to gaze at the ceiling.
Nicole never understood the saying of having your heart in your throat until this moment. “Is that too much?” 
E’s gaze snapped back to her. “Never.” She grasped Nicole’s hands, pulling her closer. 
Nicole’s eyes widened.
E’s gaze drifted to her parted lips.
Nicole felt frozen. Is this really happening?
“May I kiss you?” E asked in a rough voice that made Nicole’s stomach clench. 
“Please,” she breathed, and a moment later she felt E’s lips press against hers, soft and lingering. But this wouldn’t do. She didn’t want soft and sweet. Nicole tugged at E’s arms and encouraged her to straddle her lap, which she did in a hurry. She grasped E’s head and drew her in as she opened her mouth and, with a groan, deepened their kiss. E’s lips were soft, and she could taste her mint-flavored lip balm.
E’s fingers dug into Nicole’s shoulders while Nicole’s hands snuck around her back, finding their way beneath her shirt. 
Nicole scratched E’s back when E sucked hard on her tongue. She trailed her fingers along E’s lower back before pressing her even closer as her hips rocked against her. She felt lightheaded and overwhelmed, yet she also couldn’t get E near enough. 
E grazed her teeth along Nicole’s lower lip before breaking the kiss to nibble and kiss down Nicole’s neck. 
Nicole sagged back against the couch, causing E to follow and press closer. 
E’s fingers loosened, and she raised her head, gazing with dilated pupils at Nicole, whose heart pounded relentlessly. E lifted her arm and trailed her fingers through Nicole’s hair. She licked her lower lip. “Should we stop?”
Nicole grew tense. “What?”
“No, no. Not overall,” E hurried to add. “Just this…”
Nicole sighed as the tension E had swamped her with receded. “A pause for now?”
E nodded. “It’s a lot. I came here with the mindset of having to explain why I still need time, and this…” She chuckled. “I didn’t expect this.”
“Do you regret it?”
“Of course not. I want you, in all ways, and I’m not saying we need to wait months to… you know, explore the physical side of our connection.”
Nicole snorted. “What a way with words, especially while you’re still sitting on top of me.”
E groaned and shifted back onto the couch. “Good point. I also need to call Kara and cancel tonight. I’m a terrible friend. I haven’t seen her since you and I met in October.”
“You can still go. You’re not an awful friend at all.”
“I don’t want to go,” E said. “Besides, Kara will understand, but I’d rather cancel sooner than later so she can make different plans if she was set on something.”
“Go ahead.”
E nodded and rose. She grabbed her phone and strode toward the window.
While E made her phone call, Nicole leaned back and closed her eyes. She felt elated E chose to stay here with her, and that she’d embraced Nicole despite her issues regarding intimacy and how long it took her to move onto the same page. But halting this thing that thrummed between them would be impossible. Yet she’d work on slowing it down. Or try to. Anticipation can go to hell in a handbasket. They’d waited long enough. 
After E concluded her call, they cooked together—Nicole’s ingredients had been sparse, but she had some frozen vegetables, so they made a vegetable stir fry (E did most of the cooking). The relaxed atmosphere carried an underlying tension that, for once, had nothing to do with both trying to ignore their true desires. 
Instead, it almost turned into a game of trying to make the other lose focus by initiating physical contact—a hand on Nicole’s lower back with E’s fingertips ghosting briefly under her shirt, a general nearness, a whispered word near her ear—all derailed Nicole’s train of thought. She’d forget what she wanted to say and then glare at E who had the audacity to chuckle, even preen in her obvious successful attempts at distracting Nicole. 
After dinner, they decided to watch a movie. Since Nicole didn’t own an impressive collection of movies unlike E, they chose Gunpowder Milkshake, as it sounded interesting to them both and they could stream it. She opened a bottle of red wine, and this time, they didn’t leave any polite distance between them but snuggled up together on the couch as the movie played. 
“There’s blood on the milkshake glass,” Nicole said.
“Well, they’re in a bar where you’re asked to ‘take a load off’ and remove all your weapons. I’d be shocked if they never saw some blood on their glasses or utensils,” E replied.
Nicole chuckled and pulled E closer. “How incredibly logical of you.”
They finished the movie close to midnight, and so Nicole suggested they retire for the evening, hoping to continue their exploration from earlier. Being this close to E during the movie hadn’t eased the tension within her. 
E had hesitated at first when Nicole had suggested they sleep in her bedroom—Nicole even reassured her that nothing had to happen, but that she’d like to remain close to her—but then E smiled and allowed Nicole to seize her hand and lead her there. 
They got ready for bed separately, and while E disappeared into the bathroom, Nicole sat on her bed and tried to prevent her head from going on an overthinking spree. For once, she wanted to be in the moment, not question everything she felt and longed for. More than that, she wanted to embrace her emotions, or try to—baby steps and all. 
“What’re you thinking about?”
Nicole blinked, then clenched her jaw when she saw E dressed in shorts and a tight t-shirt, leaning against the door frame to the bathroom. “I’m trying to stop thinking, actually.”
E chuckled. “I take it you weren’t successful?”
Nicole shook her head. “The wine went to my head a bit, and that usually helps in slowing down my brain, but…” She sighed. 
E stepped closer to the bed. “Yes?”
Nicole eyed her every move as her gaze trailed down her figure. “You make it hard to think right now.”
E halted in front of the bed. “Is that so?”
Nicole swallowed hard and scooted farther back to allow E to join her. 
“Which side is yours?”
“What?”
E smiled. “The bed. Which side do you sleep on?”
“The right. Or the left, depending on where you’re looking at it from.”
E laughed. “Let’s say we’re approaching this from the perspective of lying on the bed. Once you lie down, do you want me on your left or on your right?”
“On my left.”
“All right. So it’s just like in Dallas.” E joined Nicole, who shifted onto her side. 
Nicole nodded—words were hard right now—and pulled the covers over them, turning off her night lamp before facing E who’d reclined as well. 
“Are you all right?”
“Yes. Just… a bit overwhelmed.”
“You said nothing has to happen.”
“That’s part of the problem,” Nicole said, worrying her lower lip. 
E’s gaze dipped to Nicole’s mouth. “Oh?”
“I want something to happen.”
E smiled. “That can be arranged.” She leaned closer, but before she could connect their lips, Nicole surged forward and captured her lips in a searing kiss. 
Nicole’s hands shot forward, and she pulled E near, getting lost in their embrace. She could kiss E for hours.



Chapter 47
of sensation(s) and resolve
AFTER MAKING OUT FOR a while, E withdrew. “I should sleep in the guest room.” She climbed off the bed and grabbed her pillow. 
“OK,” Nicole mumbled, fiddling with the sheet.
E took a few hesitant steps toward the door before she paused and sighed. She pivoted on the spot and once again faced Nicole, who stared at her with an expression that hurt E to the core. 
With three long strides, E darted back to the bed, plopped the pillow next to them, grabbed Nicole's head, and pulled her close. She noticed her eyes widen and then droop shut again as E crashed their lips together and licked hungrily into Nicole's mouth. 
Nicole groaned, her hands reaching for E and clutching her blindly—her fingers digging into her muscular back. 
E felt like she was drowning. She loved kissing Nicole, and the combination of the wine, Nicole’s heady taste, her clean scent that she wished she could bottle, mixed with the heat of their bodies, made her dizzy. She sucked hard on Nicole's tongue, scraped her teeth over the hot muscle, and shivered as Nicole's grip tightened. E eased back. 
Nicole's pupils had devoured her irises—her intense gaze and flushed face almost shattered E's resolve.
E cupped Nicole's cheek and brushed her lower lip with her thumb. “Why do you think I'm leaving?” she croaked, and at Nicole's wide eyes, she added, “Be honest.”
A furrow formed on Nicole's brows. “I... because you don't want this?”
E shook her head, expelling a sharp breath. She seized Nicole's right hand and slid it under the waistband of her shorts, beneath her panties. 
Nicole stiffened, gasping. Her eyelids fluttered shut as her fingers reached E's slick heat. She whimpered. “You're so wet.”
E gritted her teeth. She was playing with fire. Her heart thrashed in her chest as arousal clenched low in her abdomen, heightened by the sound of Nicole's voice and the longed-for touch as deft fingers stroked her higher.
Nicole leaned her head against E's chest and trailed her fingers down to play with E's entrance. 
E tightened her hold on Nicole's wrist. 
Nicole ceased all movement. 
Their ragged breathing rang through the room. 
E tugged on Nicole's arm.
Nicole’s arm slackened, and she withdrew her hand from E's pants, but maintained eye contact.
E licked her lips. “I want you. More than I've ever wanted anyone in my entire life. Sometimes I feel like I can't breathe because I ache for you. I've been dreaming...” She shook her head. “There are no words, and I can't let you imagine for a second that I don't want you. God, the things I want to do to you,” her voice cracked.
Nicole was trembling. “Then why can't we...”
“I will not sleep with you when we're both drunk!”
“Is it really a matter of consent when both parties are inebriated?”
E chortled. “It's not about consent. It's about remorse.”
Nicole tried to back away, but E stopped her. 
“You have the evidence of my arousal still clinging to your fingertips, so don't even think of that. I wouldn't regret making love to you.”
“But then...”
“I'm scared you would.”
Nicole spluttered. “That's nonsense! Why would I...”
“Alcohol lowers our inhibitions, yes?”
“Of course, but that doesn't mean the wine we shared made me want you. I crave you, too, and it didn't just start tonight, so I don't understand—” 
E placed her index finger to Nicole's lips. “You told me that sometimes you wished you didn’t get drunk because then you would say or do things you regretted come morning.”
Nicole clasped E's hand and pulled it from her lips. “That's different.”
“Perhaps, but—”
“Do you want to feel the evidence of my current state on your fingers? Would you believe me then?”
E jerked free and stumbled back, panting. Her eyes stood wide and her mouth open. “Don’t say that,” she croaked. 
“Why?”
“Because I don't trust myself! I... You can't tempt me like that.”
Nicole released a stifled, pained sound. “Because feeling how wet you are for me isn't temptation?” 
E bit her lower lip. “You're stronger than me.”
“You’re overestimating my willpower.”
E covered her face with both hands. “I can't risk it. I don't want to... I'd break if you ever regretted sleeping with me.”
Nicole clenched her jaw. She threw E's pillow at her, who caught it with a hurt look on her face. Nicole sighed. “Go to the guest room, you horrible, noble woman. Just know that you can't protect me from myself.”
“I'm not trying to.”
“Then what is it?”
“I'm protecting my heart from shattering.”
Nicole gritted her jaw. “Out! Get out before I change my mind and drag you into this bed.”
“That's not the punishment you make it sound like,” E quipped. 
“I swear on all that's holy, E, if you don't...”
“Yes, yes. Good night.”
“Good night,” Nicole said, shaking her head. “Oh, and there are pillows in the guest room. That hasn’t changed in your absence.”
“Yes, but they don’t smell like you.”
Nicole groaned and dropped her face into her hands.
E smiled before turning to step outside and leaned against the now shut door. She stood by her decision. It had been the right call, no doubt about it. But God, she needed a cold shower. Or an ice bath. 
E struggled to fall asleep, although she didn't know if that stemmed from the (lukewarm) shower she’d taken, or from the fact that her mind couldn't settle. Either she replayed the conversation that had led to this new development—E never believed they’d reach this point—or visions of their intimate moments inundated her. Neither avenue proved productive for sleep. 
Leaving Nicole in that moment had been hard, but leaving her after she had dragged her fingers through her wetness... E groaned. No, don’t go there or you’ll never sleep. She hadn’t lied when she spoke to Nicole of her low libido, but even for this so-called honeymoon phase, or for the excitement of finally being able to physically express her affections, the desire that drummed through her veins had reached a never experienced intensity. She didn’t delude herself into thinking she had fundamentally changed, but she’d also lie if she said that a part of her didn’t enjoy this intoxicating turmoil racing through her. But she could wait. Patience did have its advantages, and she needed Nicole to be sure and not end up with even a niggling doubt that E had pushed her to choose this. 
While E didn’t use people, there had been one time when she’d come close to it. Eighteen months after her accident, when she still lived as a recluse on her farm, refusing to get back behind the wheel of a car and most days marching under a thundercloud of her own making, she’d met Allison—the niece of one of her neighbors. They were around the same age, and when they met, Allison shone like a ray of sunshine. 
E hadn’t been looking for a relationship. In fact, her last time with a woman had been a one-night stand the year prior to her accident. Yet, for some odd reason, Allison had been smitten with E, her perpetual frown and moody disposition notwithstanding. She’d been determined to convince E that they should give a relationship a try, and eventually, E had caved. She liked Allison, and her light and warmth drew her in when she had been lost in a cold fog she couldn’t seem to shake. 
E didn’t count that relationship whenever she talked about her meaningful romantic encounters, and while it stung (on Allison’s behalf, though she’d said none of this out loud), her heart had never been in it. She’d never mentioned their nine months together to Nicole. 
In part, because she still felt bad since she’d known from the start that she’d never be able to offer Allison what she wanted. This inability had gone beyond the trauma of the accident. E just knew they weren’t a good match, but she’d selfishly latched onto the life that Allison brought to her, and as this couldn’t be considered one of her shining moments, she tended to ignore it ever happened—another reason E had avoided relationships. 
E enjoyed sex, and there were moments when she craved it. And the honeymoon period in new relationships were the times where her sex drive seemed to match her partner’s. Otherwise, not so much. While her partners had been understanding and mostly never held this against her (for sure not on purpose), as an empathetic person by nature, E had often felt terrible for not being able to fulfill that need of theirs. 
With Allison, she’d noticed that alcohol helped—it allowed her to have sex when she wasn’t in the mood, but she didn’t want to live like that. She’d already reduced her alcohol consumption because it had become a crutch after the accident, and E refused to allow this to morph into a true issue.
So, when she had a hard time being intimate with Allison without being at least somewhat inebriated, she broke things off. Their interactions afterward had been uncomfortable and wooden at first, but eventually they were fine again. While they were not close or even friends anymore, they got along well whenever they ran into each other. 
E had vowed to tell a potential partner about her lower-than-average sex drive before they became involved. While she had mentioned that to Nicole when she’d asked for space, it hadn’t gotten the point across, as she didn’t think Nicole had fully grasped what this meant. 
She never brought it up before because for the longest time, Nicole remained out of reach, either off limits because of the contract, or because Nicole refused romantic entanglements. Then she’d caused her heartbreak, and when the situation shifted, everything happened so fast and swept E off her feet, so this discussion had been far from her mind.
In the end, E would have drowned in worries over the possibility of Nicole regretting sleeping with her once she woke up the next morning. She didn’t believe the chance for that to be high, but even a tiny risk weighed too heavily on her. E couldn’t handle it. She’d rather wait. Though she hoped she wouldn’t have to wait too long. 
Eventually, E must have succumbed to sleep because a knock on her door startled her awake, and she groaned—she doubted she had slept longer than four hours—as she sat up. “Come in,” she croaked, taking off her bonnet and sitting up. 
A gap opened between the door and the frame before Nicole nudged the door wider with her left shoulder, two steaming mugs of what E assumed to be coffee in her hands. “Good morning.” She strode to the bed and handed E one cup.
“Good morning.” E took a sip and sighed. “I love your machine.” She set the coffee on her nightstand and reached for a scrunchie to tie her hair. 
Nicole chuckled. “I know. How did you sleep?”
“Once I fell asleep, it was all right.”
“You had a hard time falling asleep, too?” Nicole drank from her cup.
“Hmm. I kept thinking of your fingers trailing between my legs, and so—”
Nicole coughed. “Jesus, E! Don’t say… that while I’m… drinking coffee!” She cleared her throat. 
E tilted her head. “I’m sorry?”
“No, you’re not.”
“I’m sorry if this hurt you because I’d never want that, but I’m not sorry about reminding you of how you’ve left me hanging last night.”
Nicole did a double take. “Wait, what? Did you fall on your head? You left the room.”
E pouted. “It’s still your fault for tempting me like that.”
Nicole shook her head. “We must have a very different definition of temptation. And for the record, I was ready and more than willing to… explore things further.”
“You mean push your fingers inside me or play with my clit?”
Nicole groaned and placed her cup on the nightstand. “It’s too early for that, E!”
“Too early for sex, or to talk about it?”
“Both?”
E chuckled. “I thought you’re a morning person.”
“I am! As you can see, since I couldn’t wait any longer and had to wake you.”
“Yeah. Though you brought coffee, so you’re forgiven.”
“I was counting on that.”
“Just not on me reminiscing on your fingers sliding through my—”
Nicole stomped her foot. “E!”
E laughed. “Did you really just stomp your foot?”
“You’re driving me crazy!”
“In a good way?”
“That depends on your goal,” Nicole groused.
“What if my goal is you writhing beneath me, shouting my name while my face is buried between your legs?”
Nicole closed her eyes, clenching her jaw. “All right, all right. I get the memo.”
“Does that mean you’re joining me in bed?” E asked. 
“After breakfast. You’ll need your strength,” Nicole said, picking up her mug and striding to the door. She glanced back at E. “Coming?”
“I sure hope so,” E drawled, jumping out of the bed. “I’ll be right out,” she called after Nicole before heading to the bathroom.



Chapter 48
a long time coming
BREAKFAST WAS A QUIET affair. Nicole—too turned on to talk—had to concentrate on not dragging E to bed, especially with the knowing smirks E shot her way as she calmly ate a bagel with cream cheese and jam, followed by an apple. 
Meanwhile, Nicole had barely managed to eat a piece of toast and a banana. 
E leaned back in her chair. “It might take me a while to digest all this.” 
Nicole narrowed her eyes. “I suppose that means I’ll have to start without you.”
E sobered. “No, though I’m definitely interested in seeing that. Next time maybe. Not now.”
Nicole smiled. “To quote you, that can be arranged.”
E grinned. “Your bedroom?” 
“Please.”
They rose and raced to Nicole’s bedroom, where E halted in front of the bed and promptly pulled off her shirt and shorts. 
Nicole’s eyes widened, and her gaze lowered to take in E’s now naked, full breasts.
E held Nicole’s feverish gaze.
Nicole pulled off her own shirt, followed by her bra and pants, and dropped them to the floor. 
E reached out for Nicole, then sat on the bed. She tugged on Nicole’s hand. 
Nicole climbed onto the mattress and reclined next to E. 
“There’s one thing you should know,” E said.
“OK.”
E raised her head and mumbled something into Nicole’s ear.
“Oh,” Nicole said. “I get why you go with E. That… doesn’t suit you at all.”
“Glad we agree. Now forget you’ve ever learned my full name.”
“What name?”
E smiled.
Nicole hovered over E. “I’m surprised your impatience allows me to go first.”
E grinned. She lifted her head and drew Nicole’s lower lip between her teeth, worrying it, then letting go. “It’s selfish, really. By the time I’m done with what I have in store for you, you’ll be too tired to reciprocate.”
Nicole’s breath stuttered and her stomach clenched. She’d ordinarily find such a statement boastful or cocky, and as such not attractive, however she knew E, and they’d talked more about sex than people who’d never slept with each other likely did. More than that, she could see a calm conviction burning in E’s eyes, and she’d be lying if she claimed that her expression left her unaffected. “Is that so?” she rasped.
E’s eyelids fluttered. “Your voice should be illegal.” She chuckled.
Nicole’s eyebrows rose. “My voice?”
“Yes. I love it.” E raised her hand and cupped Nicole’s cheek. “It makes me imagine the most sinful of things.” She urged Nicole down to sink into a heated kiss. 
Nicole stretched out fully on top of E, and at their nude upper bodies touching, a shiver ran through both women. 
Nicole had always loved kissing, though she’d not been with a woman before who seemed to share this affinity, which had already led to blissful (or torturous, like the one last night) moments of kissing E. Some people viewed kissing as a path to sex, a steppingstone, not something done for its own sake. She’d been delighted to discover that E didn’t belong to such a group, and she looked forward to many more such make-out sessions to come. 
She broke the kiss and nibbled along E’s neck before nuzzling her ear. “I wish I’d known that earlier. I’d have used it to my advantage,” she whispered.
E shuddered. “That would’ve killed me.”
Nicole raked her teeth over E’s earlobe before returning to her neck, laving it with kisses and licks before paying attention to her shoulder and kissing the part of E’s scar that meandered toward her collarbone.
E’s hands brushed through Nicole’s hair, her fingernails grazing along her scalp when Nicole dipped her tongue into the hollow between her clavicles.
Nicole sighed and meandered farther south, licking a path around E’s breasts, steadfastly steering clear of the rigid peaks. She sucked the round flesh into her mouth, right below the nipple, while her fingers splayed underneath E’s back, pressing her closer against her lips. 
She’d never truly understood how small E was, with her personality so larger than life. To be fair, her lean muscles belied a surprising strength you wouldn’t presume from someone of E’s stature, resulting in her being far stronger than expected. Yet, here, now, with her hands around her, she saw, and it added to her already existing urge to shelter E from harm. 
E groaned and eased her hips up against Nicole, who smiled before sucking one nipple into her mouth, hard, flicking her tongue against it.
E trembled and gasped. 
Nicole rasped her teeth against the stiff bud and licked along the furrowed skin while she pinched and pulled E’s other nipple. 
E’s hands fell from Nicole’s head, and she palmed the sheet before tightening her grasp around the fabric.
Nicole had always been the giver in every single sexual encounter she’d ever had, but she’d never truly craved anyone. Yet she felt like she’d lose her mind if she didn’t get her hands, her fingers, her tongue, and her teeth on E, if she couldn’t taste her, make her gasp and moan, watch her quake and tremble and lose herself in the pleasure Nicole’s ministrations evoked. 
She longed to see E shatter, to shout her name, drink her in as she came—a peak to which Nicole’s touch had propelled her. She felt an urgency rise that she’d never known; one she’d have decried as a fantasy if anyone had ever told her about it. 
Saying Nicole tended to overthink remained an understatement of gigantic proportions, and while alcohol slurred her mind to a sluggish trod, she would still think, contemplate, ruminate on whatever current worry plagued her. This, being with E and touching her, watching her, feeling her, crystalized into the first moment in Nicole’s life where her mind quieted down—her thoughts and worries faded into the background and in their stead rose a need, a hunger to drive E insane with excitement, to inundate her with pleasure. 
“Nicole,” E rasped.
Nicole darted her mouth to E's other breast and repeated her attentions as her hand explored the still damp, pebbled bud. 
E's hips tilted upward and pressed against Nicole's stomach.
Nicole's eyes fell shut as anticipation threatened to overwhelm her. 
E's hands found Nicole's back again, and she ran her fingers over her skin in idle patterns. 
Nicole released E's nipple with a plop, then blew air over the damp skin, making E shiver. 
E's eyes were closed, and a concentrated frown crossed her features as she lay with her lips parted beneath Nicole. 
Nicole drifted farther down, running her tongue along E's rib cage before stroking her hip bones. “May I,” she breathed, holding onto the waistband of E's panties.
E nodded and lifted her hips so Nicole could pull them down, then drop them to the floor.
Nicole sighed, and slid lower, settling between E's spread thighs. She lowered her head and licked over the two valleys where thigh and groin met before scooting down further and nibbling on the insides of E's thighs.
E groaned and pressed against Nicole, panting, her knuckles by now straining from her grip on the sheet. 
Nicole took her time, drawing out her caresses—licking, kissing, and nibbling on soft, tender flesh, always avoiding what she most wanted to explore, and judging by the impatient wiggle of E's hips, her lover felt the same, though E said nothing, which surprised Nicole, as she had expected E to be quite talkative in bed. 
E arched her back and emitted a small whimper when Nicole dragged her tongue along the outside of her labia. She stilled, and Nicole couldn’t tell if this false calm stemmed from the tension she sensed coiling beneath E’s muscles, or if it was an attempt to lure Nicole in, to let her impatience grow so she’d finally devote herself to the waiting liquid heat at the apex of E’s thighs.
Whatever the plan, it worked, and with a low groan, Nicole turned and buried her face between E’s legs.
E moaned and shuddered, her thighs trapping Nicole, who spread her hands under E’s ass and pressed her higher and harder against her face while her tongue swept along E’s entrance, gathering moisture and driving her higher. She captured one fold between her lips and roved her tongue over the sensitive skin.
Nicole groaned as E’s taste exploded on her tongue and she closed her eyes, darting her tongue through grooves and valleys with an acute need to watch E fall apart. She massaged E’s entrance, careful not to push inside.
E pressed harder against Nicole’s mouth. “Nicole,” she pleaded.
Nicole sighed and trailed her tongue upward, twirling it around the hardened nub she’d been neglecting before sucking E’s clit into her mouth. 
E fisted the sheets between her hands as sweat gathered on her lower back and her breath hitched. 
Nicole sped up her tongue and continued to suck as E quivered beneath her. 
E released the sheet and reached for Nicole. “Come here,” she rasped.
Nicole stopped, then crawled up E’s body. “Are you all right? Did I hurt you?”
“No.” E drew Nicole’s face near and kissed her. “I just want you on top of me, and I want your fingers.”
Nicole smiled and reached down to sink her fingers into E’s sodden curls.
E closed her eyes before seemingly forcing them open again. “Do you remember… last night?”
Nicole’s lips parted, and she nodded, arousal shooting through her in waves at E’s words.
“I want to feel you inside me.”
Nicole froze, eyes wide. “But you said—”
“It’s something I rarely crave, but I do now.” E raised her head and connected their lips in a scorching kiss. 
Nicole felt lightheaded and feared her heart would burst through her ribs with the force of its hammering as E’s words had doused her with lava. She doubted she’d ever been this aroused in her life. She swallowed hard and with a trembling hand shifted her fingers lower, gathering moisture once more before tentatively pressing one finger inside E. 
E drew back and with her eyes screwed shut, she shivered, a drawn-out moan escaping her lips and setting Nicole on fire.
Nicole stared at E, trying to wrap her mind around what was happening while liquid heat enveloped her finger.
“Move,” E croaked as Nicole had arrested in the moment. 
Nicole’s eyelids fluttered, all her attention still focused on drinking in every micro expression on E’s beautiful face and the sensation of being inside her, but after a brief moment, she heeded E’s request and thrust in and out slowly. 
E gritted her jaw. “More.”
Nicole wondered if you could pass out from arousal, but she once again followed E’s instructions and, upon pulling out, pressed back inside with two fingers, shifting the pad of her thumb up to rub E’s clit.
E moaned. 



Chapter 49
of dreams and reality
E RARELY SURPRISED HERSELF, and desiring Nicole, yearning to make love with her, didn’t count as an unexpected or unforeseen longing. However, craving Nicole’s fingers did, as E suddenly had found herself overcome with the desire to feel her lover’s fingers inside her.
She’d teased Nicole about her affinity for instructions, and they had a running joke between them, but she had to admit that Nicole excelled at doing exactly what E asked of her, and then some. 
E loved the sensation of Nicole on top of her, of her body pressing against her, and her warm skin surrounding her. She lifted her head and claimed Nicole’s lips again, tightening her hold as the fullness of Nicole’s fingers and the maddeningly measured strokes of her thumb drove her higher, yet still moved too slow. How did Nicole manage to be so patient?
Nicole panted, and E’s excitement grew by witnessing how this affected her lover. 
E couldn’t wait to get her hands on Nicole. Her mouth. She groaned and broke the kiss, straining her neck as she dropped her head back.
Nicole sucked at E’s throat.
She shifted and grabbed Nicole’s wrist between her legs. “Wait.”
Nicole raised her head, and E saw worry flicker in her eyes. “Are you all right?”
She nodded. “Just stay like this for a moment.”
Nicole shot her a quizzical, confused look.
E chuckled. How could one person be so adorable, and in this of all situations? “Kiss me,” she breathed, longing to feel Nicole’s lips on hers again.
Nicole smiled, but once more closed the gap between them and kissed E.
E hummed and pulled back a little, gazing at Nicole in wonder.
“I still don’t get it. Do you want to stop?”
“No.”
“Then…”
E held her gaze, noting that while Nicole hadn’t pulled out of her, she hadn’t moved her hand at all since E had asked her to wait. “I like to delay things. People move so quickly these days, don’t you think?”
Nicole clenched her jaw. “You want to pause with my fingers inside you? Do you have any idea how… You’re so wet, and tight, and this is…” She shook her head. “It’s a bit overwhelming.”
E took in Nicole’s wide eyes and heaving, enticing, chest. “Only a bit?”
Nicole narrowed her eyes.
“Shouldn’t I be the one complaining?”
“You’re the one who caused all this. I’m merely following suit.”
“Yes, you are, and you’re so very good at following instructions.”
Nicole flushed scarlet. 
“Is it so terrible that I enjoy feeling you this close, having you inside me, and savoring that moment without rushing toward a climax?”
Nicole groaned. “No. But you’ll still be the death of me.”
“I doubt that. Patience is usually rewarded.”
“It better be, especially after that stunt you pulled last night. And this morning,” Nicole pressed out. 
“Just because I appreciate patience and delays in… certain situations, doesn’t mean I can’t act impulsively or even imprudently. Contradictions can co-exist.”
“Indeed.” Nicole shuffled closer. “May I continue?”
“Since you asked so politely,” E said with a little sigh. 
Nicole grunted. E’s fingernails dug into her back when she picked up her thrusts once more while increasing the pace of her thumb.
What E hadn't said, and what Nicole perhaps failed to realize, her interruption, while delightful, contained an ulterior motive she'd omitted. It would increase Nicole's arousal and thus cause her to accelerate her ministrations, which played out accordingly.
Pleasure slid through E’s veins like molasses before it seemed to shift and adjust to Nicole’s speed—to her urgency and the panting breaths that spilled from her lips. E was torn. A part of her wanted to slow down, relish the feeling of Nicole overwhelming her senses and driving her ever higher, but she also burned with the desire to drown Nicole in pleasure. 
Nicole pulled out and massaged E’s entrance, licking along the column of her throat before pushing back inside. Her hot breath washed over E’s ear. “You feel so good.”
E gasped and arched her hips, rocking along with Nicole’s motions. “Nic,” E mumbled, grasping her cheeks and pulling her face near, not kissing her, just holding her close, maintaining eye contact and breathing the same air while Nicole’s fingers thrummed arousal through her. 
Nicole shuddered, and her eyelids fluttered.
E trembled and moaned, her body tensed and her eyes closed as pleasure surged through her veins.
Nicole nuzzled E’s cheek before shifting her head and whispering, “Come for me,” into E’s ear.
That voice. Heat lashed through E and she pressed her hips deeper into the mattress. She tightened her jaw as her body froze before Nicole’s relentless, deft fingers catapulted her over the edge, and she plummeted into a protracted release that rattled through her. E moaned and clung to Nicole, who pulled her close, shifting them to lie on their sides. 
Nicole drew lazy patterns over E’s damp back as little aftershocks cascaded through her frame. 
E sighed when the languid softening of her entire being tried to lure her into somnolence, but that was the last thing on her mind. She had plans. She had been beleaguered by so many dreams and spun so many fantasies—a novel concept—to where she couldn’t settle on what to do first, so she’d decided she’d do everything, just in a very specific order. She stroked Nicole’s cheek. “Hey. Are you OK?”
Nicole chuckled, shivering. “That’s not how I’d describe my state, no.”
E grinned. “But it’s all still good?”
“Why don’t you find out?”
“Oh, I will. I have so many delicious plans in mind. But here’s the thing,” she whispered and leaned closer, noting how Nicole’s gaze drifted to her lips. “I’ll use up your lifetime supply of patience.”
Nicole’s eyes widened.
“And I need you to let me.”
Nicole gritted her jaw, then nodded. 
“Do you want to hear a dream I had about us?”
Nicole held her gaze, and E witnessed torn hesitation flash across Nicole’s face. 
An unfair question, indeed, but E couldn’t help herself. 
“Yes,” Nicole whispered, and E felt drawn to the heat in her eyes.
E swallowed hard, worrying this idea might backfire. “Remember that moment on the couch, when I kissed your neck?”
Nicole nodded.
E’s teeth grazed her lower lip. “I dreamed about that, but in my dream, it didn’t stop there. We didn’t stop.”
Nicole closed her eyes.
“Hey, look at me. If you don’t want to hear this because of all the heaviness and pain that followed, then—”
Nicole’s eyes snapped open. “No.” She grasped E. “I’m just already in a… pretty bad state, and this story isn’t helping with that.”
E smiled. “We can also leave the talking for later?” she murmured, ghosting a kiss over Nicole’s soft lips.
“You can’t do that! Go on, tell me more about your dream.”
E chuckled. “All right.” She drew her fingertips over Nicole’s collarbone. “My hand on your stomach went under your shirt. In my dream, you conveniently weren’t wearing a bra.”
Nicole snorted. “Right.”
E hummed. “I palmed your breasts and rolled your hard nipples between my fingers.”
Nicole sighed. 
“You did that in my dream, too.”
Nicole held her gaze, and E thought she could drown in those verdant depths. “And then?”
“I didn’t have a lot of patience in my dream, so unlike what I’ve planned for you in reality, I felt how wet you were for me pretty quickly when I slid my hand under your panties.”
Nicole’s breathing picked up and her gaze dropped to E’s full lips. 
“You were so wet,” E whispered.
Nicole shuddered.
“And hot. You felt like a furnace, and your skin was so soft, and like I said, I had no patience, so I quickly pressed two fingers inside, and—” 
“E,” Nicole moaned, her eyes falling shut as she clutched E’s arm. 
E leaned closer and pressed a soft kiss on Nicole’s lips, then she breathed, “I’ve been wondering ever since if you’d get this wet for me, if you’re this hot, this soft, and how it’ll feel to actually push inside of you, to feel your walls clench around my fingers. Do you want that, too?” 
Nicole groaned. 
“Have you thought about this? How it’ll feel when my fingers trail through your slick folds, when I rub your sensitive clit, and how it’ll feel when I press inside you?”
Nicole panted.
“I had trouble falling asleep last night because I kept reliving your fingers between my legs, and how close you were to going inside. Did you want to do that then, when I was standing in front of your bed and your fingers were playing with my—” 
“E!”
“Yes?”
“Shut up.” Nicole grabbed E and pulled her near, crashing their lips together. 



Chapter 50
a torturous pace
NICOLE KNEW THIS WOULD be a bad idea. While generally a patient person, or so she thought, E’s words—that dream—and her facial expression chased trepidation down her spine. Not of fear. Never fear, more like a sense of foreboding that E might indeed keep her promise, and while a part of Nicole yearned for such an experience, she also feared the very concept of letting go. 
Perhaps she had sent her previous lovers subtle messages that she preferred for them not to focus their attention on her. Right now, she knew she held E’s entire focus, and that felt more intoxicating and frightening than anything she’d ever experienced. 
She wasn’t afraid of E. She trusted her. But this remained a novel concept—relinquishing control and ceding her mind, willing her thoughts to shut up. Although she desired the latter, she knew how all of this served as a form of protection. Yet when she looked into E’s warm brown eyes, she toiled to grasp what that protection was for. 
“Turn around,” E said, and her tone alone made Nicole shiver, but she shifted onto her stomach. 
E sighed, then pushed Nicole’s hair to the side before sliding the very tips of her fingers along Nicole’s nude back, leaving goosebumps in their wake. 
Nicole trembled, painfully aroused to the point of throbbing. Each innocent touch E lavished upon her skin felt anything but, as it only heightened the tension that coiled inside her body.
“Relax,” E murmured. “This will take a while.”
That’s what I’m afraid of. Nicole closed her eyes and willed her body to grow slack. 
E settled between Nicole’s spread legs and once both of her hands had reached the hem of Nicole’s panties, she bent down and licked a trail up Nicole’s spine.
Nicole released a shuddering breath and arched into E, who smiled against her skin, then peppered small kisses all over her back, from her shoulders down to her ribcage and along the waistband of her panties. 
E once more traced her fingertips in light touches along the path of her kisses before she focused on Nicole’s spine, licking and sucking at the skin there, pressing against the bone. 
After what seemed like hours of E alternating her efforts from Nicole’s spine to her sacroiliac joint while her naked breasts grazed the back of Nicole’s upper thighs and lower back, she suppressed the urge to bite her pillow. The ache between her thighs didn’t abate, and instead only grew more intolerable, pushing her close to snapping. 
Then E shuffled back. “Spread your legs wider.” She uttered her request in the same tone as one might ask someone to pass the dressing at the table, while Nicole fought to hold on to her sanity.
Nicole followed suit and widened her legs.
E chased her fingers down the rear of Nicole’s thighs, dipping them into the shallow depression at the back of her kneecaps before tracing lower and stroking along her calves. As before, E followed the ministrations of her fingers with her lips and tongue, nibbling and nipping at the soft, tender flesh of Nicole’s legs, paying attention to both the back and the inside of her thighs.
Nicole’s breathing quickened, and she struggled to remain still. She needed E to focus, God, that
mouth, on the heat that continued to rise between her legs. 
Instead, E scraped her teeth down Nicole’s calf, including her Achilles tendon. 
Nicole’s hands tightened around the bedsheet. This was torture, and yes, E laid waste on every ounce of patience she’d ever possessed. 
On the way back up, E licked along the inside of Nicole’s thighs, even going so high her tongue touched the fabric of Nicole’s panties. 
Nicole shivered and muffled an incomprehensible curse into her pillow. 
E drew so close she must have smelled her, yet she continued along as if she hadn’t succeeded in stripping Nicole of her reason. 
E kissed her butt, then her fingers trailed down the fabric of her panties, resting on the hem, right at the side, pausing. 
Nicole tried to stop herself from hyperventilating. She twitched when E’s finger stroked along the edge, then pushed her panties to the side. 
E waited.
Nicole clenched her jaw
E lowered her head and Nicole froze when E’s breath washed over her heated core.
Nicole clutched the sheets, willing E to do something. She shifted and spread her legs wider, hoping E would get the idea while her cheeks heated. 
E leaned in and licked along Nicole’s length.
Nicole cried out and buried her face in the pillow, feeling tears flood her eyes as her hips pushed up and her spine stretched, her body hurrying closer to E.
E trailed her tongue low, as close to her clit as the position allowed, but she never reached it. Instead, she drew back and ran her tongue around Nicole’s entrance, dipping inside, then withdrawing completely. 
Nicole sobbed, fearing she might shred the fabric of her pillowcase.
“Turn on your back now,” she said, her voice still and even.
Are you serious? Nicole’s head spun, and she wondered if this affected E at all, but when she turned around and caught sight of her, of her wide eyes and uneven breathing, along with the sheen of sweat that glistened on her warm brown skin, she knew they were in the same boat. This knowledge brought Nicole back from the brink of insanity, though it only lasted until E stretched out on top of her.
Both women groaned and sunk into a heated kiss. 
Nicole pulled E closer, savoring the sensation of E’s warm body on top of her, of their breasts pressing together while their tongues stoked their excitement. A small part of Nicole marveled at having tasted herself for the first time. 
All too soon, E ended the kiss and smiled at Nicole. “You’re delicious.”
Nicole closed her eyes and exhaled in a rush. She refocused on E and reached out to cup her cheek. “After this little stunt, may I request that we speed this along? It won’t be the last time we’re doing this, after all.”
“While I apologize for my inability to resist tasting you, I must decline this suggestion.”
“Do you always talk so formally after you’ve just… you know?” Nicole asked, struggling to hide her exasperation. A part of her wanted to grab E, flip them around and have her way with her. The sheer nerve of that woman!
“After I’ve tasted their—”
Nicole pressed her hand against E’s lips. “Hush.” 
E smiled and shifted. “It’s the only first time we’ve got. I told you, Nic. I got plans for you. And don’t worry, those designs include you coming hard. More than once. So there’s no need to fret.”
Nicole groaned. She hadn’t had high hopes that E would relent, but it never hurt to ask. 
E ran a finger down Nicole’s cheek, a touch so soft, Nicole’s nerve endings screamed at the overload.
She clenched her jaw. 
Then, E trailed her fingers down Nicole’s neck, caressing her collarbones, dipping into the hollow between them. Almost more tortuous than E’s touch proved to be her expression—a rapt focus full of hunger and yearning—and Nicole didn’t know what would end her first.
Nicole’s chest heaved when E shifted her fingers lower, caressing her breasts, then suddenly switching to her arms. Soft, barely there caresses ran down her arms like water. Then came E’s lips again. Nicole sighed.
E kissed along Nicole’s left arm, raking her teeth from her deltoids to her triceps before licking the skin on the inside of her elbow. She stroked down her forearm, then caressed her palm, stroking up her fingers. 
Nicole suppressed a groan of frustration when E repeated her actions on her right arm and hand.
Finally, E found her way back to Nicole’s torso. This time, she nipped and licked along her rib cage, then kissed her stomach, dipping her tongue into her navel before running it up her sternum.
“E,” Nicole breathed, raising her hips and pressing up against her.
E’s jaw clenched, and she ground down—a moment of exquisite pressure that almost made Nicole light-headed—before E scooted down and licked the underside of Nicole’s breasts.
Nicole’s eyelids fluttered, and she dug her fingers into E’s back. She longed to push her lower and came close to begging her to do something about the raw arousal that left her almost breathless and beside herself. Yet, she knew E would take her time regardless, so she remained silent, and instead, sunk into the pleasure E rained down upon her. 
E licked circles around her breasts, drawing them closer with each round, making Nicole hold her breath in anticipation.
Then, Nicole panted, and she released a long drawn-out moan and couldn’t suppress her hips jerking up once E engulfed one of her nipples with the heat of her mouth, sucking the stiff, pink peak between her lips and swirling her tongue before scraping the bud with her teeth. 
E sucked harder.
Nicole pressed her hips up against E as searing arousal twisted in her abdomen. She imagined E’s deft tongue between her legs, and she moaned. Sweat accumulated on her lower back. 
E released her nipple and blew air against it, then rubbed it, rolling it between her fingers while her mouth sought her other breast. 
Nicole encouraged the repeat of E’s attention on her breast, but she also couldn’t help closing her legs around E, locking her in and pressing her tighter to her body. 
E chuckled. “If you trap me here, while enjoyable,” she rasped, then once more sucked at Nicole’s nipple, “it will prevent me from moving lower.”
Nicole’s legs loosened and fell back down on the bed. 
“Hmm, I thought you might not approve of that potential quandary.” E picked up Nicole’s left hand and kissed her palm, but instead of stroking her fingers, she sucked her index finger into her mouth and twirled her tongue around it. 
Nicole’s eyes fell shut, and she groaned at the hot, wet heat of E’s mouth surrounding her digit. The knuckles of her other hand paled as she tightened her hold on the sheet. 
E released Nicole’s finger and bestowed the same attention on her middle and ring fingers. 
At this point, Nicole had forced her eyes back open and stared transfixed at E’s lips and mouth gliding along her fingers, and with her heart thrumming, she worried her lower lip whenever she spotted E’s tongue, once more wishing to feel its warmth between her legs. 
Thankfully, E didn’t repeat her actions on Nicole’s right hand and instead came back up to kiss her again. 
Nicole licked into E’s mouth, sucking at her tongue, and raised her leg to press between E’s legs. She drew back, moaning, almost delirious by the wetness that bathed her thigh. “E,” she panted.
E shook before once more connecting their lips in a bruising kiss.
Nicole snuck her hand down, replacing her thigh with her fingers and gliding through E’s wetness. She couldn’t fathom how E could be this soaked from what she was doing to her, but the evidence once more clung to Nicole’s fingertips. She wanted more, and without preamble, Nicole pushed two fingers inside.
E broke the kiss and raised her head, groaning helplessly as she shuddered, her body pressing down on Nicole’s fingers. “Nic,” she breathed, her eyes screwed shut as she relented to Nicole’s fast strokes. 
“Yes,” Nicole mouthed, gazing with wide eyes up at E who quivered as pleasure seemed to overcome her. 



Chapter 51
of plans and distractions
E WISHED SHE COULD resist Nicole and stop her from derailing her plans, but she couldn’t think when Nicole’s hand played between her legs, even less so when her fingers filled her. She couldn’t understand why she’d rarely enjoyed this before as the feeling of Nicole inside her drove her insane. She supposed it related more to the woman beneath her than anything else. 
She’d get back to her plans right after. E also realized that making love to someone had never worked her up like this. She generally enjoyed making her lovers come, but bringing Nicole pleasure proved to be mind-blowing. 
Nicole flipped them around, her fingers sliding out in the process. 
E groaned as she strained her neck.
Nicole pressed her body against E, sinking into a deep kiss. 
E’s arms wrapped around Nicole’s damp back, leaving half-moon marks on light skin when Nicole sucked on her tongue while pressing her thigh between E’s legs. 
Nicole broke the kiss and smiled down at E. “How the tables have turned,” she rasped. 
E narrowed her eyes, contemplating that she never should have confessed how much Nicole’s voice affected her. “Don’t worry. We have time. This is a mere interlude.”
“Oh?”
“Yes. You want to chat some more, or…?”
Nicole clenched her jaw and applied more pressure to her thigh.
E grunted.
Nicole dipped her head and whispered into E’s ear, “And here I thought you liked my voice,” before nipping at E’s earlobe.
E refused to answer and instead scratched her nails down Nicole’s back, who arched into the touch. 
Nicole scooted lower and immediately sucked one of E’s nipples into her mouth, swirling her tongue in fast circles before sucking harder, the fingers of her free hand rolling and pinching E’s other nipple. 
E moaned. Her breasts had never been terribly sensitive, but right now Nicole’s efforts were careening her higher.
Nicole switched breasts, laving attention on her other nipple before she meandered south, licking along E’s stomach, trailing her tongue down the valley of her groin before she settled between her legs.
E groaned as a shudder raced through her. Her hips bucked when Nicole didn’t hesitate or make her wait and instead sunk her face between her legs, licking up her length before sucking her clit into her mouth.
One of Nicole’s hands remained splayed on E’s stomach while she stole her right hand down and, after massaging E’s entrance, pushed two fingers back inside, alternating between stroking her fingers in a steady rhythm and sucking the rigid nub. 
E’s fingers clutched the bedsheets as she pressed her hips up, rocking in the cadence Nicole set with her tongue and fingers. Sweat dripped down the nape of E’s neck and she panted. Her heart thumped in her chest as arousal grew and sloshed through her body.
Nicole sped up the movements of her tongue and fingers, pressing her hand down on E’s stomach, anchoring her.
E’s body froze before halting, then stuttering in a drawn-out release, Nicole’s name spilled from E while her body quaked as Nicole guided her through a series of hard aftershocks. “Enough,” she rasped when Nicole didn’t stop licking and sucking between her legs.
Nicole rose and crawled up E’s body with a smug smile.
“Let me catch my breath before I wipe that grin off your face.”
“Promises, promises.” Nicole kissed E who slunk her arms around Nicole’s neck and brought her closer. 
E lost herself in their kiss, delighting in the heat between their bodies and Nicole’s talented tongue that wreaked havoc on her senses, no matter where it was engaged. Eventually, though, she grew impatient, and the visions that had plagued her dreams for months urged her forward. She broke the kiss and rolled them around so they were laying on their sides, facing each other. 
E traced one finger down Nicole’s face. “You’re so beautiful,” she whispered.
Nicole flushed.
E smiled. “May I continue or is there something else on your urgent to-do list, Ms. Summers?”
Nicole laughed, a joyous, throaty sound.
E froze and stared wide-eyed at Nicole as the sound of her laughter sparked warmth in her chest. 
“What?”
“You laughed.” 
“And?” 
“I don’t think I’ve ever heard you laugh before.” 
“Of course you have! I laugh.” 
E shook her head. “You chuckle and snort, you smile, but you don’t laugh out loud.” 
Nicole hummed before falling silent for a moment. “Perhaps the constraints I’ve tied around myself have also… blocked that, or shifted it inward?”
“And making me come twice now released that?”
Nicole swatted E. “Don’t ruin the moment.”
“I’d never. Besides, you were the one insisting you’d laughed before.”
“Well, I have.”
“Not around me.”
“Hmm,” Nicole murmured before cupping E’s face. “Maybe, though through no fault of your own. You’ve made me feel so much from the moment I’ve met you.”
“I’d say that honor belongs to the whiskey.”
“I’m serious. I don’t think you understand what you mean to me, or what this here… What it all means.”
Words failed E, so she lifted her hand and clasped the one Nicole still rested on her cheek. “You’re not alone in this.” She connected their lips in a sweet, lingering kiss that swiftly turned heated. E shifted to lie on top of Nicole once more. 
Nicole spread her legs and allowed E to settle against her while deepening the kiss.
E realized that her own well of patience was dwindling rapidly, so she ended the kiss by worrying Nicole’s lower lip, then kissing down her neck, licking over her clavicle before devoting all her attention to Nicole’s heaving breasts. 
“Please,” Nicole murmured.
E smiled, but instead of replying, she sucked one nipple into her mouth while rubbing the other between her thumb and index finger. She loved the taste of Nicole’s skin and the tremors that ran through her. E doubted she’d ever been with someone as responsive before, or if she had, she mustn’t have paid as close attention to any of her previous lovers as she did with Nicole. 
Nicole shuffled on the bed as her hands sought purchase in the sheets and her labored breathing rang throughout the room. 
E released Nicole’s nipple before sliding down. She eased between Nicole’s thighs, who lifted her hips, apparently expecting E to take off her panties. 
“Not yet,” E whispered.
Nicole grumbled and shut her eyes. 
E smiled as she pressed a kiss against the inside of Nicole’s right thigh. Then she shifted and pushed against Nicole’s legs to widen them further.
Nicole panted when E lowered her head and licked along the skin of her groin at the edge of her panties. 
E leisurely trailed her tongue up and down on both sides, delighting in Nicole’s every twitch and shudder. She spread one hand on top of her pelvis to stop Nicole gyrating her hips.
Nicole’s thighs trembled.
E’s hand glided over damp skin, noting how the pallor of Nicole’s flesh gave way to a crimson flush. She increased the pressure as her tongue continued along its path with the same unhurried pace. 
“E, please,” Nicole whined. 
E shifted and licked along Nicole’s length on top of the panties.
“Come on,” Nicole grumbled. 
E grinned and instead returned her focus to Nicole’s groin. This time, she lifted the side of Nicole’s panties and licked under it, close to Nicole’s folds, but not close enough. 
Nicole grated her teeth while the knuckles of her hands clenching around the bunched-up sheet grew even paler.
E added her fingertips and ran them down the damp fabric in featherlight touches.
Nicole moaned. 
E’s tongue still didn’t venture any closer to Nicole’s labia but continued its meandering path over soft, hot skin. 
“I… need…” Nicole stammered.
“Yes?”
Nicole tightened her jaw. “I need… your tongue on me,” she ground out. 
E swallowed hard. She truly hated the impact of Nicole’s voice. 
“Please,” Nicole rasped.
E’s fingers flew to Nicole’s panties, and she yanked them off, mindlessly throwing them to the side before grabbing Nicole’s thighs and pushing them up, raking her fingernails down soft skin as she buried her face in the slick heat between Nicole’s legs.
Nicole sobbed, and her body froze before she rocked her hips against E’s face.
E looped her arms around Nicole’s thighs and slid her tongue inside, lapping around Nicole’s entrance before sucking on her inner folds, drawing the sensitive labia into her mouth and licking. She ran her tongue up and down, but for now, E still refused to touch the straining nub at the apex of Nicole’s sex. 
E wanted to cherish this as well—she wanted to relish in the flavor, the touch, and the scent of Nicole. She needed to note and ingrain any of Nicole’s minute and overt reactions to her attentions. E catalogued every twitch and shiver, every breathy sigh and moan for future reference, and a part of that future was now. 



Chapter 52
a collision
NICOLE HAD NEVER BEEN quite as aware that this would be the first time someone else’s touch would catapult her over the edge as in this moment. She’d always preferred for that not to happen, and all the women she’d been with had obliged. Nicole doubted this had expressed their true preference, and these women had likely just followed along. 
Perhaps she had never given them the chance. She didn’t think there’d be much of a difference anyway between the orgasms they could give her and the ones her own hand provided. At this point, she felt inclined to believe that she’d made an error in judgment, and that there was quite a difference. 
She had no regrets, though, since a part of her also delighted in E being the one to introduce her to this. Right now, Nicole struggled to breathe, and she’d never been so wet, nor had she ever been this aroused or teetered on the edge for such a prolonged and excruciating amount of time. 
Drenched in sweat, Nicole feared she’d have to change the sheets after they were done—if E would ever be done with her. Her thoughts drifted away aimlessly, and instead, every part of her being focused on E’s fingers and her clever tongue between her legs. She’d given up on trying to hurry E along, not only because it didn’t work (though she supposed she’d been semi-successful earlier), but again, thoughts were complicated in her current state, much like forming coherent words.
Nicole always thought herself to be a quiet lover—some breathy sighs and subdued moans were all she’d ever released in bed, at least until she encountered E and her singular, arresting approach to making Nicole lose her mind. 
Nicole’s hands found their way to E’s head, and she dug her fingers through thick strands, arching her back and pressing forward when E trailed her tongue higher, stroking in soft, slow circles around her clit. She ground her jaw. 
E eased two fingers inside of Nicole, spreading them while her tongue continued to glide through Nicole’s folds. 
Nicole tightened her grip on E’s head, and her lips parted in a gasp that morphed into a moan.
E picked up the strokes of her fingers and when Nicole started to shake, she pulled out all the way, running her fingertips along Nicole’s entrance. 
Nicole groaned and shut her eyes. She felt like her body would snap if the tension surging through her frame increased. E’s featherlight touches were maddening, and Nicole gritted her teeth. Moisture welled in her eyes and her chest heaved. “Inside,” she croaked, hardly recognizing the hoarse sound of her own voice. 
E groaned into Nicole’s heat and the moment she thrust back inside with three fingers, her mouth shifted upward, sucking Nicole’s straining clit into her mouth.
Nicole’s hands fell from E’s head, and she seized the sheets, trying to anchor herself against the onslaught of arousal bleeding through her, making her lightheaded. She panted and moaned, her back bowed as E continued to stroke and thrust harder while her searing tongue lashed her clit with fast strokes, adding more pressure each time.
E’s pace never ebbed—she proved to be as persistent as she was patient, clinging to Nicole to steady her by now erratic movements. 
Nicole arched her neck, pressing her head deeper into the pillow as her body froze and for a second that stretched out endlessly, she hung suspended on the precipice as her heart thrashed in her chest, her stomach twisted before her body quaked in a blinding release she shouted into the room. 
She shivered as E continued to lick through her folds, stroking her clit, softer, slower while the pace of her fingers reduced as well, but became deeper and lingered inside.
Nicole trembled, and panting, she released a helpless groan when her arousal climbed anew, as if her body had lived through a drought and unsure when the next rainfall would occur, it latched onto all the pleasure available now. 
E’s tongue joined her fingers and licked around her entrance.
Nicole shook. Remnants of her previous release rippled through her veins as her body braced for a new, more rapid climb. 
E’s tongue once more travelled up, and she pulled Nicole’s clit into her mouth, flicking her tongue against the sensitive bundle of nerves before lightly scraping her teeth over it.
Nicole raised her head, and her mouth fell open as her body seemed to lock before it released in a hard, shuddering climax she felt down to her bones. The waves kept rushing over her as she shook. Nicole cried out, her eyes screwed shut, and for a second, she felt lost, almost bereft, until E climbed up her body and covered her shivering form with heat as she lay down on top of her.
E kissed Nicole’s cheek, but Nicole turned her head and licked into E’s mouth.
E groaned, deepening the kiss as Nicole grabbed E, holding her tight.
Nicole couldn’t even bear the thought of E shifting an inch as she kissed her hard.
E’s hands cupped Nicole’s cheeks, and she broke their kiss, stroking her thumb over Nicole’s tear-stained face. “Are you all right?”
Nicole smiled, nodding. She didn’t trust her voice yet, though she should say something just to observe E’s reaction to it. She swallowed. “That was a lot,” she pressed out.
E exhaled in a rush, shifting on top of Nicole. “Not too much, though?”
“No. Don’t worry.”
“I’ll always worry about you,” E whispered, pressing a soft kiss on Nicole’s lips. 
“You’re so sweet,” Nicole said. 
E ducked her head.
“And bashful, too.”
“Oh, hush,” E grumbled. 
“You made me wait, though.”
“Hmm, isn’t there a saying that good things come to those who wait? I also recall you bragging about your never-ending patience.”
“And you just had to test that theory, huh?”
E shrugged. 
“And for the record, that saying is just there to placate people, so they shut up while they wait.”
E snorted. “That didn’t work with you.”
“You can’t be the only talker in this bed.” Nicole shifted and raised her thigh, pressing it between E’s legs.
E closed her eyes. “You’re not done yet?”
“Me? You’re the one painting my thigh right now.”
E’s eyes snapped open. “I don’t see how that’s my fault.”
“Uh, I’m the one with the last two orgasms.”
“Yes. And?”
“So my situation is understandable, but yours—” Nicole gasped as E’s fingers (when had she moved her hand?) ran through her folds again. 
“You were saying about your situation?” E whispered, dipping her head and kissing Nicole again, sucking at her tongue before grazing her teeth over her lower lip. 
“I thought you… you’re not… competitive,” Nicole rasped as her eyes fell shut.
“I’m not,” E breathed. “But making you come is addictive. The sounds you make, your taste, the way your body reacts to mine.”
Nicole shuddered and moaned. 
“Yes,” E mouthed, nibbling at the column of Nicole’s throat while she pushed three fingers inside. “You’re still so wet.”
Nicole panted. She was more sensitive than before, and her body, prepared for making love to E, still floating on a high from everything that had happened between them, enthusiastically changed course, and followed E’s directions. 
“Are you OK? I can go slow if it’s too much.”
Nicole shook her head.
E stopped. She shifted to pull out when Nicole grabbed her arm. 
“Don’t you dare,” she groused. 
“I don’t want to hurt you, and if you’re too sore—”
“You didn’t think of that when you pushed inside me.”
E gave her a sheepish look. “You’re hard to resist, especially when you’re so—”
“Yes, yes. I get the picture. But E, I need you to keep fucking me. I’ll tell you if it’s too much.”
E trembled—her mouth opened, then closed again, and she only nodded before surging forward and kissing Nicole hard while slowly thrusting in and out.
Nicole’s fingers dug into E’s back. “Faster.” She panted. She loved E for being gentle and considerate, but Nicole teetered on the precipice of losing her mind. The liquid arousal washing through her now seemed more intense and deeper than before, which shouldn’t be possible, but here she was. Aching. Throbbing. Yet E acted as if she’d break any moment, when all she needed… 
“E,” Nicole mumbled. “Look at me.”
E raised her head and caught Nicole’s gaze. 
“Stop worrying about hurting me.”
“But—”
“If I had a strap-on here right now, I’d put it on you and ride you. And I wouldn’t be this slow. This gentle. Or careful.”
E gasped, then bit her lower lip. 
Nicole sighed when E picked up her speed, when she added more pressure to her thrusts while Nicole panted in her ear.
E shuddered when Nicole raked her nails down her damp back.
“Add another finger.” Nicole groaned. 
E hesitated, but then complied and pulled out before, in a maddeningly slow move, she pushed four fingers inside Nicole who hissed at the sting. 
E paused. “Is this OK?”
“Yes,” Nicole ground out, adjusting to the fullness inside. She didn’t enjoy pain, and the sting had already transformed into pleasure, but she’d also admit, at least to herself, that she wanted to feel what they’d done today by the time she woke up tomorrow. She wanted a reminder that none of what had happened over the last twenty-four hours had been a cruel dream. But she’d never say that out loud because she knew E couldn’t handle having caused this.
E held her gaze for a moment before she kept pumping her fingers, picking up speed while also—finally—allowing her thrusts to become deeper.
Nicole’s eyelids fluttered closed as she soaked up E’s nearness, the heat of their bodies, the sensation of E being inside her, and the sounds of E’s fingers pushing in and out of her body. 
Eventually, E pulled out and pushed back in with only two fingers to allow her thumb to shift higher and find Nicole’s clit.
Nicole shuddered at the first deft stroke over her clit. She bit her lower lip, then grasped E’s head and pulled her down, drawing her into a torrid kiss while E’s fingers chased her higher until Nicole had to break their kiss. Her head dropped back and with her mouth open, she halted before a hard release shook her body as another climax thundered through her, singing her insides like lightning. 
“E,” she cried, holding on tightly to her lover. 
E slowed down her movements and gently eased out of Nicole. She nuzzled Nicole’s neck before raising her head. “Hi,” she said.
Nicole, out of breath, laughed. “Hi.”



Chapter 53
of new lands and opportunities
THEY HAD FALLEN ASLEEP, still naked and wrapped around each other. When E awoke, light crept in through the blinds and Nicole slumbered on. She squinted at the clock on the nightstand, almost four in the afternoon. 
E stretched before pressing her face into Nicole’s hair. She inhaled deeply and smiled. A part of her still struggled to believe that this had happened. She had never gotten something or someone she wanted so badly it hurt. Until now. 
Obviously, a night, or better, a morning of fantastic sex didn’t guarantee relationship success, but they didn’t just jump into bed with each other after meeting. They were friends. They knew each other, and they’d created a foundation on which they could build something lasting. 
Nicole stretched and her eyelids fluttered open. “Hey,” she said, her voice still rough and sleep soaked.
E smiled. “Slept well?”
Nicole chuckled. “I did. Now I’m starving, though.”
“Hmm. We worked up an appetite.”
“Indeed.” Nicole sighed, snuggling closer to E.
“Do you wanna cook something, or should we order in?”
“Ugh. I’m not cooking, and while I enjoy watching you use your hands, I’d rather order in and laze about with you.”
E laughed. “Noted.”
They ordered food, and when it arrived forty-five minutes later, they donned robes and settled in the living room to eat. 
“Amy’s going to be insufferable,” Nicole said.
“You told her everything, then?”
“Yes. She also called me a coward, though she’ll keep our secret.”
E’s eyebrows raised. She didn’t worry about that. “I wouldn’t say you’re a coward.”
“She didn’t say it explicitly, but it shone through.”
“Are you sure that isn’t another case of you reading your family wrong?”
“Quite sure. Besides, I didn’t so much read them wrong as projected my own insecurities on them.”
E snorted. “I’m not sure that makes a difference.”
“For the result, no, but it… It means I’m not that horrid at judging people and their… intentions.”
E shrugged. “Whatever helps you sleep at night.”
“Hey!” Nicole bumped into her, staying close. “This is nice.”
“Hmm?”
“Being together without all the self-inflicted limits and illusions.” Nicole intertwined their hands. 
“It is. I’m still not fully there yet.”
Nicole’s eyes widened. 
“No, no. I’m all in. Just… It’s not as easy to believe.”
“Ah OK. I can see that, yes. I’ve put you through a lot.”
E canted her head. “We both did. This has been a two-way street.”
“Perhaps, but I still caused most of this mess.”
“It’s handled now, though. With a quite satisfactory ending, if I may say so.”
Nicole laughed. “That’s true.”
They were silent for a moment as E stroked her thumb over the back of Nicole’s hand. 
“Where do we go from here?” E asked. 
“Where do you want to go?” Nicole replied.
“No, no. I asked first.”
“You asked where we go, not where I wish to go.”
E narrowed her eyes. “I can already tell I won’t enjoy arguing with you.”
Nicole shrugged. “Then don’t.”
E chuckled. “Perhaps I’ll leave all the arguing to the bedroom. Your logic seems not as powerful when my mouth is between your legs.”
Nicole flushed, then picked up a pillow and threw it at E who caught it laughing. “You’re impossible.”
“Yes, but now that includes getting laid, too.”
Nicole groaned. “I give up. Where do I see this going? I want to be honest here.”
“I’d appreciate that.”
“You would.” Nicole sighed. “I have no interest in flings or in playing the field.”
E’s eyebrows furrowed. “And you think I have?”
“No. What I mean to say is, I’m serious. About us. I think we can last.”
E smiled. “I agree.”
“We just have to see how it goes regarding our schedules and locations, and—”
“Will you create another folder?”
“Huh?”
“You know, like the one you had for the contract.”
“Oh.” Nicole dipped her head. “I don’t—”
“Hey,” E said, grasping Nicole’s chin and lifting her head. Her breath caught at Nicole’s vulnerable, open expression. “I’m only teasing you. To me, all that’s behind us, and I don’t want you to feel bad about what happened. Not ever.”
“But—”
“We wouldn’t be here without the contract.”
Nicole frowned. 
“You can’t feel bad for what got us here. Also, look, it allowed us to grow close. If we’d just jumped into bed, we probably wouldn’t have lasted, given all our individual hang-ups.”
Nicole sighed. “Still. It’s hard to let go sometimes.”
“Of course. But you can try.”
“I will,” Nicole said, pressing a lingering kiss on E’s lips.
“All right. Thank you.”
“You thank me for the strangest things.”
“What can I say? I’m polite, and I even reward politeness, too.”
Nicole blushed but she chuckled. “Anyway, there’s something I’ve been meaning to discuss with you, but then the whole distance business happened, and there never was a good moment before.”
“Oh?”
“Your distillery.”
“I wouldn’t say I have one, even with the new equipment.”
“But you want one?”
“Down the road, yes. That’s the goal.”
“How about we take the freeway and speed things up?”
“I’m afraid you lost me.”
“Don’t shoot me down. Hear me out, all right?”
“OK,” E said, stretching the syllables. 
“I’d like to invest in your business. To get the distillery up and running. I think you have a good thing going there, and I’d like to help you.”
“I don’t know—”
“I’m not done!”
E nodded.
“I’m not saying this because of us. In fact, I wanted to talk to you back when nothing had happened yet, nothing like this recent development, obviously. I think it’s a great business opportunity, so I’m not doing you a favor. I wouldn’t invest my money in a business I didn’t believe in.”
“OK. How would that work?”
“However we wish. I don’t want to take over your business or control what you do. I want to help you turn your distillery into your main income source, or the biggest part of it. I know how much you love doing that, and what it means to you, with your grandma and all.”
“What do you get out of it?”
“Besides a happy girlfriend?”
“Yes, that and incredible sex.”
Nicole rolled her eyes. “Do you always talk so much about sex outside of the bedroom?”
“That’s for you to find out, though I’ll say I talk more about it in the bedroom, or even when your fingers are inside me.” E leaned closer.
Nicole clenched her jaw. “Are we talking business or sex?”
“Why must we choose?”
“Because I can’t concentrate on business with you this close and talking… like that.”
E hummed. “What a dilemma. Would you prefer to… turn this into a more practical exercise?”
Nicole frowned. “The business talk?”
E chuckled. “You get so slow when I short-circuit your brain. It’s adorable.”
Nicole flushed. “I hate you.”
“No, you don’t.” E leaned in, connecting their lips in a deep kiss. 
After a moment, Nicole pulled back, resting her forehead against E’s, “No, I don’t.”
Happiness bloomed inside E, and she couldn’t recall the last time she’d felt this light, this elated. And while the sex had been amazing and something she felt keen to repeat soon, it wasn’t about that.
The closeness that came with a fully formed intimate romantic relationship she’d tried to explain to Nicole back when she had to put a break on things had now spread and was growing between them, something E had longed for but doubted she’d ever reach. These doubts had been different before meeting Nicole because back then, she worried that there would be no one out there who’d fit. 
Then, Nicole entered her life, a whirlwind of all that was good, seemingly fitting into every mold E had created while expanding new ones E hadn’t even realized she needed. Yet, this had come with a deal, a contract, and hang-ups for which E had no solutions. 
While her worry about not finding someone who’d fit had been assuaged by meeting Nicole, the bleak realization that she’d remain alone replaced it as the chasm that separated them didn’t just reach far but also appeared treacherous and ragged. Worse, it had seemed unsurmountable. Now, finding herself on the other side, with Nicole beside her, ready to build a future together, E hadn’t known such happiness existed, but she was excited to live it.



Chapter 54
a terrible, delightful idea
Five Months Later
NICOLE DIDN’T MIND DRIVING. She often actually enjoyed it. She could listen to music or even an audiobook if the mood hit her, and she was alone (during work-related drives), which helped in releasing all the tension and stress from work. Nicole sometimes even loved it. Today, though, she felt wound tighter than a stripped screw, all thanks to a text message exchange with E before a shareholder meeting. And since when did she come up with such metaphors? She spent too much time around E, so in the end, everything was E’s fault.
Her concentration had been shot, but at least her position allowed her to postpone any decision making until after she’d reviewed certain files (until she’d gone over the minutes to see all she’d missed). Right now, Nicole headed back to the farm, their home, though it would now also sadly serve as E’s final resting place for Nicole would murder her. 
They’d spent the first two months of their relationship seeing each other only on weekends, traveling back and forth between Nicole’s home in Austin and E’s farm, until Nicole had announced one morning that this arrangement made no sense, especially given how much E hated to drive. So, Nicole had suggested that she could move in with E. That had been a fun conversation. Nicole still rolled her eyes at the mere memory. 

E’s eyes widened. “Wait, what? You want to move in with me?”
“Yes? Unless you don’t want that. I’m not trying to invade your space or anything, and I know we’ve not been together for long and this might be fast, but—”
“On the farm? You want to live with me on the farm?” 
“Do you have another home somewhere else that I don’t know about?”
“What? No. Of course not.”
“Then I’m obviously talking about the farm.”
E frowned. “But your work?”
“I can do a lot of it remotely, and what I can’t, I could schedule to handle all together whenever I drive back to Austin. Maybe once a week, or every other week, depending on what’s going on. I also looked into it, and I can move meetings where I need to be there in person to coincide with such trips.”
E grinned. “You got it all mapped out, don’t you?”
“Perhaps.”
“What about your house?”
“Look, if you don’t want this, you can just say so, instead of—”
“Hush.” E grasped Nicole’s hand and pulled her closer. “I want you with me, no matter where we are, and yes, the farm would be ideal, especially given all the distillery business we’ve started, and I… I’m not sure I’d be all that happy living in a city, but I’d try, and—”
Nicole snorted. “Please. That’s not up for debate. I was always going to be the one moving.”
“I’d have tried. For you.”
“I know.” Nicole leaned in and kissed E. “As for the house here? I’ll sell it, and then either stay at hotels when I drive in, or we could talk about buying an apartment or condo in the city. Something small we could use when we go to Austin on the weekend, too. Either way, the market is all right, so it shouldn’t be much of a problem. If you’ll have me, of course.”
E shook her head. “You’re so silly.” She cupped Nicole’s cheek. “I can’t think of anything I’d want more.”
Nicole smiled.

And that had been it. Joy had teased her mercilessly about ‘moving as fast as any decent lesbian would,’ while Amy had squealed and hugged her. Her dad had wiped his eyes, complaining about allergies while her mom had hugged and kissed her. Abby had been on a trip with Dan and the kids, so Nicole had told her on the phone, to which Abby had only said, ‘it’s about damn time.’
She’d sold the house within a month and since then, living with E had panned out easier than she’d hoped. She’d met no one as easygoing and relaxed as E, and this thankfully applied to living together as well. The distillery turned out to be the only thing E was high strung about, but Nicole only looked in on the business side of things and stayed out of the rest. 
E had visited Seren and Bree last month, and while Nicole had been invited as well, she hadn’t been able to go since the date overlapped with a conference she’d signed up to attend almost a year ago, and at which she had a speaking engagement. However, she would finally meet them all at the opening of the distillery, which they’d scheduled for next weekend. 
She supposed it could work to hold E’s funeral at the same time, though Nicole figured it might not be the best way to meet E’s friends for the first time. She also had to consider Seren’s background. Fine. She supposed E would get to live, but Nicole would have her revenge for all these… messages. She shifted in her seat as she recalled E’s text that had started it all.
It has arrived
Be more specific
Oh. I thought you’re in a meeting
I got ten minutes
In that case, I ordered a surprise for you
Oh?
What you said to me 
the first time we had sex? 
It stuck with me 
I said a lot of things
About what you’d do with me 
if you had a certain item…
E!
That’s what I’m hoping 
will be your reaction
when I let you ride me
You’re aware that 
I’m heading to a meeting!
I thought you were already in it
Not sure that works as an excuse
I ordered several types of lube, too
Just in case, though, 
you’re usually wet enough
E!
Is it a lie?
That’s hardly the point!
Oh, it’s a strapless one, 
so one end goes inside me
Do you think I should
practice that first?
I will murder you!
And deny yourself 
all the orgasms I give you?
I hate you!
We’ve already established you don’t
What you hate is being in Austin
Not here with me
…
And that you’re left to wonder 
what I’m doing
And worse, that you can’t be here now
And see me, watch as it slides inside me
The memory of those messages did nothing to improve her current unrest. She still felt like murdering E—who cared about her best friend being the (former) head of an organized crime syndicate? That completely uncalled for exchange had led to a flushed Nicole striding into a meeting with a mixture of lust and rage drumming through her veins. It hadn’t been pleasant for anyone. 
When she arrived home, she raced out of the car and rushed up to the house, slamming the door shut behind her before dropping her purse on the couch as she marched farther into the house. E was nowhere to be seen. All stood quiet. 
“Ethel Grace Jones, if you don’t come here right now!” Nicole called out. 
A bang, followed by hurried footsteps down the stairs. “Now that’s just wrong,” E said, her arms akimbo, dressed in loose shorts and a tight t-shirt.
“Oh? And what do you call those messages you sent me?”
“Sexting. Isn’t that what your generation calls it? Or are you already too old for that?”
Nicole narrowed her eyes. “You’re skating on thin ice here.”
“I don’t skate at all. More of a runner, really.”
Nicole loved E, without a doubt, but there were moments when she wanted to throttle her. She’d never met anyone as exasperating as E, and the things she said, no matter how often they played this little game, still left her breathless with a thumping heart ready to claw out of her chest.
“Would you rather release your tension down here with some more verbal sparring or do you wanna take the bath I drew for you before I have my way with you, courtesy of the new toy I bought?”
Nicole sighed as all air fled her body. This was why she didn’t murder E. She’d never met a more thoughtful person, either. Nicole smiled and stepped closer, leaning in and whispering into E’s ear, “If memory serves me right, the moment you were referencing earlier? You might wear the toy, but I’ll have my way with you.”
E swallowed hard, grabbing Nicole’s arm and pulling her near. “That’s the plan,” she rasped, before grazing Nicole’s lower lip with her teeth. 
Nicole clutched E and deepened the kiss, getting lost in her clean scent and minty taste. At this point, she had to ward off arousal whenever confronted with that flavor.
E’s hands dropped to Nicole’s ass, and she pulled her close before breaking the kiss. “Enjoy your bath.”



Chapter 55
of toys and promises
E HADN’T KNOWN WHAT to expect when she’d given up on flings and realized she wanted a genuine relationship. Yet, she couldn’t have imagined the events that led her here, to the life she’d been blessed with. She couldn’t have dreamed Nicole if she’d tried, and any attempt would have been nothing but a feeble imitation of the woman who had changed her life. 
Living with Nicole was as easy as E had expected (she also got an awesome coffee machine in the deal), and while she’d at first been reluctant to let Nicole invest in the distillery business, even that had turned out for the best. She’d invited everyone she knew (including some she’d never even met in person, like Bree’s daughters) to the opening next weekend, and in the last few months, she’d created a couple more flavored moonshines—caramel, and mint—she had no idea why the suggestion of mint had led to Nicole flushing before she’d cleared her throat. 
At first, E had been worried the flavor might be too medicinal once combined with alcohol, but she loved mint, and so had wanted to try. She already had to deal with chocolate, so she might as well employ an additive she actually liked. And it tasted great. But once again, she’d been puzzled by Nicole’s reaction. 
They had spent more time with Nicole’s family, though they saw Joy and Amy the most. Amy’s divorce was almost through, and while she may have feared her parents’ reaction, Catherine and Robert’s main concern remained their children’s happiness, and Amy seemed to be heading down that road.
Nicole and she had had a conversation about E’s generally low sex drive, and while things had slowed down a bit, E more so blamed her recent sinus infection for that than her sex drive. She expected this to happen again because she didn’t believe any of this related to another person magically changing that aspect of her biology, but she also planned to take full advantage of the fact that it hadn’t happened yet.
She’d also freely admit that she loved teasing Nicole, especially with words. That Nicole would still get so flustered after all they’d done together amazed E, while also delighting her to no end. 
E sat on the bed reading when Nicole entered the room, dressed only in a bathrobe. E snapped her book shut and placed it on the nightstand. “Did you enjoy your bath?”
“Yes, thank you. That’s a new bath oil you’ve used?”
E nodded. “Did you like it? It arrived today as well. It’s eucalyptus and peppermint, and it’s supposed to be relaxing.”
Nicole rolled her lips. “I see.”
“You don’t like it? I can use it and you can stick to the old one when you’re taking a bath.”
Nicole laughed. “Because the last thing I need is you smelling like that.”
E tilted her head. “I’m not sure I follow.”
Nicole waved her off. 
E held out her hand. “Come here, then.”
“What? No elaborate seduction?” 
“What do you think the text messages were meant to do?”
“You realize that agonizing hours lay between that and this here!”
“I recall you saying just the other day that anticipation is exciting.”
Nicole groaned but finally grasped E’s hand and allowed her to pull her close until she stood flush against the bed.
E knelt on the mattress and eased toward Nicole. She halted before pressing their lips together, remaining close enough that their exhalations washed over each other’s face. “I’ve missed you,” E breathed, trailing the back of her hand across Nicole’s cheek.
“I was only gone one night.”
E hummed and closed the distance between them, drawing Nicole into a deep kiss. 
Nicole cupped E’s cheeks and pushed forward, making E tumble back on the bed before taking off her robe, and now nude, she climbed on top of E.
“I’m feeling overdressed,” E said, running her fingertips along Nicole’s torso, rolling stiff nipples between her fingers before allowing her hand to meander down south, ghosting over Nicole’s twitching stomach.
“That’s because you are,” Nicole rasped as a shudder ran through her.
E pushed up, making Nicole sit back on her haunches. She pulled off her shirt and bra before scrambling out of her shorts and panties, dropping all clothes to the floor. E surged forward and embraced Nicole, who released a surprised laugh that E drowned by licking into her mouth. 
Together, they toppled back down on the bed, an intertwined mass of limbs clinging to each other as they lost themselves in deep kisses. 
Eventually, Nicole broke the kiss and trailed one finger down E’s cheek and over her lips. “Where did you put it?” 
Nicole’s voice sounded rough, and E’s stomach clenched. She doubted Nicole even halfway realized what her voice still did to her.
“In the nightstand drawer,” she croaked, excitement swirling through her. They had talked about this, about how Nicole wanted to try this the other way around, but it had never happened before. A fog trapped E’s mind, and she failed to recall why it had taken her so long to place the order. She reached out and opened the nightstand, grabbing the silicone and lube.
Nicole tilted her head. “I can’t believe you got a strapless one.”
E hummed. “It seemed more efficient, and I’m also aware of your… fondness for being inside me.”
Nicole flushed. 
E grinned. Some things never seemed to change. 
Nicole cleared her throat. “I don’t think you’ll need a lot of lube. You definitely wouldn’t have needed any if you just took me when I came home, but my thoughts haven’t been particularly harmless in the tub.”
E clenched her jaw. She suddenly regretted sending Nicole to take a bath. The visuals her mind conjured left her heart thudding in her chest. She leaned close, whispering, “No one says this’ll be the only time we’re using it. Never mind, it wasn’t the first time I sent you such… interesting texts.”
“Oh, hush,” Nicole mumbled, sinking into another searing kiss. Nicole ran her hand down E’s chest and dipped her fingers between her legs. She groaned. “We’re in a similar state, here.”
E smiled against Nicole’s lips. “Are you going to do something about that, or are we just gonna keep chatting?”
Nicole pulled back. She raised one eyebrow. “Says the woman who likes to pause for a chat when I’m inside her.”
“But you aren’t right now, and yet you keep talking,” E husked.
Nicole’s jaw tightened. She clasped the strap-on and added lube to both ends. Nicole kissed E, pushing her to lie down on her back. “Are you sure you want this? It’s bigger than my fingers.”
E smiled. “I wouldn’t have bought it if I wasn’t sure.” E spread her legs.
Nicole released a quivering breath and once more drew her fingers through E’s slick folds. “I love it when you cling to my fingers.”
E moaned and her eyelids fluttered closed. She’d imagined this too many times, and the reality drove her insane. 
Nicole’s hands trembled as she lined up the head with E’s entrance. 
“Go inside,” E rasped, shuffling her hips forward. She shivered when the soft silicone touched her overheated skin, then groaned when Nicole pushed the strap-on inside. E’s hands grasped the sheets, and she panted—the ridges sliding against her inner walls felt better than she’d expected. 
“Are you OK?”
“Yes,” E murmured, trying to stop herself from canting her hips. 
Nicole’s gaze was stuck on the toy sliding inside E, and she worried her lower lip before rising. 
E groaned in anticipation, and she forced her eyes to remain open, not wanting to miss the sight of Nicole lowering herself onto the long end of the strap-on, which she did, slowly, keeping eye contact with E the entire time, while E feared her heart would slam through her chest wall. 
“God,” E breathed, her hands shooting to Nicole’s hips, fingers digging into soft skin, as she started to move. She didn’t know what to focus on—the sensation and pressure of the toy stroking in and out of her with each of Nicole’s undulations, the part of the toy that slid inside Nicole, or the rapt expression on her lover’s face, a mixture of focus and pleasure. 
Nicole’s chest flushed, and the heat rose, travelling to her cheeks as she rocked her hips back and forth. She leaned forward and dipped her head down, joining their lips in a sloppy kiss as E’s hips slanted up, following the rhythm Nicole had set. 
E’s hands stroked over Nicole’s damp back while a sheen of sweat covered them both. E enjoyed Nicole’s taste and the skillful way her tongue wound her arousal higher. She could kiss Nicole for hours, and in fact, they’d done so during their time together, and sometimes that was all they did, though usually the tension between them would escalate. 
Right now, however, lying down and gazing up at Nicole as she blissfully rode her, while they both knew that every single one of her movements also stroked E higher, had her close to losing her mind. 
“Are you ready?” Nicole asked.
E’s eyes widened. Ready for what?



Chapter 56
a give and take
NICOLE SMILED AND NIBBLED at E’s throat before rising, shuddering as the shaft slid in deeper. She picked up the pace of her hips as she splayed her hands on E’s contracting stomach. Nicole moaned, taking in E’s slackened features and parted lips—panting when each of Nicole’s thrusts made E’s end of the strap-on slide along her inner walls. She wondered how the ridges felt. Perhaps one day she’d find out. 
She’d never expected E to get a strapless toy, though she thoroughly enjoyed the choice. The idle thought of eventually reversing their positions formed further in her mind, and she groaned. 
Nicole drew her hands over E’s stomach, shifting them up and cupping her breasts. She rolled E’s nipples between her fingers while increasing the gyrations of her hips. Nicole gasped when E pushed higher, then rose. She folded her legs around E’s back and sunk in a panting kiss.
E’s arms snuck around Nicole’s back, and she gazed up at Nicole, who trembled in her lap. 
Arousal coiled in Nicole’s abdomen, and they held each other’s gaze as she continued to shudder and ride E.
E bit her lower lip and with blown pupils she stared up at Nicole, for once seeming to be as speechless as Nicole usually was during their intimate moments.
Nicole couldn’t help but preen a little at having managed to grind E’s loquaciousness to a halt, but then she yelped when E, annoyingly stronger than her smaller stature suggested, spun them around.
The toy had slid out during E’s maneuver, but she immediately aligned it once more with Nicole’s entrance and pressed back inside. E groaned. 
“How do you like this? Having the toy inside you while you’re fucking me?” Nicole croaked, feeling heat climb up her neck at the words that had left her mouth. She really did spend too much time with E, though she wouldn’t change it for anything.
E trembled, then her entire frame tensed before she picked up the speed of her hips. “Look at you,” E breathed, then smiled and kissed Nicole.
Nicole’s arms slung around E, and she scratched down her back when E hit a particularly sensitive spot. 
“Have you thought about switching positions later?”
Nicole moaned. Had she ever.
E chuckled. “I thought you might have.”
Nicole flushed. She raised her head and kissed E. “I’d prefer for your mouth to be occupied otherwise right now.”
E smiled. “Would you now?”
Nicole nodded.
“As you wish.” E pulled out of Nicole before releasing a small hiss when she drew the toy out of herself then dropped it to the floor. She caught Nicole’s gaze and tilted her head. “Though really, all of that is my pleasure.”
Nicole groaned, covering her eyes with one hand. E would be the death of her. She whimpered, and her hands shot to the bedsheets when E’s tongue immediately licked up her length, teasing her entrance before trailing up and sucking at her clit. 
E spread Nicole’s thighs wider, her fingers digging into her lover’s skin as she sucked harder, flicking her tongue against the hardened nub. 
Nicole’s hands found purchase in E’s hair as she ground her hips against her face. She’d already been worked up all day, really, though their current activities had her nearing the edge, and E’s deft tongue only accelerated her mad dash toward a blinding release.
E drew hard and fast circles around Nicole’s clit while adding more pressure to her strokes. She pushed three fingers inside Nicole. 
She gasped, and her head slammed back—her lips parted in a breathy moan when her body locked and fire chased through her veins until a wave of hard quakes shook her body, making her groan as an intense climax washed over her. 
E slowed her ministrations but didn’t stop until Nicole grabbed her arms and pulled her up, still shaky and trembling from the last few aftershocks. E clambered up and smiled, pressing their lips together in a sweet kiss. 
Nicole held E’s gaze, observing her features as she stole her hand down and stroked her fingers through E’s sodden curls. “I love how wet you get for me,” Nicole breathed.
E groaned and adjusted her position to Nicole’s hand, shifting and widening her legs to allow for better access. “And I love how talkative you’ve become in bed.”
“Hmm,” Nicole hummed. “I rather prefer you lost for words.” She pushed two fingers inside. 
“You do?”
Nicole nodded, picking up the pace of her thrusts before lifting her thumb to brush over E’s straining clit. 
E panted. 
“I do, very much so,” Nicole said, connecting their lips in a burning kiss as E’s hips rocked against her. Nicole loved E’s responsiveness. She’d felt touched when E had talked to her about her low sex drive, and how worried she’d been that this would cause problems between them. 
Nicole herself didn’t have a raging sex drive, and even if she did, she still had two healthy hands. Besides, she loved E, so it wasn’t as if she’d allow that to ruin them. However, that didn’t mean she was above taking advantage of E’s current increased desire.
“Your messages played like a movie in my head all day, and I could hardly concentrate on a word people said in that damn meeting,” Nicole whispered. 
E gasped when Nicole increased the speed of her fingers.
“Especially that little comment about you starting without me…”
E worried her lower lip. “You threatened to do that once.”
“And I’ve made good on the promise to show you.”
E moaned. “Yes.”
Nicole smiled. That indeed had been a night to remember. “Now, though, do you know what I want?”
“Three. I want three.”
“Huh?”
“Fingers. Go inside.”
Nicole grunted and closed her eyes, but heeded E’s request and, upon pulling out, pressed inside with three fingers.
“You… were saying?” E panted.
Nicole shook her head. “Never mind that. Right now, I want to watch you.” She looked down and watched her hand as her fingers slid in and out of E before gazing up and taking in E’s fluttering eyelids, her parted lips and the rapid pulse point at her neck. She pressed her lips against E’s throat, licking up her skin, tasting salt. 
E moaned as her arms trembled with the effort to remain upright. 
Nicole pulled out of E, who grunted, then whined, before a whoosh of air left her when Nicole flipped them around. She smiled down at E. “I need to taste you. That’s what’s been on my mind during the drive. It infuriated me because I almost felt like I had you on my tongue already.”
E’s eyes pressed shut and she groaned—her hips jerking into Nicole. 
Nicole kissed E before shifting lower, trailing her fingers over E’s erect nipples, scraping her nails across her trembling abdomen before she settled between spread thighs and nuzzled her glistening curls. 
E shuddered. 
Nicole blew over E’s heat, making her twitch, before she dipped her head and licked along E’s entrance. 
E moaned and her fingers tread through Nicole’s hair, grazing over her scalp when Nicole pushed her tongue inside.
“Nic,” E breathed, rocking her hips. 
She loved E’s taste, but the sounds E made whenever Nicole had her tongue on her, in her, drove her up the wall, and arousal seeped through her, coiling low in her stomach. 
E strained her neck and swallowed hard as she pressed her head deeper into the pillow. 
Nicole finally drew E’s clit into her mouth, scraping it with her teeth before sucking and swirling her tongue around in fast motions. 
E trembled and her hands shook.
Nicole increased the pressure of her ministrations and held on to E’s thighs the moment E arrested, then shuddered and quavered in a drawn-out release, Nicole’s name spilling from her lips. 
E grunted. “Stop,” she gasped and pulled Nicole up, who immediately sunk into a deep kiss, sucking at E’s tongue. 
Nicole broke the kiss. “It’s hard when you’re so delicious and react like that.”
E laughed and covered her face with her hands. “Lord, help me. I’ve created a monster.”
Nicole grinned. “But I love you.”
E dropped her hands, pressing a soft kiss on Nicole’s lips. “I love you, too.”



Chapter 57
of family and friends
AS A GENERAL RULE, E didn’t get nervous. She didn’t interact with people enough to run into much conflict, and she overall cared little about fulfilling other’s expectations. However, the opening of the distillery and bringing together their two families (so to speak), had E—to quote one of her grandma’s favorite sayings—as nervous as a long-tailed cat in a room full of rocking chairs. 
“Would you calm down? You’re making me anxious. That isn’t how our relationship works,” Nicole grumbled and pulled E close to her. “Everything will be fine.”
“What if they don’t get along? And was it rude to only offer Seren and Bree to stay at the house? What if your family’s mad at me, and—”
“Hush.” Nicole pressed her index finger against E’s lips, who resisted nipping at it. “Why would they be mad at you? The house isn’t big enough for everyone, and no offense, but everyone outside of Bree’s daughters is too old to even consider sleeping on the floor.”
“We could’ve gotten air mattresses and—”
“I think everyone prefers a bit more privacy than such a scenario would offer. Can you imagine? We’d clear the living room and line it out with several air mattresses that sleeps my entire family in one room.” Nicole shuddered.
E sighed. “Let’s not.”
“Besides, Seren and Bree are just three people with Parker, and he sleeps on the couch. That works out perfectly. The rest have already booked hotels in town, so I don’t know why you’re stressing about that.”
“I don’t want to be rude, and it’s… You live here, too, so why do my friends get to stay at our house and not your family?”
“Because we’re the bigger crowd.”
E huffed. “I’m not so sure about that. Seren and Bree are also bringing their friend Claire, then there are Bree’s daughters who are bringing their significant others. You’ve told your family about Tempe, right?”
“Bree’s oldest, who’s in a relationship with two older women who are married to each other? Yeah, no. I didn’t. Well, I told my sisters because no one needs Joy’s commentary on this otherwise, especially not after she’s had some of your moonshine. But my parents…”
“Why? They’re open-minded.”
“Mm-hmm.”
“And her partners aren’t that old. One’s your age.”
Nicole laughed. “Yes, and Tempe’s what? In her early twenties, and the oldest one of the couple’s only a few years younger than Bree.”
“She’s twenty-six.” E frowned. “Do you have an issue with them?”
“You mean because of the age difference or that they’re all involved with each other?”
“Yes. All of it.”
Nicole sighed. “We’re fifteen years apart, so it would be hypocritical if I had an issue with Tempe falling for hot, older women.”
“You don’t know what they look like,” E said.
Nicole rolled her eyes. “I’m more like… I don’t get it. How you can be with two people at the same time, or how they, as a married couple, can just…”
“Add another?” 
“Yes.”
E shrugged. “You love who you love. I don’t think love diminishes if you give it away.”
Nicole smiled. “That’s a wonderful sentiment, and perhaps love doesn’t. We love our family and friends, but romance takes a different focus. It demands a different kind of attention, and I’d worry that one always feels left out.”
“Like two’s company and three’s a crowd?”
Nicole chuckled. “You and your idioms. But yes, sure. Like that.”
“I suppose I can see that. I don’t know. They seem to make it work, and that’s what counts. Besides, they’ve been through a lot.”
“True, and yes, of course all that matters is that people are happy with their lives and relationships.”
“So about your parents. What do you think they’d do if they knew?”
“Nothing. They’re too polite to be rude. You recall how we ditched my dad with Jim Bob at the Christmas party, and he stood there and talked with him for half an hour, even though he’d have rather been at the dentist’s?”
E snorted. “Yes. Poor Robert.”
“Honestly, I might’ve been just uncomfortable having that conversation with them. I think they’d have been fine with it. Mom probably would have said something like, ‘good for them,’ or whatever.”
E smiled. “Yeah. It’s because she’s awesome.”
“She’s all right. Are you feeling better now? No longer worried my family will disown you?”
E’s brows furrowed. “They couldn’t disown me. I’m not their child, because that would make us much more the talk of the party than Tempe and her ladies.”
Nicole swatted her. “Oh, hush.” 
“You keep saying that.”
“I wonder why,” Nicole groused. 
E pouted. 
“Come on. Let’s go over the final preparations. They’ll all be here in half an hour. Are your neighbors punctual?”
“More or less.”
Nicole sighed. 
An hour later, most of their guests had arrived. They were having a BBQ and planned to have a bonfire later once it got dark, much to Parker’s excitement, who raced off to play with the neighbors’ kids and Nicole’s nieces. E only felt grateful that he was OK with being here after everything that had happened last year. 
She’d been afraid he’d refuse to come, and when she’d voiced her fears to Seren, her friend had called her silly. E had said they’d have to agree to disagree on that since she was, in fact, impossible. 
E observed Bree and Seren chatting with Nicole’s parents, while Tempe, her girlfriends (what did they call each other? She had to ask Bree) Rania and Antoinette (and yes, they were attractive) were talking to Joy and Marcus (E wondered why Robert hadn’t joined that group). Meanwhile, Seren’s friend Claire appeared lost in a deep conversation with Faith’s best friend, Alex, who laughed out loud and grasped Claire’s upper arm as Faith, and her boyfriend, Joe, both shook their heads, smiling. 
Amy, Abby, and Dan stood next to Nicole and chatted with Kara and E’s neighbors Tom, and his wife Camille, whose children were playing with Parker, Emma, and Abby’s twins. Her older children had all elected to stay with Dan’s parents in Dallas. 
Everyone seemed relaxed and to be having fun (then again, the opening of a distillery might automatically lead to that, though to be fair, no one had partaken in a lot of alcohol at this point). Carl and Peter, two more of E’s neighbors, were manning the grill, as they usually did during their bonfire get-togethers, and at that moment, they called out that the food was ready.
A while later, Seren joined her after placing her empty paper plate into a trash bag. “You’re lucky you set the opening to now because in two weeks, Bree and I’ll be on vacation in Greece, and we’d have hated to miss this.”
E chuckled. “Sounds like you were lucky, then.”
“Hmm, let’s say we both were.”
“I can live with that. Who’ll take care of Parker? You could send him down here if you wanted to. We’d be happy to watch him.”
“Aww, that’s so sweet. Though if I were you, I’d first talk to Nicole about that.”
E grinned. “I doubt she’d have any objections.”
“Claire will watch him. He didn’t even complain about not being able to come along since his hockey coach is planning a camping trip for part of the time we’re away.”
“Priorities. You’re not it.”
Seren sighed. “Tell me about it. I loathe the idea of Parker becoming a teenager.” 
E nodded. 
“You got a nice family there,” Seren said, nodding toward the gathered crowd mingling in various groups.
E smiled. “I know. I sometimes don’t know how I got so lucky.”
“If there’s one person who deserves it, it’s you,” Seren said.
E bumped into Seren. 
“I mean it. I’m beyond happy for you. They all seem to be lovely people.”
“Thank you. They are.”
“Nicole’s attractive, too.”
E laughed. “Don’t let Bree hear you.”
Seren waved her off. “Bree isn’t jealous, and we’re both committed to our relationship. That doesn’t make me blind, though.”
“True. How’s Bree handling Tempe’s girls?”
Seren snorted. “Funny enough, she also calls them Tempe’s girls, never mind that one is only two years younger than her.”
“I’m assuming she’s in denial about that part.”
“Hmm. Let’s just say that’s an aspect no one ever mentions.”
E laughed. 
“Bree just wants her daughters to be happy. She doesn’t care how that works out. Her ex,” Seren said with a sigh. 
“Not so much?”
“Oh, he wants his daughters to be happy. He just has a lot of ideas about how they should best accomplish that.”
“I see. One of those,” E said. 
“Yes. And then Florida happened.”
E cringed. “That was awful.”
“Yes, we all got so lucky. Bree was a wreck throughout.”
“I can imagine.” E closed her eyes, fighting off memories of blinding lights and the piercing sounds of metal against metal.
“Of course. I’m sorry.” Seren squeezed E’s arm. 
“It’s fine,” E said. “Good thing Tempe’s old enough to make her own decisions, and that her father can’t interfere.”
“Not anymore, no. That’s one saving grace. On that note, have you told Nicole your full name yet?”
E narrowed her eyes. “Do you think the woman I’ve lived with for the last three months doesn’t know my name?”
Seren smirked. “Yes?”
E shoved her. “Go. Get out of my sight or I’ll tell Bree how awful you are.”
Seren laughed. “You’d be preaching to the choir, my dear E.”
Seren strode away, returning to Bree and grasping her hand while Nicole joined E.
“Are you all right?”
“Of course. How about you? Are you having fun?”
Nicole nodded. “Yes. Everything’s going well so far. Do you think it’ll stay this peaceful once they all try out your moonshine?”
“Yes. Those are all boring people with no drama or grudges amongst each other. What could happen?”
Nicole groaned. “Don’t jinx it.”
“Do you believe in stuff like that?”
“Yes.”
“Huh. I’d have thought that would fly past your rational mind.”
“Guess that means I’m not as predictable as you think.”
“In some ways, not in others,” E said, and her gaze trailed down Nicole’s figure.
“Oh, hush,” Nicole said, and flushing, she grabbed E’s hand and pulled her toward her sisters. 
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