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Chapter One
Avery struggled with the big front door. With a sigh, she put down her shopping bags, jiggled the key, and jammed her shoulder against the wood until it gave, stumbling into reception. Then she pulled the shopping in, closed and locked the door again, before turning on the lights.
The inn smelled as it always did, a mixture of dust and furniture polish and coffee. The smell of home. Growing up in a hotel wasn’t exactly normal, Avery knew that. But she’d enjoyed it. Enjoyed seeing different people every day, enjoyed the small dramas and the big breakfasts, enjoyed the attention she got as the only child on the premises. Occasionally there was another kid, a kid to be cajoled into playing and trouble making whilst parents were working or guiding older siblings around the university, deciding whether or not Oakview was where their kid’s future should begin. Not often enough though. For the most part, Avery had been alone.
Now the place was quiet, echoingly empty, room doors closed, dust collecting on the heavy oak reception desk. She caught sight of her hat lying on the desk where she’d thrown it the day before, and snatched her eyes away from it as she picked up the shopping and lugged it down the hall to the kitchen.
The hat. She’d hated the hat. Hated the itchy discomfort of it enough that the hatred had pierced everything else. She’d hated it during the lonely car ride, had hated it during the eulogy, had hated it during the burial as the sun beat down on the dry, cracked ground. Had hated it so much that it had taken all of her attention away from what was happening. Only when she got home, when she removed the hat, did it suddenly all sweep over her, the grief and the sadness and the unbelievable fact that her mother was gone. And then she’d thrown the hat on the reception desk as tears blinded her and sobbed until night came and she finally fell asleep.
The smell of coffee grew stronger as she got closer to the kitchen.
“Shit.”
She hurried, the shopping bags pulling at her fingers. She hadn’t left the coffee machine on, had she? That was the last thing she needed. Setting fire to the inn, burning down her inheritance before she’d even had time to decide what to do with it. Although she supposed, slowing slightly, it would take the decision out of her hands. At least then the decision would be made, final, without guilt. Or with a different kind of guilt.
“Avery?”
Her heartbeat slowed just a little at the sound of the familiar voice. She pushed open the kitchen door to find Jenna, hands wrapped around a mug of coffee, eyes cautious.
“I told everyone not to come in today.”
“You told everyone not to come in for the rest of the month,” Jenna said, grabbing a new mug from the rack and pouring another cup of coffee before handing it to Avery.
“So?”
“So what?”
“So why exactly are you here? All the reservations have been canceled, there are no rooms to clean, no breakfasts to cook, nothing to do.”
Jenna sipped at her coffee slowly. Her blonde hair was scooped up, tendrils trailing down her neck, her eyes looked bruised underneath from lack of sleep. She was pretty. Pretty enough that Avery had nursed a crush on her for several years in her mid-twenties, but Jenna was firmly straight and had turned down the one advance that Avery had made. There’d been no awkwardness after, something that had surprised Avery. If anything, Jenna had become more caring, more nurturing afterward. The crush was long gone now, and they’d settled into a relationship more like that of sisters.
“I’m here to check on you,” Jenna said.
“I’m fine,” said Avery, depositing the shopping onto one of the counters.
“Fine? You just lost your mom, you’ve closed up the inn, you’re all alone, I’m not convinced that you’re fine, Ave.”
Avery sighed. “I’m fine, Jen.”
With quick hands she started unpacking the shopping, and Jenna stepped over to help, pulling out bread, cheese, milk, the basics.
“At least you’re eating, I suppose.”
Avery didn’t have the heart to tell her that she hadn’t eaten a thing since the funeral. She’d gone shopping because that’s what she did every morning, out of habit, nothing else.
“So, what are you going to do?” asked Jenna, once the shopping was stowed in one of the ridiculously large refrigerators.
“I thought I’d make a cheese sandwich and then start going through mom’s papers.”
Jenna snorted. “Not what I meant, Ave. I meant in the long run. Are you closing this place up for good? Renovating? What’s the deal?”
Suddenly, shockingly, tears were there. Avery gulped and blinked them away. They kept sneaking up on her, escaping when she wasn’t keeping up her guard. Jenna laid a hand on her shoulder.
“Too much, too soon, huh?”
Avery nodded, taking a deep breath, then another.
“I don’t know,” she said, finally. “I don’t know what I’m doing.”
Jenna nodded.
“Take your time then, figure things out.”
Avery leaned back against the counter, picked up the coffee that Jenna had poured for her, took a comforting mouthful.
“It’s rough, huh?” asked Jenna.
Avery nodded. She knew that Jenna had lost her own mother a few years back, knew that Jenna thought she knew what Avery was going through. Not that she did. Not that anyone did.
“It’s heavy. The grief, I mean,” Jenna was saying now. “And it surprises you all the time, just jumping onto your back out of nowhere, until you feel like you’re not in control of anything, let alone your emotions.”
Avery gave her a weak smile, and Jenna put her arm around her shoulders. The warmth of it, the sensation of touch was enough to bring the tears back again. But she didn’t let them fall.
“The worst part is…” she began.
Jenna hugged her closer.
“The worst part is the guilt. The relief,” she said.
Avery pulled back, staring at her friend, shocked.
“What?” asked Jenna. “It’s normal. You don’t need to hide it from me. I know what you’re going through, Ave. It was the same with my mom. Your mom was sick for months. You watched her pain, and now she’s not in pain anymore. There’s no more hospital visits, no more medications, it’s okay to feel relief at that. You don’t have to feel guilty for it.”
“I don’t, I…” She sighed again. “Yes, you’re right. I feel relieved.”
“Of course you do. And maybe you feel a little bit relieved at getting your life back as well. And that’s normal too. Perfectly fine.”
“I miss her.”
Jenna pulled her close again.
“I know. I do too. Maggie was a force of nature, and the place won’t be the same without her. But in the end, I’m glad that she’s not in pain anymore. I’m glad that she’s not suffering and trying to hide it from us all.”
It was hard being here, in the inn, hard being in the kitchen without her mother yelling at somebody for something, hard being in reception without her mother arranging keys and making bookings. Hard being alone in the inn without the knowledge that somewhere, behind a closed door, her mother was doing the accounting. But at the same time, Avery couldn’t help but be relieved that the long months of sickness were over.
For as long as she could remember it had been just her and her mother. Well, her and her mother and a motley assortment of tourists, potential university students and their families, and the odd visiting scholar or two. Avery had never known her father, never wanted to, in truth she’d never missed having a father. Now though, she thought it might be nice to have someone to share her personal grief with. As if she understood, Jenna stroked her hair.
“It’s going to be fine,” she said. “It takes time, but the happiness comes back, don’t worry. In the meantime, my best advice is to keep yourself busy.”
Avery pulled back again, she was in severe danger of losing it and sobbing all over Jenna’s shoulder, not something she particularly wanted to do.
“Keep myself busy by re-opening the inn so that you have a job to come to?”
Jenna grinned.
“You’ve paid me up to the end of the month and everyone else as well, and I’m not about to complain about getting money for doing nothing. So, no, don’t open up the inn for me. Whatever you’re going to do next, you need to do it for yourself for a change.”
A tiny glimmer of anger poked through her sadness. Avery hated to be pitied, whoever the pity was coming from.
“And what exactly is that supposed to mean?”
“It’s supposed to mean that you are thirty four years old, Avery. You’ve spent your entire life living and working right here. You’ve never had a relationship, as far as I’m aware you’ve never even kissed a girl, so maybe now is the right time to do something just for you.”
The words stung a little.
“I have.”
“Have what?”
“Kissed a girl. I have kissed a girl.”
Jenna frowned.
“At summer camp,” Avery continued. “It was a game of spin the bottle, but still.”
And now Jenna was laughing, pulling Avery in for another hug before releasing her.
“I wasn’t criticizing you for not being a chick-magnet,” she said. “All I was trying to say is that you need to start living your life for you now, Ave. Your mother is gone, and that’s sad, and it’s going to take time to get over the loss. But what you can’t do is keep trying to please her now that she’s not here anymore. It’s time to put yourself first. Time to do what you want to do for a change.”
“It’d be helpful if I actually knew what I wanted.”
Jenna laughed again.
“You’ve got time to figure things out,” she said. She glanced at her watch. “And I need to run. Unless you need me here?”
Avery shook her head. She wanted to be alone. She’d closed the inn for a reason, mostly because she wanted time alone to think about what she was going to do. Having Jenna here defeated the purpose.
“I’ll come back and check on your tomorrow,” she said. “And I’ll run the vacuum around too. Those hallway carpets get so dusty.”
“I thought I gave you the month off?”
Jenna shrugged.
“I’m being paid anyway, so you might as well take me up on the offer,” she said.
With Jenna gone, Avery locked up the back doors and poured herself another cup of coffee. Without thinking, she made herself a sandwich and carried it down the hallway into her mother’s office.
A worn beige cardigan hung over the back of the chair. A novel, spine broken, lay open on top of a tower of paperwork. Avery gulped back another sob. Quickly and efficiently she folded up the cardigan, removed the book, and collected a few other bits and pieces from the desk. She found a box to put everything in and pushed it out of sight behind the door before finally sitting down and flicking on her mother’s computer.
◆◆◆
Her eyes felt sticky and hard to open and something was poking into the back of her legs. Avery stirred and moaned as she came back to consciousness. When she finally got her eyes open she was confused. It took a second to realize that she was sitting at her mother’s desk, her head bent low, her gaze on a cheese sandwich with a bite taken out of it. She sat up and stretched, yawning.
There’d been little sleep in the past few weeks, and it was catching up with her. The computer screen glared at her accusingly. She’d meant to start going through the accounts, through the interminable paperwork, getting a glimpse of what exactly she would be getting into if she decided to keep the inn open. Or how much she might make if she decided to sell the place.
But it was already half past nine, the room was dark but for the glow of the computer screen. And her body was tired, her head was tired. Avery rolled her shoulders. Screw it. It could all wait until tomorrow. She needed sleep. She’d work better with a clear head anyway. She switched off the computer and picked up the plate and coffee cup, returning them to the kitchen.
At any other time, the lights would be on. People would be in their rooms. Her mother would be sitting behind the reception desk. At any other time there’d be life in the inn. Now Avery was the only one there, the only warm pulse. She shivered a little as she walked the hallway back to reception. Not that she was scared. She knew this place better than anywhere else in the world. She wasn’t scared, just… What?
Terrified. She was terrified. Terrified because she had the whole future wide open in front of her and she didn’t know what to do with it. Terrified because she was alone for the first time in her life. Terrified because she didn’t know what to do.
She heard the car engine as she walked into reception. It growled louder and then paused. She shook her head. Someone turning around. The road was narrow and badly lit, it wasn’t unusual for a lost driver to pull into the driveway to turn around and head back into Oakview proper. As she was reaching for the light-switch to close down reception she heard the engine rev up again and the crunch of gravel as the car reversed into a turn. Just as she’d thought.
And then there was a scrabbling at the door. And then the deep, loud ring of the doorbell clattering through the empty inn.
Avery’s hand paused over the light-switch. Her heart started beating faster. Who the hell could that be at this time of night? The doorbell chimed again. She swallowed, nervous now.
“Straighten up girl, answer the damn door,” she muttered to herself.
Still nervous, hand shaking a little, she unlocked the door, pulling hard until the swollen wood gave way and it opened.
On the doorstep stood a woman, glasses gleaming in the sudden light, her hair dark and sleek, a suitcase in either hand. The red lights of a taxi were disappearing down the driveway. Avery frowned, confused.
“Who are you?” she asked.



Chapter Two
“Charlotte Barett. You’re expecting me.”
The woman stared back. She was attractive, Charlotte thought. Long dark hair, bangs that looked like they’d get in her eyes a dozen times a day, freckles sprayed across her nose. Charlotte hitched up the suitcases a little.
“I’m sorry, I’m afraid there must have been some kind of mistake.”
And now Charlotte could feel herself frowning. A mistake? How could there be a mistake? She’d made the booking weeks ago, and double checked it with the website before she left. There was no mistake on her end, she was sure about that.
“I don’t think so,” she said, slowly. “This is the Oakview Inn, isn’t it?”
The woman nodded, and Charlotte smiled, hoping to look friendlier and less threatening than she felt. Jet lag was making her irritable, her eyes were gritty and tired, and all she wanted was a hot shower and a comfortable bed.
“Then there’s no mistake. I have a reservation for a month, starting today. I realize it’s a little late, but my flight was delayed. I should have phoned.”
The woman was shaking her head.
“I’m afraid the inn is closed.”
Charlotte just stared at her, not processing the information.
“Death in the family,” added the woman, by way of explanation.
Jesus. Just what in the hell was she supposed to do now? She battled internally. She wasn’t one to make a fuss, really she wasn’t. But she needed a place to stay. Desperately.
“It’s nine thirty at night,” she said. “My taxi has just left. I’ve got no idea where I am. I’ve got two suitcases and a reservation.”
Stating the obvious seemed the way to go. The woman couldn’t possibly truly throw her out now.
“I’m sorry, but the inn is closed. I canceled all the reservations, I–”
“Well, obviously you didn’t since I’m here. Hold on, I have a confirmation slip somewhere.”
She put the suitcases down, pulling around her tote bag and poking through it looking for the print out.
“Are you Australian?”
Charlotte frowned, looking up. She knew the stereotype about dumb Americans, but really. Australian?
“British,” she muttered, going back to rifling through her bag for the damn confirmation paper. Finally, she gave up. “Listen, I’m jet lagged, I’m in a new country, I just need a bed for the night. Please could you help me out here?”
Depending on the kindness of strangers. Not something she’d do in London. But the woman looked nice enough, despite wanting to throw her out into the night. There was a long sigh.
“Taxi’s gone?”
Charlotte nodded. The woman peered out into the darkness as though willing the cab to return. Then she took a small step to the side.
“You’d better come in then,” she said.
Picking up the suitcases quickly in case the woman changed her mind, Charlotte stepped into the inn. It smelled of dust and polish, not unpleasant. It also seemed cold, quiet and empty. Hardly the welcome she’d expected.
The woman went behind the large reception desk and Charlotte put her suitcases down again.
“Thank you,” she said, quietly. “It’s been a tough couple of days.”
“I can give you a bed for the night,” the woman said. “But you’ll have to find somewhere else tomorrow. The inn really is closed. There’ll be no breakfast buffet, I’m afraid. Though I can whip up some eggs or something.”
“That’s fine. Absolutely fine. Not a problem.”
The woman flipped open a large book that Charlotte assumed was full of reservations. Then suddenly her eyes were brimming with tears. There was a sniff, and Charlotte’s stomach dropped. She didn’t know how to respond to this, a crying woman in the middle of the night. She looked away, tactfully ignoring the problem as she would have done in England, letting the woman recover herself. But when she looked back after a moment or so, the tears were still there.
“Are, uh, are you quite alright?” she asked.
There was another sniff and the woman hurriedly closed the book.
“Perfectly fine, thank you,” she said.
She turned around and pulled a key from a board behind her.
“Room twelve. You should be fine in there. I’ll be down here for another few minutes, so just let me know if there’s anything else you need.”
It was clearly a dismissal, and Charlotte took the key, turning back to pick up her suitcases. The woman had told her there was a death in the family. Maybe it wasn’t just an excuse. Now she felt bad, terrible in fact. She shouldn’t have pushed herself on the woman, but it wasn’t exactly like she had a lot of choice.
“Thank you, Ms. uh…”
“Alden,” said the woman. “Avery Alden.”
“Thank you, Ms. Alden. I’m truly grateful. I’ll be out of your hair first thing tomorrow.”
The room was basic. Very basic. Beige and white and smelling of cleaning products, a small bathroom off to one side. Charlotte dumped the cases by the door. Without stopping to examine anything else, she kicked off her shoes and went towards the bathroom, dropping clothes as she walked.
The shower turned out to be powerful and hot and she let the water soothe her bunched muscles, and clean off the dirt of more than twenty four hours of travel. She closed her eyes and tried not to think about anything. But she was so tired that there was a serious chance that she was going to fall asleep standing up.
Out of the shower and dried she opened up one suitcase, pulling out a t-shirt and sliding it over her head. Then she climbed into the bed.
This was all so strange. But then it had been a strange day. A strange few weeks. Months even. The woman crying behind the reception desk had been just another unexpected event in a long line of unexpected events. But she found herself thinking about her, wondering just what had happened. Avery Alden. A nice name. A nice woman. Cute, as the Americans would say. Curved in all the right places, not too thin, dressed in comfortable jeans and a t-shirt, tomboy-ish even. The kind of woman that…
No. Best not to finish that sentence. Definitely not now. Charlotte had no desire to think about any woman at all. In fact, the world might just be a better place if women didn’t exist in it. She half-smiled at the stupid thought. She desperately needed sleep.
Her tote bag occupied the other side of the double bed, and she pulled it towards herself, finding her phone and the American charger that she’d picked up at the airport. And the stupid hotel confirmation slip. She screwed up the confirmation slip and tossed it towards the wastepaper basket, then plugged her phone in to charge.
The display lit up, the time already changed to the correct time zone. Three missed calls and twelve texts. She dismissed the notifications without checking who they were from. She could make a decent guess who had called and texted, and she wasn’t interested.
She flipped off the bedside light and snuggled down under the clean sheets. She could deal with everything else tomorrow. Tonight she hoped that jet lag was going to give her her first full night of sleep for weeks.
Her eyelids felt heavy, she let them close. Soon she was breathing deeply. As she started to snore, the phone on the bedside table lit up with yet another text notification.
◆◆◆
Charlotte stuffed the library card into her shirt pocket. She knew how all this stuff worked by now. She’d spent her entire adult life in academia. Oakview wasn’t the first university that she’d been a visiting scholar at.
It was, she thought as she strolled through campus, one of the most attractive places she’d been though. With its red brick buildings and watered green lawns, the campus was the epitome of what she’d always imagined an American university to look like. The only thing missing was the co-eds, but since it was July she was unlikely to see too many students.
A quick look at the library, check out her assigned study area, and then she’d need to concentrate on finding a bed for the night. Ms. Alden had done more than enough. She’d been presented with a filling breakfast that morning, and had been allowed to stow her suitcases at the inn, so, as promised, she needed to get out of the woman’s hair. A shame. Not just because it was an added level of stress, but also because she’d found herself becoming curious about the young woman. Why was she in a hotel all by herself? What had happened to make her so sad?
Charlotte pushed through the glass doors to the library and showed her card to the woman behind the desk.
“Take the elevator up to the fifth floor and turn right, you’ll find your study room easy as pie,” smiled the woman.
But when she arrived at her assigned room, a tiny space with large windows, the door was open, though the space was empty. The second desk was piled high with books, and the room smelled of a spiced and flowery scent. Charlotte just had time to dump her phone and keys on the other, empty desk, when someone came in.
“Hello.”
A tall, dark haired woman, with yet another pile of books in her arms, was standing in the doorway.
“Hi, I’m in here too,” said Charlotte, half thinking that she might just get thrown out of yet another place.
But the woman grinned.
“Glad to have you. I’m Abigail Keyes, English department.”
“Charlotte Barret. Visiting scholar. History.”
“Nice to meet you.”
Charlotte stepped forward and took half the books off the stack so that she could actually see the woman’s face. Dark eyes sparkled back, and even white teeth showed in her smile.
“I’m only here for the month,” Charlotte said. “Then you’ll have the place back to yourself.”
“Not a problem,” said Abigail, planting the rest of the books on her desk. “I’m not here long myself. Just playing catch up.”
“Catch up?”
She rolled her eyes.
“I’ve been managing the GED program so long that I’m afraid I’ve forgotten how to actually teach,” she explained. “And since I’m coming back to the English department part time next semester, I thought I’d better get some decent lesson plans in. I’m far too old to be making a fool of myself in front of freshman.”
Charlotte found herself grinning.
“I’m sure you’ll be fine,” she said.
Abigail shrugged.
“There’s only one way to find out. A sort of baptism by fire.”
On the desk, Charlotte’s phone began to vibrate. She studiously ignored it.
“So what are you in for?” Abigail was asking. “I don’t suppose you can be any help in making Coleridge interesting to eighteen year olds, can you?”
Charlotte laughed.
“Afraid not, though I would have thought that the whole opium thing would make him at least semi-interesting. I’m nineteenth century German history, I’m afraid, so no help at all. I’m just here to look into the German immigration records that are stored here.”
“Less romantic than Coleridge, but far more practical,” Abigail said, glancing down at her pile of books.
Charlotte took the hint.
“I’ll leave you to get back to work,” she said. “I was just poking around, I’m not in full research mode yet.”
“Poke away,” said Abigail. “And if you’ve got any questions, just let me know. I’m happy to help. Sounds like you’re a long way from home.”
Charlotte looked out of the window at the deep blue sky and dark green trees, thinking about the grey towerblocks she saw from her home library window.
“I am that,” she said. Then turning back to Abigail, she had a thought. “I don’t suppose you know of anywhere that I could stay?”
Abigail frowned.
“Didn’t the university set you up with something?” she asked.
And Charlotte laid out the events of last night as quickly as she could. When she finished, Abigail was frowning again.
“That doesn’t seem right,” she said. “You have a reservation after all. There are a couple of motels around, though you’ll need to rent a car to stay at any of them, I suspect. And possibly the university could put you into grad student housing, though that’ll take a few days to figure out. I think your best bet might be to persuade this Ms. Alden to let you stay for at least another couple of nights until you get yourself sorted out.”
Charlotte had been beginning to think the same thing. She nodded, and her phone began to vibrate on the desk again.
“I might just do that.”
“Well, let me know if you need any help. And you can’t know too many people around here. Why don’t we grab a drink sometime?”
Charlotte hesitated for a second. She wasn’t used to people being so forward. She smiled a little.
“My girlfriend is always complaining that we don’t get out enough. And she’s always surrounded by people, we’ll make sure that you meet at least a couple of interesting subjects,” Abigail said.
And Charlotte laughed again. She hadn’t come to Oakview to meet friends. But then, why not? It wasn’t like she could research twenty four hours a day.
“That sounds good,” she said, just as her phone started vibrating again.
“Then we’ll set something up,” said Abigail, looking towards the phone.
Charlotte thanked her and picked up her keys and phone, leaving the woman to her work. She glanced at the phone screen, then shoved it back into her pocket. Not a conversation she wanted to have.
As she walked back out of the air conditioning and into the heat of the day, she came to a decision. The inn was reserved and paid for. She might not want to make a fuss, but she wasn’t in England now. Americans were more used to a fuss, more straightforward and outspoken. More likely to stand up for their rights. And as Charlotte saw it, she had a right to a bed that she’d reserved and paid for. Or at the very least, a right to a full refund and at least some assistance in finding somewhere else to stay.
Avery Alden might be attractive, and she might be sad, and all kinds of other things. But none of those things were any of Charlotte’s business. She had work to do. Perhaps the last work that she would ever have to do. A month from now she was going to be free and clear and… lost. Her heart beat faster and she dismissed the thought. A month from now was a month from now. Right now she had more important things to think about. Like a place to stay.
She firmed her jaw and strode off across campus. Avery Alden was just going to have to live up to her part of the bargain, she’d decided. She was damned if she was going to spend precious research hours looking for somewhere else to stay. If Ms. Alden wanted her out, then Ms. Alden was going to have to find somewhere for her to go.



Chapter Three
It was worse than she had thought. After serving up a plate of not particularly well-done scrambled eggs to her one guest, Avery had hit the office running.
“Rip the band-aid off,” she’d told herself.
She knew that if she should dwell on anything then she’d get lost in the emotion of what she was doing. Fortunately, once the numbers were up on the screen, she became immersed in them. She sighed and rubbed at her face with her hands. Things weren’t looking good.
Her mother had always been secretive. No, that was the wrong word. Private. Her mother had always been private. And in her gut, Avery got that. She got that her mother had been a single mom and had done everything possible to protect her child from the world. The problem was that Avery had allowed that protection to hold out for too long. She was a grown adult, a grown adult that helped her mother run the business, and she should have insisted on being more involved. On knowing more.
As she stared in dismay at the computer screen she picked idly at yet another cheese sandwich. At least her appetite was making a small, sulky re-appearance. And then she put her head back on the headrest of the chair and closed her eyes.
Reservations were down, profits were down, capacity was down. Everything important was down. But gas prices were up, electricity costs were up, food prices were up. She groaned. How had it got this bad?
“Trouble in paradise?”
She opened her eyes to see Jenna standing in the doorway.
“Something like that.”
“The accounts?”
“And the reservations and the bills and everything else.”
Jenna pulled out a chair and sat down.
“I tried to talk to your mom about this,” she said. “Tried to tell her that we needed to move with the times, that we needed to change, but you know what Maggie was like.”
Avery nodded. Stubborn. Her mother was stubborn and private. And a whole bunch of other things, a voice whispered in her head. She was loving and protective and funny and smart. Tears tried to come again, but Avery wouldn’t let them.
“Change how?” she asked Jenna instead.
“Your mom always wanted things just so,” said Jenna, slowly.
“I know,” Avery said. “Basic and impersonal, keep costs down.” It had practically been Maggie’s mantra.
“The problem is that that doesn’t work anymore,” Jenna continued. “People looking for cheap and impersonal go to one of the motels outside of town. Their prices are way lower than ours. Those looking for luxury go to the Crown Hotel. We needed to capture the middle market, but Maggie would never listen to me.”
“And what exactly would you do to capture the middle market?” Avery asked curiously.
Jenna shrugged. “I have no idea. I’m no expert in all of this. I just called it as I saw it, but Maggie didn’t agree, so here we are.”
Avery tapped her fingers on the desk. She had known. Of course she’d noticed that there were fewer guests, that they were no longer over-run with bookings. But she hadn’t known things were this bad. And to be honest, she’d assumed it was just her mother’s way of slowing down, of winding things up before retiring.
“Ave, you don’t have to do this,” said Jenna. “You need to live your life for you, and if that involves selling this place on, then go for it. No one expects you to stay here now. You’re free and clear. Sell up, get some cash in your pocket, and go out into the world.”
Avery tried to smile. But the muscles in her face didn’t seem to be working properly.
“Here to run that vacuum around?” she asked.
“Unless you need anything else?”
“No, it’s fine.” Jenna stood up and Avery was about to turn back to her screen when she remembered. “Actually, there’s one thing. Can you clean room twelve?”
Jenna raised a questioning eyebrow.
“Don’t ask, it was an emergency. We had a guest last night. Some screw up in the reservation system that I forgot to cancel. She’ll be out by this afternoon, but the bed and bathroom will need a quick go-over.”
“Sure thing,” Jenna said, disappearing out the door.
“Grrrr.”
She growled out of frustration, but then the sound of it gave her the giggles. And the more she giggled the worse it got, until she was laughing out loud and if Jenna heard her she’d think she’d gone insane. Which just made her laugh louder.
By the time she was wiping her eyes with a hastily found tissue she was already feeling a little better. How, she had no idea. Everything seemed to be piling up on her. Her mother’s death, the state of the inn. And the other stuff.
Other stuff like the mysterious visitor from last night. Charlotte, that was her name. Tall and dark and elegant and so put together that Avery couldn’t imagine her getting into a mess like this. So… competent, that was the word. And attractive, said that little voice in the back of her head. Yes, that too. She might have a hard job imagining Charlotte getting herself into trouble, but she had no difficulty in imagining her doing plenty of other things. A thrum of electricity went through her body, a flush of warmth.
“Idiot,” she said to herself.
Longing after a guest, and one that would be gone within hours anyway, was no way to proceed. But she had years of practice at that. Years of seeing women and longing after them and having them disappear out into the world and back to their normal lives. Years of wanting to touch but not daring to, of wanting to speak but not being able to find the words. She sighed.
Which brought her to yet another problem: the future. It was all very well for Jenna to say that she needed to start living her own life, that she had freedom now. What Jenna didn’t understand was how absolutely petrifying that thought was to Avery. The future lying wide and bright and open in front of her made her stomach tremble with nausea, made her mouth dry with fear. Because what the hell was she supposed to do with all that freedom?
She was just contemplating the beaches of Tahiti, and telling herself that she couldn’t even swim, when there was a knock on the office door.
“Finished already?” she asked, turning and expecting to see Jenna.
“Finished?”
Charlotte’s face had wrinkled into a confused frown.
“Sorry, I thought you were someone else,” explained Avery, trying not to notice the adorable little line between Charlotte’s confused eyes. “Is there something I can help you with? Can I call a taxi for you? Help you with your bags?”
“Uh, no, thank you. Actually, I wanted to speak with you.”
The woman’s voice was firm, though her words sounded somewhat less certain. The way her mouth formed rounded vowels, the way her tongue clicked off hard Ts and Ks fascinated Avery. Sure, they’d had foreign guests before. But the odd Brit or two that they got had always been Avery’s favorites. Their accents, their way of apologizing for things that weren’t their fault in the slightest. The differences between them and the regular American guests interested her.
“Absolutely,” she beamed, trying to be helpful now. The woman would be leaving soon anyway, she told herself.
Charlotte looked uncomfortable, and Avery wondered why. Perhaps the room hadn’t been up to scratch. Was there anything wrong with room twelve? She couldn’t think of anything. Eleven had the hole in the carpet, and the window in eight was jammed. But twelve should have been perfect.
“Listen, I don’t want to be a pain, but I think I’m in the right here.”
“In the right?”
“I made a reservation months ago. I confirmed the reservation before I left. My room is brought and paid for for the entire month.”
Avery hadn’t expected this, and a small spark of anger fired. Anger that this woman would intrude on her grief, anger that she’d confront her this way. She cleared her throat, determined to remain polite.
“I’m truly sorry for the mix up. My mother ran the inn and dealt with reservations. Unfortunately, she passed away last week after a long illness. So things might not be as efficient as I’d like.”
A cloud passed over Charlotte’s face, but she took a breath and continued.
“And I’m sorry for your loss,” she said. “However, I have already paid for the room.”
Avery stared at her.
“Surely you don’t expect me to keep the inn open at a time like this? And just for one person?” she said, not believing that anyone would be so selfish, so uncaring.
Charlotte glanced down at the floor, then looked up again.
“I think that at the least you should offer me some help to find somewhere else to stay,” she said. “As well as a full refund, of course.”
And Avery just kept on staring. She stared for long enough that Charlotte’s face seemed to crumble a little, and the taller woman came closer, taking the chair that Jenna had used and sitting down.
“I’m sorry to be so demanding,” she said, voice a little quieter, a little gentler. “I’m really not usually like this at all. It’s just that…”
She trailed off.
“Just that what?” Avery asked, a little sharper than she’d intended.
Charlotte sighed. “Just that it’s been an incredibly hard few weeks for me. I’m lost, I’m in a new country, and I don’t understand how things work properly. I thought I’d done everything to prepare properly, and now it turns out that I haven’t. Story of my life, I suppose.”
“Story of your life?”
The woman waved a hand at this. “Nothing, I shouldn’t have said that. Look, I could really use some help here. I’m sorry to impose on you, but I do need your help. If nothing else, I need that refund so that I can pay for somewhere else, or put a deposit down on a rental car so that I can drive back and forth from a motel. And I’ll need another couple of days to work out how things work and get myself moved. I don’t think that’s unreasonable, do you?”
The light from the window caught her cheekbone, making her skin shine, and for a second it was so beautiful that it took Avery’s breath away. Charlotte took her silence to mean that she was un-persuaded, so she tried again.
“You don’t have to do anything special. I’m happy getting my own breakfast, you don’t need to clean the room or make the bed or anything. I’ll be quiet as a mouse and you’ll barely even know that I’m here. A few more days? Please?”
Again, Avery rubbed her face with her hands. She didn’t need this. On the other hand, she didn’t not need it either. Charlotte was quiet and undemanding. She was also very nice to look at. A distraction, but a pleasant one. She couldn’t honestly say that she would mind having the woman around for a few days longer. And, she thought, none of this was Charlotte’s fault. As far as the poor woman was concerned she’d done everything right only to be told that she was homeless as soon as she arrived in a new country. Avery had to owe her something for that.
“Okay,” she said, finally.
“Okay? Really?”
“A few days. We’ll figure something out from there. I’ll try and arrange a refund for your credit card.” She had no idea how to do that, she realized. Her mother had always handled payments. “And I’ll look into other accommodation options.”
It sounded more formal than she’d intended. And Charlotte looked so dramatically relieved that Before she knew what she was doing, Avery was asking her about her plans for the evening.
“Nothing,” Charlotte said, looking surprised.
“Then would you like to have dinner?” Avery said, surprising herself now. Had she seriously just asked the sexiest looking woman she’d seen for months to dinner? Then she realized how it all sounded. “I mean, dinner at the hotel, I can cook. Food. I’m sure you’ll be hungry, you need to eat.” She was rambling. She shut up.
Charlotte smiled and the smile lit up her whole face.
“I’d like that,” she said. “A home cooked meal, I mean. But, um, are you planning on eating too?”
“I, uh…”
“What I mean is, we should have dinner together.”
Now Avery was blushing, she could feel it creeping over her cheeks. She didn’t know quite what had just happened, how they’d gone from discussing accommodation to what sounded almost like a date. But wasn’t a date. Not at all a date. Dinner. And she could see a pale pink flush tinting Charlotte’s cheeks as the other woman realized how all of this sounded. Somehow, this made her feel better. She bit back a grin.
“Shall we try again?” she said. “How about you and I have dinner here in the hotel and we can discuss alternative arrangements. And, of course, I can tell you all about the area, if you’re interested?”
There, that sounded far more professional, and definitely less date-like.
“Yes,” Charlotte said, looking relieved yet again. “That sounds wonderful. Would you like help preparing that? I’m really willing to do anything to make your life easier.”
“No, it’s fine. How about around seven? Out on the terrace. Just go through the dining room and out the french doors,” Avery said.
“Perfect,” said Charlotte, standing up.
And when she was gone, Avery realized two things. First, she wanted this to be a date, although it most certainly was not. And second, she was truly hungry for the first time in days. The realizations stunned her. She stared at the chair where Charlotte had sat.
“What are you doing?” she asked herself. “Seriously, what are you doing?”
She’d barely had the courage to talk to an attractive woman before, let alone ask one to dinner. Except, she reminded herself again, this wasn’t a date. Not at all. Not even in the slightest. Her stomach flipped a little. No, definitely not a date.



Chapter Four
What the hell did she think she was doing? It wasn’t a date. No, that wasn’t on her agenda at all. Okay, so the first impression had turned out badly, she hadn’t meant it to sound like a date. All she’d meant was that Avery should eat too, that she didn’t need to be waited on. And then it had all gone to hell and ended up sounding like she was inviting the woman to dinner. Or like Avery was inviting her to dinner.
Charlotte looked in the mirror and cursed herself. She wasn’t interested. She wasn’t in a position to be interested. She was… lost. Finding herself. Whatever. She definitely didn’t want to be interested in another woman. Not now. So why exactly was she staring at herself in the mirror and trying on her fourth outfit in the last ten minutes?
She rolled her eyes at her reflection and turned back to the bed, picking up her room key. As she did so, her phone began to vibrate on the nightstand. Another reminder of just why this couldn’t be a date. She ignored it, left it to shake itself out on the table, and left the room.
The dining room was only half lit, but the french doors were open. Stepping outside, she found herself on a small paved terrace. Lights flickered from the garden, small lamps placed just so to keep the atmosphere comfortable and cozy looking. A metal table was already laid out with knives and forks and glasses. The air was fresh and still warm, hot even, Charlotte thought as she pulled off the cardigan she’d worn to protect her against the night’s chill. She wasn’t in England now. There was no chill.
“Take a seat,” said a voice from the dining room. “I’ll be right out.”
Charlotte did as she was told, wondering what they were going to talk about, how she was going to make this less awkward than it obviously could be. But when Avery walked out, bearing a tray filled with plates, she found that she couldn’t speak at all.
The jeans and t-shirt were gone, replaced by a long, light summer dress that drifted around Avery’s ankles. Long hair was gathered up in an untidy bun, and there wasn’t a trace of makeup to be seen. Charlotte swallowed, her mouth suddenly dry.
“It’s just pasta,” Avery said. “Nothing special.”
“Pasta is fine,” Charlotte croaked.
Oh God. She was beautiful. Heart-achingly beautiful. So beautiful that Charlotte wanted to reach out and take her hand. Resolutely, she stuffed her hands under her thighs, sitting on them, resisting the temptation.
The meal was good. Filling, nicely spiced. And the red wine was the perfect addition. Avery had begun talking about Oakview immediately, filling in what could have been an uncomfortable silence. And soon, Charlotte found that they were chatting like friends, that conversation flowed easily.
“That was delicious,” she said, laying down her fork and settling back into her chair. “And it’s wonderful out here. A magical place to eat.”
Avery laughed. “My mother never liked guests eating on the terrace,” she said. “She was always worried that the waitress, otherwise known as me, would trip on the uneven paving and cover a guest in tomato sauce or something.”
Charlotte half-smiled. Avery didn’t seem too grief-stricken. But then maybe she was just good at covering things up.
“Losing your mother is difficult,” she said. “It’s been almost a decade since mine passed, and I still think of her, still want to phone her every now and again. Sometimes I pick up the phone before I remember.”
Avery looked down, a glass of ruby wine in her hand, the light catching the liquid and making it sparkle.
“It’s still kind of hard to take in,” she admitted. “It wasn’t a shock, she’d been ill for a while. I knew it was coming. But the actual fact of it, the truth of it, is still hard to believe.”
“What about your father?” asked Charlotte, aware that she was prying, but too curious not to.
“Never knew him,” said Avery. “It was always just mom and me.”
“Your mother ran this place single-handed?”
Avery nodded.
“Impressive.”
“Maybe not quite so impressive,” Avery sighed.
Charlotte leaned forward a little, picking up her own wine.
“Not quite so impressive?”
Avery glanced up, and Charlotte could see small worry lines around her eyes.
“I shouldn’t be telling you this.”
“I’m not really a guest, remember?” Charlotte said, smiling.
“I’ve been going over all the paperwork,” said Avery. “And the truth is, the inn really isn’t doing well at all.”
Charlotte sat back again as Avery explained what she’d found that day. And all the while, her brain was ticking, turning, trying not to be distracted by the beautiful face in front of her. And when Avery was done, Charlotte took a drink, then asked:
“What do you want? I mean, the inn is yours, but it’s not something you have to keep.”
“I don’t know. I don’t know if I want to run it, or if I want to sell it. Everyone keeps asking me that, but I just don’t know.”
Charlotte shifted a little, then nodded.
“Maybe it’s a stupid question then,” she said, quietly.
“No, it’s an essential question. I have to decide what I want to do.”
“One day at a time,” said Charlotte, smiling. “And maybe you don’t need to decide what to do right now. I mean, whether you choose to keep the place or sell it, having a profitable business is a good thing. Making a profit is key if you plan on keeping the inn, but making a profit is also key if you hope to sell to someone. No one wants to buy a failing business.”
Avery looked thoughtful at this.
“Makes sense.”
“What really makes sense is that you turn this place around before deciding what to do with it.”
Charlotte drained her wine glass and looked around for the bottle. She found it on the ground, distinctly empty.
“There’s more in the kitchen,” said Avery, starting to get up.
“I don’t need waiting on. I’ll get it.”
And as she walked towards the kitchen she took in everything in her path. The tables, the wallpaper, the carpets, mind still turning, eyes drinking in the state of the inn, imagination seeing what it could become.
“How can I make this place profitable?” asked Avery, as soon as Charlotte re-appeared with the wine.
“Boutique it,” Charlotte said immediately.
Avery accepted another glass of wine. “Meaning…”
Charlotte sat down again.
“I travel a lot,” she said. “A fair amount, for conferences, that sort of thing. I stay in a lot of places. My parents ran a bed and breakfast for a while. I’ve been around the hospitality industry in one way or another for years. Rich people go to fine hotels, those on a budget go to, motels you call them, right? Those in the middle are moving more towards a boutique experience. An inn, like this one, that’s unique. Where every room is decorated differently, where it’s almost like staying in a home, rather than an impersonal hotel or motel. Does that make sense?”
“It does,” said Avery. “But I wouldn’t know where to start.”
And before Charlotte knew what she was doing, she was saying: “I could help.”
Avery stared at her. The same stare that had bored into her in the small office when she’d asked to stay for a few more days. Being looked at so directly for so long was uncomfortable, it made Charlotte feel like a museum exhibit or a scientific specimen.
“I couldn’t ask you to do that,” Avery said, eventually.
She couldn’t. And Charlotte shouldn’t have offered. But the more she was thinking about it, the more she thought this might be a good thing. This might help them both out.
“Why not?” asked Charlotte, leaning forward again.
Maybe it was the wine talking, but she could see a glimmer of an idea here.
“You need help,” she said now. “And I’m willing to offer it.”
“In return for?”
“In return for you letting me stay here for the rest of the month,” Charlotte said, finally. “Listen, I know that this isn’t exactly what either of us planned. But I chose the inn deliberately. It’s a short walk to campus, so I don’t need to rent a car. It’s comfortable enough, affordable enough. I really don’t want to go to all the bother of moving my things again. You let me stay, and in return I’ll help you with some ideas. I’ll even help with some of the more physical stuff if you like. Painting, wallpapering. I’m happy to.”
It would give her something to do. It would fill her empty mind, let her not think about what she’d left behind. Let her not think about the gaping future black and wide in front of her. Avery would be helping her out more than she really understood, more than Charlotte was willing to tell her.
“But this isn’t a working hotel. At least not at the moment,” Avery said.
She was thinking about it though, she was considering it, Charlotte could tell. Suddenly it seemed the most important thing in the world right now that she could stay.
“It doesn’t matter,” said Charlotte. “I’ll make my own bed, I’ll make my own breakfast. All you have to do is provide me with a key. That’s all. No strings.”
“I’ll refund your money,” Avery said, thoughtfully.
“I don’t care.”
And she really didn’t. The money was already spent, she didn’t care about it now.
“No, I insist.” Avery took a drink, raised an eyebrow. “What about your work? I’m assuming you’re here for a reason.”
“Research,” said Charlotte.
Not that it really mattered anymore. Not that any of it mattered. She’d come to Oakview only because it was on her agenda already, only because canceling and explaining and everything else would have been too long, too confusing. She came because it was arranged, because she was expected.
“Research?”
“German immigration history. Nothing interesting. I can work during the day, help you out here in the evenings and during weekends. It’s not as though I have a sparkling social life here.”
Avery laughed.
“So you’re a history professor? German professor?” she asked.
“I’m a history… scholar,” said Charlotte.
She didn’t want to lie and didn’t know why. It seemed important to tell the truth. And that was the truth. The truth without actually answering the implicit question that Avery was really asking, without speaking about her career, her actual job.
“I don’t know. I just met you, I…”
“It’s fine, I understand,” Charlotte said.
Her muscles un-tensed. She was defeated. It had seemed like such a bright idea. Unlike her, certainly. She was never one to put herself forward. But it could have helped both of them, could have worked, she was sure of it. Avery was silent, swilling wine around in her glass so that the red liquid coated the sides and slipped back down again, the glass glowing pink.
“Okay,” she said.
“Okay?”
Avery took a deep breath and nodded.
“Okay. It’s a good idea. Both of us gain something from it. And if it doesn’t work out, if we end up hating each other or… whatever, then it’s not exactly as though it’s for long, is it? You’ll be going back to England in a month, I can sell this place anytime I like. It’s not as though there’s a whole lot of time pressure here. Why not? It might even be fun.”
England was the last place she was going back to, but Charlotte didn’t say anything, didn’t want to ruin the moment. Didn’t want to discuss herself. Instead, she raised her wine glass.
“Do we have a deal?”
“We have a deal,” Avery said, grinning and clinking her glass against Charlotte’s.
“Wonderful,” Charlotte said. “It’s terribly nice not to be homeless.”
Avery giggled, and the sound was light, floating out across the garden. Charlotte wondered what her story was. Divorced? Widowed? Just plain single? There was no one else around, so obviously she wasn’t involved with anyone. She could be straight, but Charlotte really didn’t think so. There was no evidence to the contrary, it was just a feeling. Not that that mattered at all, she told herself, because she certainly wasn’t interested. She watched Avery, who was topping up both their glasses. A holiday romance though, couldn’t that work? No. Absolutely not. She wasn’t looking for a woman. Not again.
“What about you?” Avery said, putting the wine bottle safely on the ground.
Charlotte snapped back to the conversation.
“What about me?”
Avery laughed a little again.
“I don’t know a thing about you. Except that you’re British, you’re a history scholar, and that you’re here for a month. We’ve spent all evening talking about either Oakview or me. So what about you?”
“There’s nothing else to know,” Charlotte said.
She smiled a little, hoping to soften the words. But she could feel herself shutting down, becoming almost defensive.
“I’m sure that’s not true.”
And for a second Avery’s eyes lingered on her again and Charlotte was sure that the woman was going to push the issue, was going to interrogate her for more information. But then she simply shrugged.
“You can always tell me another time,” she said.
“There’ll be another time?”
Avery smiled so slowly that Charlotte held her breath.
“You have to eat. I have to eat. We’re here alone together, I expect at some point, yes, we’ll have dinner together again. Unless you want to live on take out pizza that is.”
Charlotte’s heart was starting to race, she was starting to feel warmth from the promise in Avery’s words, starting to feel a pooling of heat in her stomach moving downwards.
“Yes,” she said, the words coming out slowly in a near whisper. “I suppose there will be other occasions.”
“Then next time we talk about you,” said Avery.
Charlotte forced herself to smile.
“There’s really nothing to know,” she said.
“We’ll see,” said Avery. “We’ll see.”



Chapter Five
“Rise and shine, sleepy head.”
Avery flicked open her eyes. The bedroom was dark, but she could smell the heavenly scent of coffee.
“Huh?”
“You slept in,” Jenna said, coming in and placing a cup by the side of her bed, then turning to open the curtains.
“Why didn’t you wake me up?” asked Avery, struggling to sit up and grasping for the coffee.
“I am waking you up. It’s almost ten. I figured you needed the sleep and an extra couple of hours wouldn’t kill you.”
Avery grunted, sipping on the coffee. The wine last night had sent her to sleep like an angel. Truthfully, she felt better rested than she had done in weeks. Last night. What about last night was niggling in the back of her mind? Jenna perched on the end of her bed.
“You okay?”
And she remembered. The deal. Crap.
“Uh, maybe,” she said.
It had made so much sense last night, under the stars, with a wine glass in her hand and… and an attractive woman sitting opposite her. This morning though, in the cold light of day, it wasn’t quite the shining beacon of hope that she’d thought it might be yesterday.
“Maybe?”
Avery sighed and put down the cup.
“Something happened last night,” she began.
And Jenna gave a whoop of delight.
“You got laid, didn’t you?” she said. “Who? Tell me everything.”
“I didn’t get laid,” said Avery, her eyes squinting at the loudness of Jenna’s yelling. “I did make a deal though.”
“A deal with who?”
“With a strange British woman who’s staying all alone in a closed hotel.”
Jenna frowned. “Okay, start talking, I’ve got no idea what’s going on here.”
Avery quickly filled her in on the details, and by the time she was done, Jenna was grinning.
“Sounds like a great plan to me,” she said. “A renovation is just what this place needs.”
“Agreed,” Avery said. It was the one part of the plan that she was sure about. It just made sense. “Working with the help of a guest that shouldn’t even be here, on the other hand, I’m not so sure about.”
“She offered to help,” said Jenna. “I don’t see what the problem is.” She paused for a second, eyeing Avery speculatively. “Unless… unless… this Charlotte, what does she look like?”
Avery kept her mouth firmly shut, and Jenna started to laugh.
“So that’s what it is. She’s attractive, right? You go girl!”
“No, Jen, it’s…”
“It’s just that you’re attracted to her and you don’t know what to do about it,” filled in Jenna. “And you need to calm the hell down.”
Avery wanted to bury her head back in the covers. Jenna was right, and there was no denying it.
“What am I going to do?” she asked.
“You’re going to be just fine,” Jenna soothed. “You’re going to accept her help, spend a little time together, and get to know each other. That’s all. You don’t need to do anything else. If it’s right, then it’ll happen. Just be patient. You might find out after a few days that you’re not as attracted as you thought, or maybe she’s married, or maybe she’s straight. Just take your time and go slowly.”
“She’s not straight.”
Jenna lifted an eyebrow. “Your gay-dar isn’t exactly flawless,” she said.
Avery blushed even deeper remembering the crush she’d nursed on the so obviously straight housekeeper.
“Fine,” she said. “Patience. I got it.”
“And in the meantime, I guess you should take a look at inventory and accounts,” Jenna said. “Figure out what we have, how much money there is, so you can plan the renovation better.”
Avery groaned and picked up her coffee again.
“Another day in front of the computer screen, just what I need.”
Jenna grinned and left her alone. Within a minute or so she heard the grumbling of the vacuum cleaner. Okay, so the deal was on. Renovating the inn was a good idea, help was nice to have. The whole… other thing, that was on hold. She closed her eyes and Charlotte’s face appeared and she found that she was smiling, that her heart was speeding up just a little. It was just a crush, she told herself. She’d had plenty of those before. And there was nothing wrong with a crush, with the trembling excitement of looking forward to seeing someone, of the anticipation of it all.
“Crushes never amount to anything,” she said out loud.
But her heart was still beating hard, and she felt a lot warmer than she had done before.
◆◆◆
Charlotte closed the book, sending dust motes spinning up into the bright air. She wiped sweat from her brow and sighed.
“You okay?” asked Abigail, looking over from her desk.
“Sort of wishing that I’d worn a bikini,” said Charlotte without thinking.
Abigail’s eyebrows shot up.
“A bikini?”
Charlotte laughed.
“Just that it’s so damn hot in here. I don’t think I can take off any more clothing without being terribly inappropriate.”
“Don’t stay dressed on my account,” said Abigail, grinning.
Charlotte smiled. She knew Abigail wasn’t really flirting. The woman had proven friendly, and quiet too. These were the first words she’d really spoken all day other than a greeting. It was nice to be in a room with someone who didn’t mind silence, who was comfortable.
“Is it always this hot?” Charlotte asked.
“Depends,” said Abigail. “In Oakview in the summer, yes, it is. In the library itself, no, not really. But they’re having the air-conditioning overhauled, so I think we might have to grin and bear it for a little while, I’m afraid.”
Charlotte pushed away the pile of books in front of her, smelling the rich, musty scent of old paper. She’d worked well all morning, and her stomach was rumbling with hunger.
“I think I might need a break before I dissolve into a puddle of perspiration,” she said.
“Would you like to have lunch? I usually just grab a small snack from the coffee shop, if you’re interested? Or I could point you in the direction of Dolly’s if you’re looking for something more filling?”
“Coffee shop sounds perfect,” Charlotte said, standing up. “As long as they have air-conditioning that is.”
“Lots of it,” said Abigail, standing and picking up her purse. “You’ll be freezing before you know it.”
A small breeze made the outside air feel cooler than inside, despite the bright sunshine, and Charlotte gulped greedily at the fresh air. Abigail took her arm and steered her through campus until they came to a small coffee shop with tables on a terrace.
“Come on in and meet the gang,” Abigail said.
With no idea what she was talking about, Charlotte followed Abigail in. The place was quiet, with only a few customers, to be expected during summer school. She guessed the place would be packed during regular school time. Behind the counter was a young woman with bright pink hair. When she saw Abigail, she rounded the counter, and Charlotte saw that the woman was heavily pregnant.
“Lana, should you really be on your feet?” asked Abigail, accepting a quick cheek kiss from the girl.
“I’m fine, Ab. I’m only working this shift, Lex is coming in at two. And Jazz has provided me with a nice high stool behind the bar so I can sit down whenever I need to.”
Abigail turned to Charlotte.
“This is Lana, my almost sister-in-law, her sister Lex is my girlfriend. And…” She looked around the cafe.
“And Jazz isn’t here, she’s off getting supplies,” said Lana smiling and reaching out a hand to Charlotte.
“Charlotte, visiting scholar,” said Charlotte, shaking the hand.
“English, nice,” said Lana. “Cup of tea then?”
Charlotte laughed.
“Actually, a latte would be fantastic. And a little something to eat?”
“Hmm, I’d recommend the quiche. Salmon and broccoli, it’s pretty good.”
“Great,” said Abigail, seeing Charlotte’s nod. “Two quiches, two lattes.”
“Coming right up.”
“Does everybody know everybody around here?” asked Charlotte, as they sat down at a round, clean table.
Abigail laughed.
“No, not really,” she said. “When school’s in session there are hundreds of people around. But I suppose during the breaks it can seem a little incestuous around here. There aren’t that many townies on campus, so we tend to know the familiar faces. And the coffee shop is sort of family, I suppose. Lucy is an old friend of mine, she’s a police officer, and she’s married to Jazz, who owns this place. And Lucy’s old landlord Jax is Lana’s boyfriend, and my girlfriend Lex is Lana’s sister.”
Charlotte laughed.
“It must be nice to be surrounded by family even at work.”
Abigail grinned again.
“It has its pros and cons,” she said. “Forget keeping a secret around here, as soon as something happens, everyone knows about it. Need some help, on the other hand, and you’ve got ten people knocking at your door offering to jump-start your car.”
Lana came, bearing plates and cups, and the quiche did prove delicious. It melted in Charlotte’s mouth as she took her first mouthful.
“What about you?” asked Abigail. “Do you find it difficult being away from your family? You said you were here for a month, right?”
A weight descended into Charlotte’s stomach. She swallowed carefully.
“I’m a bit of a loner,” she said. “My parents are gone now.”
As if on cue, her phone began buzzing in her pocket. She’d had it firmly on silent, but it had vibrated multiple times this morning.
“And yet you’re still so popular,” Abigail said, looking pointedly at the pocket where the phone shook.
Charlotte sighed, she’d hoped that Abigail hadn’t heard the phone during the morning’s work.
“Something like that,” she said.
“Hm, let me guess. It can’t be a worried mother. Girlfriend perhaps? Boyfriend? An ex maybe?” teased Abigail.
Charlotte was about to avoid the question, about to distract Abigail with something else, a new topic of conversation. Then she thought what the hell. She had to tell someone at some point. She had to actually say the words. And why not now? Why not in front of someone she barely knew? It might be easier. Definitely easier than telling people she’d known for years, people who knew her, people who had been taken in by the facade of perfection just as she had.
“I’m divorced,” she said.
The words came out louder than she’d expected. The feel of them in her mouth was odd, unfamiliar.
“Ah,” was all Abigail said.
“Or at least I might be. I think,” went on Charlotte. “I’m not sure how long these things take. I’ve signed papers. I don’t know if there’s more to it than that. Maybe I need to wait for some sort of certificate or something.”
“And the phone?”
“Probably my ex-wife. Nearly ex-wife. Usually it is.”
Amongst other people. There had been a fair few calls from others. Calls she really didn’t want to think about. Calls from people who thought she was crazy, or who wanted to beg her to come back, or who just wanted gossip, wanted to pry.
“Not amicable then?” asked Abigail, forking up some more quiche.
“I’m not sure,” said Charlotte, picking up her own fork again. “It was surprising, certainly. Efficient, fast. I don’t know whether it was amicable.” She saw Abigail looking at her, her eyes dark and concerned. “Nobody threw any plates though,” she added.
“Want to talk about it?”
Charlotte shook her head.
“Not really.”
It wasn’t as difficult as she’d thought, talking about it, but she didn’t want to push her luck, didn’t want to risk the emotions spilling out. Not here. Not now. But she felt a small relief at saying the words at last.
“It’s difficult,” said Abigail. “When a marriage ends. Difficult to give up that vision of the future. You have this idea that things are going to end in a certain way, rocking on chairs on the porch old and wrinkled, and suddenly that future is gone. And there’s just a blackness in front of you, the unknown stretching away forever.”
“You’re divorced too?”
“Widowed,” said Abigail.
A flash of sadness passed over her face and then was gone. It must have been a fair amount of time ago, Charlotte thought. Abigail had a new girlfriend, after all.
“I’m sorry.”
Abigail smiled.
“Perhaps we should talk about happier things,” she said. “Tell me, what do you think of Oakview so far? Interested in getting that drink yet?”
“Interested, but I might be busy,” said Charlotte.
For the rest of lunch she explained to Abigail the plans for renovating the inn. When their plates were cleared, Abigail was smiling happily again.
“Sounds like you’ve got your hands full,” she said.
“Sounds like I might have bitten off more than I can chew,” answered Charlotte. “But then I do have a tendency to do that.”
She really did. Not that she completely regretted offering to help. She didn’t. It would give her something to occupy herself with, and guaranteed her a place to stay. But there was a lot of work to be done, work that she wouldn’t be around for. It would take far longer than a month to renovate the inn. She hated not seeing projects through to the end.
“Well, if you guys end up needing some temporary help, don’t hesitate to ask,” said Abigail. “Lex is taking summer school, so I’ve got plenty of time on my hands. I’d be happy to pitch in a little if necessary.”
It was nice of her to ask, Charlotte thought. In fact, Abigail was just a nice person in general. The kind of person that could become a friend. Except Charlotte wasn’t planning on staying long enough to need a friend.
“Thank you,” she said. “And now, I think I’m ready to go back to that sauna. There’s work to be done.”
“There’s always work to be done, but you’re right, let’s get out of here.”
As they strolled back through campus Charlotte couldn’t help but think what a pleasant place Oakview really was. Quiet but lively enough at the same time, beautiful, sunny and bright. The kind of place that once she would have longed to live in. She took a last breath of fresh air, and then followed Abigail back into the library.



Chapter Six
It was easier to work in the cool of the evening, so Charlotte stayed at the library far longer than she’d really intended. It was already a hazy twilight by the time she started piling books up and closing down her laptop. Abigail was long gone, and the little study room was empty.
As she packed away, she found that she was looking forward to going back to the inn. Why, she wondered. Food maybe, a comfortable bed, the cool of air-conditioning. But it was none of that, and she knew it. She was looking forward to seeing Avery again.
She pushed the rest of her things into her bag and slung it over her shoulder. She was being stupid. Avery was nice. More than nice. Beautiful in an understated way that appealed to her. Vulnerable, sure, but intelligent as well. She was nice to talk to, funny. She was everything that was right in a woman.
Except she was a woman. Another woman. A woman that Charlotte really didn’t need. The idea of a holiday romance sparked again in her head. But she couldn’t do that, she wasn’t that type of person. She gave herself whole-heartedly or not at all. Which meant that however attracted she might be to Avery, she had to let it go. Now was not the time to start something.
As she went out into the twilight her phone began vibrating yet again, buzzing against her thigh, bound tight by the pocket of her jeans.
“For God’s sake.”
She stopped in the middle of the path. The quad was mostly empty, there was the sweet smell of fresh cut grass. This needed to stop. She pulled out the phone, saw the name on the display, and taking a long deep breath, answered the call.
◆◆◆
She hadn’t realized just how spooky the inn could get without lights. Located off the main road, in a garden large enough that she couldn’t see the neighbors, the inn was strangely lonely without guests. Spooky and lonely.
Avery walked around the ground floor, flicking on lights as she went, letting the warm glow of lamps eat through the near darkness. She was being stupid, this was her home, she knew damn well that there was nothing to be afraid of. But it didn’t stop the loneliness being frightening.
She walked into the dining room, clicking on the overhead lights, and paused in front of the terrace doors. The fresh breeze from open doors would be nice. Opening the doors up to the lonely darkness of the garden, on the other hand, that seemed… foolish.
“Grow up!” she told herself, yanking open the doors.
Nothing had ever happened to her in Oakview, and nothing would. If she was going to be alone, if she was going to make a future, then being afraid of everything wasn’t a great start.
Leaving the terrace doors open behind her, she stomped back off to her mother’s office. No. To her office. She really needed to start claiming things. The inn was hers, the office was hers. The only place that wasn’t, the only place where she hadn’t dared set foot in yet, was her mother’s bedroom. She wasn’t ready for that yet.
She put on the desk light, letting the circle of yellow illuminate the desk, and sat down again, going back to the figures on the screen. Working out what furniture could be kept and what needed to go, looking at budgets, looking at picture after picture of boutique hotels online, had taken up all of her day, and she wasn’t finished yet.
At some point, Charlotte would return. There was a frozen lasagna already defrosting, ready for dinner. Dinner wasn’t part of their agreement, but Avery needed to eat, so she figured she might as well feed her guest as well.
Her guest. Thinking of Charlotte coming home gave her a warm glow. Just a crush, she reminded herself. But one with potential this time. Her mother wasn’t here to stop her anymore. Her mother couldn’t disapprove. No, this crush definitely could have potential.
She was just thinking about this, just thinking about Charlotte’s face, her smile, when there was a click.
Dark.
Everything was dark.
The lights were out, the office so dark she couldn’t even see her own hands.
Avery swore under her breath. And then she heard the creak of a door opening.
◆◆◆
“Bridget.”
There was silence on the other end of the phone for a long moment. Long enough that Charlotte checked the screen to see if the call had been disconnected.
“I didn’t think you would answer,” said a tinny voice, finally.
“Neither did I,” said Charlotte.
She walked now, not wanting to stay still, her shoes clicking on the sidewalk as she made her way through the darkened quad.
“Are you alright?”
She took another deep breath before answering.
“I’m fine. I need you to stop phoning.”
“I just wanted to know that you were okay, that’s all. Just wanted to check on you. I know what you’re like, Char. I know that you’re going to bottle things up. And I get worried that all of that stress, all of that emotion is going to explode one day.”
And now she was angry, feeling the heat of it crawling through her veins.
“You don’t get to do this anymore,” she said. “You don’t get to check on me, to worry about me, to counsel or advise me. You gave up all of those rights when you left. Do you understand? I don’t want to hear from you anymore.”
“Char, you’re angry. I understand. But don’t let’s be this way. We can still–”
“No, we can’t still anything. If it’s over, then let it be over. Don’t drag things out.”
There was another long silence, and this time Charlotte really did think that she’d hung up.
“I care about you, Char. I do.”
“You care about me so much that you can’t possibly be married to me?” spat Charlotte. “So much that you walked straight out of our house and into someone else’s? That’s how much you care for me?”
“You don’t understand. I couldn’t do it anymore. I couldn’t lie to you. I had to go. Had to… something.”
“No, Bridget, I don’t understand. I wake up in the morning and everything is absolutely fine, and I come home to a half-empty wardrobe and divorce papers on the dining table. I don’t understand at all. And I don’t want to. I don’t want to talk to you. Can you understand that? I don’t want to hear your voice, I don’t want to answer your calls. I want you to leave me alone.”
Another silence. Shorter this time. A heartbeat or two. Charlotte left campus, taking the main street with its neon signs and growling cars.
“There’s other things going on,” said Bridget, her voice crackling over the phone line. “I’ve had calls from other people, from the university, from friends.”
“And none of it is any of your business,” said Charlotte, turning off the main street and onto the side road.
“We shared a life for a decade, you are my business.”
And then there was another voice, a voice coming over the phone line, faint, coming from a different room, in a house that Charlotte couldn’t picture, from a mouth that Charlotte didn’t know.
“I’ll be there in a second,” said Bridget, talking to the voice.
“No, you can go to her now,” Charlotte said, quietly. “You’re done here. I’m no longer your business. I don’t want to hear from you again. Stop calling me. If this continues then I’ll simply change my number, then you’ll never be able to hear from me again.”
A solid threat. But an empty one. If she’d honestly never wanted to hear from Bridget again then she’d have changed her number already.
“Fine,” said Bridget.
And this time the silence was complete. She’d hung up.
Charlotte pushed her phone back into her pocket. She was angry and sad and confused all at the same time. Up ahead was the inn. She considered turning around, walking the streets until she felt calm again. But the lure of a cool shower and air-conditioning was too strong. She would tell Avery that she had work to do, shut herself up in her room. She hurried a little, getting closer and closer to the inn.
◆◆◆
Avery cursed and cursed again, the words brief whispers in the silent darkness. She slid open drawers as quietly as she could, knowing that somewhere there had to be some kind of light. Matches, a lighter, a flashlight, something. But the desk drawers were stuffed full of papers and stationary and not much else.
Standing up, arms outstretched, she groped her way over to the storage cupboard. In here there had to be something. She paused for a second, listening carefully. She heard nothing. No footsteps, no doors, no sign of anyone in the building except for herself. Quickly she started searching again, grasping things in her hand, weighing them, figuring out what they were before methodically moving on to the next item.
There couldn’t be anyone in the inn, she told herself. She’d hear something. That creak of the door aside, she’d heard nothing. Burglars weren’t quiet people. There was no reason for anyone to sneak in here. But as logical as she tried to be, she couldn’t quite persuade herself that there was no danger.
Finally, miraculously, she felt a cylinder shape. She grabbed at it, hefting it in her hand. Heavy. A flashlight. It had to be. She pulled it out of the cupboard and hesitated again, listening, hearing nothing.
“Turn the flashlight on,” she told herself.
But if she did that, she’d be a target to anyone else in the building. Clearly visible, marking her location. She swallowed, heart thrumming hard in her chest. Her hand was sweaty around the flashlight.
The office was too remote. She needed to get out into the inn to hear properly. Her legs were shaking.
“Face the fear,” she hissed. “Face it.”
Hand still gripped tightly around the flashlight she took a step, then another, then was out in the hallway. Still nothing. No one. No sound. Flashlight secure in her hand, she began to softly make her way towards reception.
◆◆◆
There was something wrong. The lights were all out, the hulking building in complete darkness. Charlotte could see the outline of the inn in the faint ambient light, but not much else.
It could be perfectly normal, she reasoned. Perhaps Avery had been called away. Perhaps she was out shopping or meeting a friend or doing any one of a thousand other things. Perhaps she’d forgotten to turn on lights. Or maybe she was in the office on the far side of the building where the light couldn’t be seen. There could be a perfectly reasonable explanation.
Except the hairs were standing up on the back of Charlotte’s neck and things didn’t seem normal at all. Steeling herself, cursing herself for being foolish and scared, she walked slowly up to the front door, her feet crackling on the gravel driveway.
The brass handle was warm to the touch, and she turned it, pushing at the door. To no avail. The door was locked, closed.
“Fuck.”
Not a word she used often, but the situation seemed to merit it. She had no key. Avery had promised to give her a front door key, but Charlotte had been in such a hurry to leave that morning that she’d forgotten to pick it up. So now she was locked out.
She walked away from the front door, surveying the building, trying to figure out which way to go. If she could get around back, find the office window, find the terrace doors, she might be able to get in.
A wooden gate loomed on the right side of the building, so she took the left. Skirting the inn, keeping one hand on the rough bricks as she rounded a corner, she found herself penned in with vegetation.
“Fuck,” she said again.
There seemed to be little choice. She started pushing her way through the bushes, twigs scratching at her skin. Only when she was halfway through did she wonder if Oakview had snakes, or worse, venomous spiders. She stifled a groan and more quickly now began to thrust herself through into the garden.
Managing to pluck her t-shirt off a thorn she stood at the side of the garden. The lights were still off, and nothing showed from the inn’s windows. So maybe Avery wasn’t here at all. Charlotte’s heart was still beating hard from her adventure in the bushes, her legs felt a little shaky.
“Get it together,” she ordered herself.
She looked around. Aha, the terrace doors were open. She could see the glint of moonlight reflecting off a pane in the french doors. A way inside, so all was not lost. Except, she thought as she made her way towards the doors, except why would Avery leave the doors open if she wasn’t home?
“Probably fell asleep,” Charlotte muttered to herself.
The thought of Avery, head on her desk, her eyes peacefully closed, made her smile a little. Then she remembered herself.
“I’ll kill her if she’s asleep,” she said aloud. “Letting me pull myself through bushes with spiders and snakes and scorpions and God knows what else.”
The hairs on her neck prickled again as she reached the doors. They gaped open into blackness. Surely nothing was wrong. Surely this was all just a misunderstanding. It couldn’t be more than that.
She took a deep breath and stepped inside. She stretched out her arms to avoid bumping into anything. Why the hell was it so dark in here? She had no clue where the light switches were, so there was nothing she could do here. She’d get to her room, she decided, get the lights on in there, then figure out the rest.
Walking slowly and carefully she found the door of the dining room. Okay, things were going well.
She took a step out, her hand leaving the wall, going into the darkness. And then there was a loud explosion and a flash of bright, red light. A gunshot, Charlotte thought. Her heart tried to fight its way up out of her mouth.



Chapter Seven
Charlotte’s heart was thudding, she felt a shaking heaviness inside. Avery had been sad, certainly. But had she been this sad? Had she really decided to end things? She was frozen still. There was a flurry of movement somewhere close by.
“Thank God,” she said to herself.
Whatever Avery had done, there was something still alive in the inn. It didn’t occur to her until much later that there could have been someone else there entirely.
“Avery!”
“Charlotte?”
The voice was coming from the reception area. Charlotte followed the sound, hoping against hope that she wasn’t going to find something terrible, awful, unimaginable.
“Avery!”
“Here!”
There was a flitting shadow, then Avery was outlined against the window, and Charlotte could see that she was upright, standing, walking hesitantly. Without thinking, she moved towards the shape.
“Avery,” she said, once more.
And then the woman was collapsing into her arms. Charlotte held her tightly for a long minute, feeling the shaking of her breath, feeling the pounding of her heart, feeling her warmth, pressing her cheek against sweet-smelling hair.
“Are you alright?” she asked.
“Yes. Are you?”
“Completely fine,” said Charlotte, her trip through the bushes into the garden forgotten. “What the hell was that, what happened?”
Then she pulled back hurriedly.
“Is there someone else here?” she whispered. “Do we need to…”
Avery laid a hand on her arm.
“It’s fine, that was me.”
Charlotte struggled to make sense of this.
“Did, uh, did you just shoot at me?”
Americans had guns. She watched TV. Unlike in England, it seemed like every American had some kind of firearm. But Avery was laughing.
“I don’t see what’s so funny,” said Charlotte, irritation starting to rise now that she knew Avery was fine.
“It wasn’t a gunshot,” Avery said. “Um, do you have your phone on you? A flashlight app maybe?”
“Bollocks,” said Charlotte, feeling in her pocket for her phone. “I completely forgot about that. Shows you just how good I am in an emergency, stumbling around in the dark with a light in my pocket.”
She flicked on the app and saw Avery standing ghostly and pale in the bright white of the light and holding something that looked like a tube.
“Um, what’s that?” she asked.
“Well, I thought it was a flashlight,” said Avery, staring down at it. “I grabbed it from the storage cupboard in my mother’s office when the lights went out. But, uh, well, it’s not. It’s an emergency flare.”
“You just set off an emergency flare in the building,” Charlotte said, processing this slowly. “Why the hell do you have flares in here?”
Avery shrugged. “My mother could be a bit of a pack rat,” she said. Her hand was still on Charlotte’s arm, and now she stroked it gently. “I’m sorry if I scared you.”
The touch of her hand was warm, and Charlotte wondered if Avery could feel her blood pulsing under her skin, goosebumps raising themselves, her stomach quivering a little with desire. She took a breath, then pulled away from the touch. Not here, not now, not her. It was a physical reaction was all, stress maybe, the relief of finding out all was okay, adrenaline perhaps.
“It’s fine,” she said, though it wasn’t fine, the flare had scared the hell out of her. “Maybe we should try and get some lights on in here?”
Avery stood still for a moment, watching her with that disturbingly direct stare again, then she nodded. “Fuse box is this way,” she said.
A visit to the dusty fuse box in the basement soon solved the problem. A switch had tripped and Avery flicked it back up again and lights began shimmering from above, though the basement was still dark and cool. Charlotte watched her, so efficient, so in control of things now and remembered her fear from before. She blinked a little, worried that the woman could provoke so much emotion in her. It was dangerous. But she couldn’t help herself.
“Are you really alright?” she said.
“I’m absolutely fine,” Avery said, turning back towards her, her face in shadows. “The lights went out and I panicked a little. I thought I heard something, a door creaking. It must have been the wind. Like an idiot, I forgot in the moment that I’d left the terrace doors open.”
“Thank God that you did,” Charlotte said. “I’d never have got in otherwise. The front door was locked and I never picked up that key from you.”
“It’s not locked,” Avery groaned, rubbing her forearm across her sweaty forehead. “The door sticks. I’m sorry, I should have told you.”
And Charlotte felt a small burst of anger.
“Seriously?” she said. “I fought my way through those stupid bushes with snakes and spiders and God knows what else to get into the garden and rescue you and the damn door wasn’t even locked?”
Avery stared at her once again, and Charlotte shifted under her gaze.
“Rescue me?” she said. “You wanted to rescue me?”
There was wonder in her voice, awe even, like no one had ever wanted to rescue her before.
“I thought something was wrong!” Charlotte said. “The lights were all out, and then the terrace doors were open, and I had no idea what had happened. You’re a woman here all alone, anything could have gone on, anyone could have come in. And then I heard that explosion and thought…”
She trailed off. There was no need to tell Avery what she’d thought. No need to mention that she’d assumed the worst.
Avery stepped forward a little closer. Too close. Her warmth was suddenly right there, her body millimeters away, in the darkness it was hard to tell where one person ended and the other began.
“What did you think?” she said, barely whispering, her breath warm and sweet on Charlotte’s cheek. Charlotte felt her body begin to respond, felt her pulse speed up again and knew she should move away. But she didn’t.
“I thought… I thought maybe you’d hurt yourself,” she said. “A gun, I thought it was a gunshot.”
“You were worried,” Avery said, so quietly that Charlotte had to lean in.
“I was,” she said.
And the smell of Avery filled her nose. A combination of vanilla and soap and dust. And her lips were almost touching Avery’s skin. Her body pulsed with electricity and Charlotte wanted to step back, wanted to tear herself away, but she couldn’t. She could see the curve of Avery’s cheek in the light from the stairs, could feel her, see her, smell her, almost taste her. She shouldn’t do this, couldn’t do this. But Avery lifted her head just a fraction, and it was too late.
Their lips brushed, a light tickle of sensation. And it pushed Charlotte over the edge. She leaned in, her lips capturing Avery’s, their mouths colliding as her body molded against Avery’s curves. There was the smallest of hesitations before Avery began to push back, and their tongues were meeting, Charlotte’s hands were dancing over Avery’s hips, and Avery was looping her arms around Charlotte’s neck.
Her eyes closed, stars shone beneath her lids, she couldn’t breathe and didn’t want to as she explored Avery’s mouth.
And then her phone buzzed in her pocket and the moment was broken. She remembered reality, remembered herself, and stumbled back.
“I’m sorry,” she said, immediately. “I’m sorry.”
Avery was leaning back against the dusty fuse box, her lips still parted.
“There’s nothing to be sorry about,” she said.
“Yes there is. I should never have done that. I shouldn’t, and you have my apologies. I’m sorry.”
For a second, Avery watched her, then she gave a short, sharp nod.
“Then we’ll forget it ever happened.”
“Yes,” Charlotte said, slowly. “Probably for the best. I, uh, I should go. Now that the lights are on and everything. I need to get some work done tonight in my room.”
She took another step back, then another, before turning towards the stairs.
“Just for the record,” Avery said from behind her. “I wouldn’t do that.”
Charlotte turned.
“Do what?”
“Hurt myself,” said Avery. “Shoot myself. Whatever you thought was happening when you heard the flare go off. I wouldn’t do it.”
Charlotte looked at her for a moment, then nodded.
“Good,” she said, before striding back up the stairs.
◆◆◆
Jesus. She could still feel the lips against hers, could still feel the heat of Charlotte’s body against hers. Avery leaned back against the uncomfortable metal of the fuse box and closed her eyes. She swallowed, trying to forget the taste of the other woman in her mouth, but couldn’t.
That had been… unexpected. Miraculous. Beautiful. Sexy. Incredible. Her body was tingling in ways she couldn’t explain. Her legs were shaking and she was wet with desire. And Charlotte had gone. Charlotte had apologized and gone. A mistake, that’s all it was. A mistake.
Except it didn’t really feel like a mistake.
“Get a grip, it’s a kiss. Just a kiss. You’ve been kissed before.”
Barely. She’d been kissed exactly twice. Charlotte made it three times. Still though, it was only a kiss. Not a big deal for most people. She opened her eyes and pushed herself away from the wall. The lights were on, the drama was over, she needed to close the inn down for the night.
As she wondered around turning off the lights and locking the doors and checking the windows she thought. Half her mind was still dreamily being kissed. The other half was trying desperately to figure out just what Charlotte’s problem was.
It was only a kiss, she shouldn’t take it so seriously. But by the same reasoning, neither should Charlotte. So why had she apologized so profusely and run off?
The door to room twelve was firmly closed, and Avery tried to ignore it. What was the woman’s deal? She was attractive, presumably successful. She was definitely not straight. The only thing that Avery could think of was that Charlotte was already attached. She had a girlfriend or a wife back in England, and so the kiss had left her feeling guilty. Maybe that was it.
She stopped at the kitchen, grabbing some bread and cheese and folding it into a sandwich, and pouring herself a glass of milk. From the corner of her eye she saw movement, and still slightly on edge she whirled around. The back door was swinging open. Jenna must have forgotten to lock it. Even as she stood there the door creaked open and then closed again. That was the sound she’d heard in the office. With a sigh, she closed and locked the door.
The sandwich was quickly eaten, half gone by the time she got to her room. It wasn’t late. But she was tired. And confused.
She lay awake for a long time. Frustrated desire made sleep impossible. And the mystery of Charlotte just kept her mind working and spinning. As tired as she was, it was long past midnight before her eyes finally closed.
◆◆◆
It would be easier to ignore everything, Avery decided. She was scrambling eggs, pushing them around the pan. But that seemed cruel somehow. If Charlotte felt as bad about the night before as she’d seemed to, then it was only fair that she was offered some sort of get out clause. There was the sound of a chair moving in the dining room. Charlotte was up and about. She’d half wondered whether the woman was going to avoid her all day. Maybe disappear off with all her luggage. Anything to avoid facing that kiss.
Avery plated the eggs, picked up both plates, and took them into the dining room. Charlotte was sitting at a table, looking a little pale. A hint of grey under her eyes told Avery that Charlotte hadn’t slept any better than she had.
“You don’t have to do this,” she said, putting the plates down and pulling out her own chair.
“Do what?”
“Help. I know what we said, and I know what the deal was. But if this is going to be weird, then don’t feel like you have to stay.”
Charlotte picked up her fork.
“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” she said, looking around for the salt. “I’m here, it’s Saturday, I promised to help, and I will.”
Avery rolled her eyes. Was this a British thing, avoiding the obvious elephant in the room, she wondered. Or just a Charlotte thing? She might feel some sympathy towards the woman, whatever was going on with her, but she wasn’t about to let her get away that easily. The kiss had happened, and it might have meant nothing to Charlotte, but it meant something to Avery. If only that she’d now been kissed three times, rather than just two.
“I’m talking about you kissing me last night,” she said, passing a salt shaker over.
Charlotte paused for a second, then took the salt.
“You kissed back,” she said, sharply.
“Yes, I did. And we can forget it ever happened if that’s what you want. But if we’re going to work together on this renovation for the next few weeks, then I don’t want things to be awkward. So if you want to call it all off, I understand. You’re free to go.”
Charlotte shook the salt over her eggs and carefully placed the shaker on the table, directly between them. She swallowed, then finally had the grace to look Avery in the eye.
“It was a mistake,” she said. “I have apologized. It shouldn’t have happened. As long as we can both agree that it should be forgotten, I don’t see why it should interfere with our previous plans.”
For a moment last night, Avery had caught a glimpse of a different Charlotte. A warmer, softer Charlotte. But now the woman was back to being cold, professional, business like almost. Avery preferred the Charlotte from last night, she decided. But maybe there was a chance that that Charlotte could come back. Maybe not with the kissing stuff, and that was fine. Weird, and not how she wanted it, but fine. In her heart, there was nothing that Avery would rather do than spend the rest of the day kissing Charlotte in the dusty basement. But maybe the warmer Charlotte could come out and be her friend. That would be fine by her.
“Okay,” she said.
“Okay?”
“It’s all forgotten. It never happened. We’re all good.”
Charlotte forked up some eggs. Why was she so walled off? It intrigued Avery, was almost a challenge to her. She liked Charlotte. More than liked her. But if there was to be no more of the kissing, then she could deal with a new friend. An attractive, mysterious new friend. She smiled a little.
“You’d better eat,” said Charlotte. “It’s going to be a long day.”
Avery nodded and picked up her fork. It was going to be a long day.



Chapter Eight
It couldn’t work. That’s what Charlotte kept telling herself, anyway. As much as she was attracted to Avery, the timing was wrong, and it could never work. That hadn’t stopped her staying up half the night thinking about that kiss though. And it didn’t stop her glancing at Avery under her eyelashes when she was supposed to be looking through the paperwork.
“It doesn’t look good, does it?” Avery said.
But she didn’t sound depressed, more challenged. Charlotte liked that about her. Liked that now she’d agreed to what needed to happen she was full force behind it, no matter how hopeless things might look.
“Well, there’s not a lot of money,” said Charlotte.
“There’s a fair amount of inventory though,” put in Avery. “I mean furniture and the like. There’s stuff in the rooms, some of which can be reused. And there’s a bunch of stuff in the attic as well. We can renovate the furniture too, I guess.”
“There’s enough to start with, I think,” Charlotte said, rubbing her eyes.
“So how exactly do we start?”
She looked like an eager puppy, grinning up at Charlotte like that. Avery blew her bangs out of her eyes, and Charlotte smiled too.
“I’d suggest doing one room,” she said. “We’ve got the budget for that. Let’s do one and see how it goes. There’s always time to do the others. But, and this is key, we need to drum up interest too. There’s no point having a nice new room or two without anyone to stay in them.”
“That part I can handle,” said Avery. “I did all the online work, mom hated the internet. I can get us on websites and Facebook and all that stuff. I can drop flyers off around the area too. But we need a good picture to feature.”
“Which means doing a room,” said Charlotte. “So that’s where we start.”
“I’ve got some ideas, I grabbed some stuff off the internet that I liked and printed it out.”
Avery pointed to a folder on the desk and Charlotte flipped it open to see a range of pictures.
“Alright, that’s a good start. Why don’t we take a look at all the rooms and the inventory that you’ve got, then we can sit down and come up with a plan and a shopping list.”
“Shopping list?”
Charlotte nodded.
“We’re going to be spending a lot of time in whatever your local DIY shop is called.”
Avery rolled her eyes.
“I’ll put on my flannel shirt then. If I’m doing the lesbian at the home improvement store on the weekend thing, then I might as well look the part.”
Charlotte laughed.
“I think you’ll be fine. No point in reinforcing the stereotypes. Now give me the grand tour.”
Another time, another place, this could have worked. Charlotte followed Avery down the corridor. In a year, or five years ago, or maybe even six months from now, she’d be flirting and wooing Avery and doing everything in her power to get the woman she wanted. It was just now that was the problem. There was a list of reasons a mile long why she couldn’t pursue Avery. Bridget was the least of them. In fact, Bridget wasn’t even the real issue. She was a divorced woman now, free to do as she pleased. The problem was she didn’t know what she wanted to do. And dragging someone else into the black abyss of whatever the future was going to hold just didn’t seem fair.
“All the rooms are fairly similar,” Aver was saying, unlocking doors and pushing them open. “Same color schemes, same basics. Rooms one and two are larger, we’ve used those as family rooms in the past, with pull out beds for kids. Three through twelve are similar in size.”
Charlotte stuck her head into each room as they went by.
“We want to avoid similarity, avoid rooms being the same,” she said. “We want each room to be unique, so that guests who come back feel like they’re in a completely different room from their first visit.”
“Agreed,” Avery said, happily. “Come on up to the attic, have a look at what’s up there.”
Charlotte followed her up the stairs, and then up a further set of steps, narrow and creaking. At the top, Avery pushed open a door, and Charlotte found herself in a dusty attic, light streaming in through a clouded window at the far end. Furniture stood under sheets, looking like a miniature shrouded cityscape. She took a step towards the first item, reaching for the sheet, when her foot caught in a loose floorboard.
She started to fall, felt gravity pulling her downwards, was already reaching out to catch herself, when a hand grasped her arm, pulling her upright.
“Careful,” Avery said, holding on to her tightly.
The touch brought a rush of sparks to her skin, penetrating downwards, infecting her veins, flowing through her until her whole body felt warm. For the briefest moment she let her body respond to Avery’s hand, then she pulled roughly away.
“Sorry,” she said, not looking at Avery. “I can be clumsy.”
“Not a problem,” Avery said, softly.
And she could feel the stare on the back of her neck, could feel Avery’s eyes on her as physically as she had felt her hand on her arm. Her pulse was racing.
This was going to be more difficult than she thought.
◆◆◆
“We’ll start here,” Charlotte said.
Avery looked around room one with its arched front window and large double bed, then nodded. Why not? The first room seemed like a logical place to begin.
“Let’s take out all the furniture that we can, and get a good look at the empty room,” Charlotte continued. “And then we’ll talk about what exactly we want to do in here.”
She was taking charge. Not that Avery minded. Charlotte seemed comfortable being in charge, seemed better somehow when she was talking about the inn. Not that she’d shared anything personal at all. It occurred to Avery that she still didn’t know the first thing about Charlotte. Other than the fact that she tasted like cotton candy and fled from the slightest touch.
Up in the attic she’d had her hand on Charlotte’s arm for no more than a second, and with good reason, rescuing her from what could have been a nasty fall. And Charlotte had yanked her arm away like her touch was fire.
“Strip the bed,” Charlotte ordered.
Avery did as she was told. She didn’t mind a mistake. If the kiss had been a mistake, which she still wasn’t sure it had been. But there was so obviously an attraction between them. She wasn’t the most experienced of people, but she could almost see the sparks there. Even when Charlotte was being business like and professional.
She wouldn’t mind a one night stand either, she thought, with a sigh, folding up a pillowcase. That would be better than nothing. Maybe this constant state of excitement would settle down if they just gave in to the sparks for a night.
And she wouldn’t mind a relationship, she thought, as she watched Charlotte’s profile, the sharpness of her nose, the length of her eyelashes. A relationship? Long distance, flights back and forth to London. Shopping, sleeping, cuddling. Her heart beat a little harder at the thought.
What she didn’t want was this. This awkwardness that Charlotte had assured her wouldn’t be a problem, but that very obviously was, or was going to be. She pulled the comforter off the bed and began to fold it.
Charlotte had put her phone on the nightstand, and it started to vibrate. She didn’t even check who was calling, just ignored it and went into the bathroom to collect the towels.
A relationship with Charlotte would never work though, and Avery knew that. She was an experienced woman, or she had the air of one. What would she want with an old virgin like Avery? Why would she possibly be interested? And even if she was, then three weeks from now she’d be jetting off back to England. And it wasn’t as though Avery could afford the travel fares or the time to go and visit her.
“Come on, help me lift the bed out of here.”
Avery did as she was told, and Charlotte’s phone started vibrating again.
◆◆◆
“We’ll get it in the blue,” Charlotte said.
The man looked at her and shrugged. He was older, his hair white at the temples, the orange of his DIY store apron clashing with his pale skin. He gave her a gentle smile.
“You don’t want to check that out with your wife?” he said.
Avery was standing just on the other side of a display, and Charlotte swore she heard a giggle.
“She’s not my wife,” said Charlotte.
The man blushed, and she felt bad. He was just trying to be friendly, she thought. And she thought of all the times that she’d been out with Bridget, when people had assumed they were friends or sisters, and no one wanted to believe the truth. The man was trying. This wasn’t his fault.
“Avery, come and take a look at this paint color,” she said.
“Sure, honey,” Avery said, coming closer.
Charlotte scowled at her. The man might have been trying to be nice, but there was no point encouraging him.
“The blue looks perfect,” she said. “Maybe a slightly lighter shade as well for the skirtings?”
“We’ll take five liters.”
The man frowned.
“Two gallons,” said Avery.
“Sure thing, ladies. So, you two setting up house together?” the man asked as he mixed the paint. “It’s gotta be tough moving to a whole new country. I bet Oakview is a little boring after England. Though romance does make life more exciting.” He winked.
Charlotte gritted her teeth.
“There’s no romance,” she said.
Avery slid a hand into hers.
“You don’t need to hide who you are here,” she said. “We’re a very accepting people.”
Charlotte fought not to pull her hand away and gave a sickly grin to the man. She was not going to make a scene. She was, on the other hand, going to kill Avery in just a few seconds. The man put the paint on the counter, Avery transferred it to the cart, and they walked away.
“What the hell was all that about?” she hissed, once they were out of hearing distance.
“I was just playing with you,” said Avery, looking hurt. “You were so uptight about things, I just wanted to… I don’t know, loosen you up a little, I guess.”
“I don’t need loosening up,” Charlotte said, stalking off with the cart.
◆◆◆
If there was one thing that Charlotte definitely needed, it was loosening up, Avery thought, as she watched her stalking away. If they were going to be working together, albeit part time, there had to be some kind of reciprocal understanding. Maybe a friendship would be pushing it too far. But something.
Maybe, she thought as she walked towards the cash desk where Charlotte was already waiting in line, they should sit down and have a nice long talk. She wondered just how Charlotte would react to that. But it was the only way that Avery could think of to clear the air.
They spent the rest of the afternoon painting, sloshing blue paint over the walls, the floor, and themselves. By the time it was getting dark, Avery’s stomach was rumbling and they’d covered half the room.
“Fancy some pizza?” she said, dropping the heavy brush back into the paint tray. “I can order out.”
“Yes, that sounds good,” Charlotte said, standing back to look at her work.
“We can get the rest done tomorrow.”
Charlotte turned to her and grinned, a sight that was so unexpected that Avery took a step backward.
“What?” she asked.
“We won’t have time tomorrow,” said Charlotte. “I’ve had an idea. I think tomorrow we should take a little road trip. I had a look around online and I think there’s something you need to see.”
Definitely unexpected. In fact, this was the friendliest that Charlotte had been all afternoon. She seemed excited almost.
“What do I need to see?”
Charlotte smiled again.
“You’ll find out when we get there.”
For a moment, Avery looked at her, and Charlotte began to blush, a pink tint making its way across her cheeks and down her slim neck.
“It’s nothing personal,” she said. “It’s something to do with the inn, business, that’s all. Nothing strange. I can tell you where–”
Avery smiled.
“No, it’s fine. I like surprises. And I never assumed it was anything else other than business,” she said. “Give me a second, I’ll order that pizza.”
She went out of the room, leaned against the wall in the corridor and took a deep breath. She couldn’t deal with this. Couldn’t deal with knowing that there was an attraction, couldn’t deal with the misunderstandings, the hidden meanings, the secrets. If this was going to work she needed answers. If there was a reason that Charlotte was acting so oddly, then she wanted to know what it was, instead of stumbling around in the dark.
She took out her phone and quickly ordered a pizza, as well as a six pack of beer. They deserved it after working all day. Then she came to a decision. It was time to take charge herself. Charlotte had been bossy all day, it was Avery’s turn now. She’d been kissed, and she deserved some answers.
She went back into the room. Charlotte’s phone was vibrating once again on the nightstand. And once again, Charlotte was studiously ignoring it.
She was reaching up to paint, standing on tip-toes, her arms outstretched. Tight jeans clung to her legs, and her loose white shirt was riding up, the light from behind showing the silhouette of her body through the fabric. Her sleek hair was messy now, a tress hanging over her cheek as she concentrated on the job at hand. Avery’s heart beat faster again. Charlotte was the most beautiful woman she’d ever seen. And maybe, just maybe, she was about to screw everything up.
“Charlotte.”
Charlotte put down the brush and turned, her dark eyes sparkling in the light and Avery’s heart skipped a beat. Now or never, she thought, taking a deep breath. She deserved some answers, and Charlotte needed to break down a few of those walls she’d built around herself. It was only right.
“We need to talk,” she said.



Chapter Nine
The open pizza box lay on the floor between them, two open bottles of beer balanced on the carpet precariously. Charlotte was wary. Avery wanting to talk sounded dangerous, but it wasn’t like she could run away from it. So she ate silently, letting Avery collect her thoughts.
“You’re not exactly open,” Avery said, finally.
“We barely know each other.”
“Fair point.” Avery took a bite, chewed and swallowed. “But I can’t deal with this, and I think a few things need to be said. If you want to leave right after, that’s fine, though I’d prefer it if you didn’t.”
Charlotte sipped her beer and wrinkled her nose. It tasted strange. Weak after the beer she normally drank at home. She gave it another taste. Refreshing though. Avery obviously needed to say her piece.
“Okay,” she said. “I’ll hear you out.”
Avery took a deep breath, her chest rising so that Charlotte got a fast glimpse of cleavage that sent her heart racing.
“Alright. Things are awkward, even though you said they wouldn’t be. You flinch any time I come near you, and you got way too defensive when that guy in the store thought we were together. I can’t tell you what you’re feeling, so I’m going to go ahead and tell you what I’m feeling in the hope that you’ll reciprocate.”
Charlotte said nothing and continued eating.
“We kissed. It was nice. I liked it. I’d like more of it. Though if you can explain to me why that would be a bad idea I’m open to drawing a line under it and moving on,” Avery said. “I like you. You’re attractive, smart and funny. There. Out in the open.”
Charlotte blinked a little. Avery hadn’t been kidding when she said she was going to say what she was feeling.
“That’s… unusual,” she said, trying to figure out just what exactly she was supposed to say. “I mean, most people looking for relationships don’t exactly pour out their feelings in that way right off the bat.”
“I wouldn’t know,” Avery said, picking up her beer.
“You wouldn’t know?”
“Never had a relationship before.”
She tried to make it sound casual, but a flush was spreading across her neck.
“Never?”
“Never. Never had a girlfriend, never had a relationship, never… uh, you know.”
“Never had sex?” Charlotte said, her voice dropping to a whisper despite the fact that no one else was there.
Avery shook her head. Charlotte sat back and digested this. Suddenly she was more interested in the conversation. She’d been willing to sit and listen to Avery, but had assumed that she would just avoid her own feelings when her turn came. Now though, she was beginning to get invested. How could an attractive woman like Avery be… well, be a virgin?
“How? Why?” she asked. “Is it… I mean, is it a religious thing, or, I don’t know, just a question of missed opportunities? You’re so beautiful, I can’t believe you’ve never had the chance before.”
She regretted saying the word beautiful as soon as it came out of her mouth. Not that it wasn’t true, it was, but Avery’s flush just deepened.
“It’s complicated.”
“Tell me about it,” Charlotte said, popping open another beer bottle and passing it to Avery.
Avery accepted the beer. “I will, on the condition that you answer a few questions when I’m done, and you don’t just leave me hanging here with my heart on my sleeve.”
That seemed fair, Charlotte thought. Besides, she was burning with curiosity.
“Deal.”
There was a big sigh, the sound of Avery chugging back what looked like half the beer, then she began.
“My mother wasn’t especially supportive of my lifestyle,” she said.
“She threw you out? No, wait, obviously she didn’t. Homophobic?”
“Not exactly,” said Avery. “More… confused, worried, I don’t know. She didn’t understand it, kind of in the same way that she never understood the internet. I don’t want to give you the wrong idea. Mom was a good person, she had lots of great qualities, she was a fantastic mother who would have done anything for me. But this was something she just didn’t get. When I came out to her, she just looked stunned, pale, frightened maybe.”
“And she stopped you having girlfriends?”
Avery sighed again.
“No, she didn’t. I don’t think she’d ever have explicitly stopped me doing anything. But I knew it was something that made her uncomfortable, so I never brought anyone here. And since I’ve lived here my whole life, there wasn’t really any other opportunity. I don’t want to blame mom for all of this, partly it was my own doing. I just never stood up for what I wanted, never grabbed what I wanted. And that’s on me, not on her.”
“So there’s never been anyone?”
“No. I mean, there’ve been crushes, I’ve kissed a couple of times, but no more than that. I don’t know, life sort of got away from me. It wasn’t a big deal for a long time. I was only eighteen, then I was only twenty one, and then all of a sudden I’m thirty four and now it is kind of weird.”
Charlotte shrugged.
“I suppose it is. But then, it’s not necessarily a bad thing.”
“Why do you say that?”
“Because we put too much emphasis on sex. Sure, most people get all their experimenting done when they’re in their twenties. They have short relationships, one night stands, whatever. And that’s fine, if that’s what works for them. But something tells me you’re not exactly the one night stand type.”
“I wouldn’t know,” Avery said, looking as though she was considering this seriously. “I might be.”
Charlotte laughed.
“Well then, there’s nothing wrong with having one night stands now, if that’s what you want. I just mean that you do you. What’s right for you. Why compare yourself to other people? You made the decisions you made, but that doesn’t mean you can’t change them if you want to. And… well, your mother isn’t here now. There are no barriers. Perhaps things will change for you now.”
“Maybe,” Avery said.
She looked at Charlotte, those blue eyes staring into her soul.
“I thought maybe things were changing now,” she admitted. “Though apparently you don’t think so.”
“I–”
“No, I didn’t start my questions yet,” Avery said. “Let’s go over the evidence first.”
Charlotte shifted on the floor. She felt uncomfortable now, strange, under pressure almost.
“We kissed,” Avery said. “You apologized and said it shouldn’t happen. And yet you still flinch at my touch, you’re still defensive. You called me beautiful just now. I don’t believe that you’re not interested at all. So my first question, a simple yes or no answer please: Are you interested in me?”
She thought about lying. It might make things easier, bring all of this to an end. But something about the openness of Avery’s face wouldn’t let her do that.
“Yes.”
“Good,” Avery said. “And yet the kiss still wasn’t okay with you. The only explanation I can think of for that is that there’s someone else. So my next question: Is there someone else?”
“Yes or no answer again?” Charlotte asked.
“Whatever works,” said Avery, grabbing her beer and taking a swig.
“I’m divorced.”
The words still sounded strange, but a little better this time. The second time she said them better than the first.
“Ah.”
Charlotte rubbed at her face.
“Alright, honesty time,” she said.
She could do this. Avery deserved it. And she didn’t have to tell the whole story, just the relevant part. If she were honest, perhaps that would be enough to make Avery see why nothing could happen between them.
“I’m divorced. Newly divorced. I do like you, and I do find you attractive. But I’m fresh out of a relationship, one that ended badly. I’m here for just another few weeks. I think that starting something that I can’t finish would be foolish. It’s easier all around if nothing happens. No one’s heart gets broken.”
There was a long silence. Charlotte watched Avery, begging her silently to understand what she was saying, to see the sense in it.
“Okay,” Avery said, at long last. “Thank you for telling me. It helps me understand better.”
Charlotte smiled a little.
“The British aren’t a particularly open people,” she said. “I should have told you before, instead of just apologizing and running off like an idiot. I’m sorry.”
“All is forgiven,” said Avery. “And, just so you know, I like you too and should you change your mind, I would be amenable to that.”
“I just don’t think it would be a smart thing to do.”
No need to mention all the rest of the reasons. No need to talk about just how much things were changing for her. On the nightstand the damn phone started vibrating again.
“Shouldn’t you answer some of those calls?” asked Avery.
“No.”
The word was short and sharp.
“Ex-wife?”
She fought the need to avoid the question. Avery’s openness was catching. It had worked so far. It was a lesson in cultural understanding, she thought. A lesson that she should put into practice.
“Occasionally,” she said. “Sometimes it’s my university in London, or friends.”
Avery raised her eyebrows but didn’t say anything else. She wasn’t going to pry.
“The room is looking good,” Charlotte said, changing the subject.
“It is, thanks to you. And I hope that now we’ve cleared everything up and we can continue to work together as friends,” Avery said. “Because I would like to be your friend, everything else aside.”
“I think I can do that,” Charlotte said.
Even if she couldn’t, even if she could barely catch a glimpse of Avery’s rounded hips, her soft cheekbones, her long hair without her heart just about leaping out of her chest, it was only going to be a few more weeks. And she was enjoying working on the inn. The day had been full, and she’d had no time to worry, no time to think about anything else. That was a good thing.
“To friends then,” Avery said, raising her beer bottle.
Charlotte picked hers up and clinked it against Avery’s. But she was either stronger than she thought or the glass was weaker than it appeared, because the second the two bottles hit, they smashed.
“Jesus,” Charlotte said.
Avery jumped up, grabbing a painting rag and pressing it onto the carpet.
“Watch your fingers,” said Charlotte, picking up the biggest shards of glass.
But as she was working, she noticed something odd about the carpet. She put the pile of glass down, patting her fingers across the wet carpet, then banging her fists on the floor.
“What?” said Avery.
“Wait a second,” Charlotte said. “I think, maybe…”
She got up, went over to the door. That would be the easiest place. Running her fingers under the metal bar that separated the floor of the room from that of the corridor outside, she managed to lift it. Then she lifted the edge of the carpet. Just as she’d thought.
“Come look at this,” she said.
Avery bent over next to her, close enough that she could hear her breathing, close enough that her body started to naturally respond to her. Charlotte swallowed.
“Wow,” Avery said.
And she pulled back the carpet more fully, revealing the hardwood floor beneath.
“It’s a little scratched,” Charlotte said. “But nothing that can’t be polished out. What do you think? Hardwood floors in the rooms instead of carpets?”
“Sounds fantastic.”
“And a hell of a lot cheaper than replacing all the carpets.”
They both went back and picked up the rest of the glass, placing it in the now empty pizza box.
“What a nice surprise,” Avery said. “Hardwood floors are going to look amazing.”
“And you’ve got another surprise to look forward to tomorrow,” Charlotte said. “Though to be honest, it’s not really as great as those floors.”
“I’m still looking forward to it,” Avery grinned. “Especially if you’re not going to be as grouchy as you were today.”
“I wasn’t grouchy!”
“You were cranky.”
Charlotte laughed.
“Fine, alright, I was cranky.”
◆◆◆
Avery pulled back the comforter and climbed into bed. She lay back, tired but happier than before. Talking had worked. Charlotte had actually opened up a little. She felt better, more secure somehow. Charlotte’s reasoning was flawed, she thought. But that didn’t matter. What mattered was that the woman had actually talked to her, actually been honest.
Getting divorced must have been a blow. But she didn’t see why that ruled out other relationships. After all, Charlotte was no longer married. And when the right person came along it wasn’t as though you got to pick and choose the timing. Still though, she understood better. She could control herself, rein things in.
The thought of Charlotte in that white shirt and tight jeans, the smooth movement of her painting, made her mouth water. Perhaps, she thought, Charlotte could be persuaded into something. Not a relationship, that she’d made clear. But maybe something else? The comment about one night stands had stuck in her head. One time. One night.
She imagined Charlotte lying next to her, the scent of her body, the warmth of her. She felt her body growing warmer at the thought of it.
But no. No. It couldn’t be like that. Unless Charlotte offered. If she offered, well, then that was different. Avery would jump at the chance, she decided. Whatever the fallout, whatever the consequences. The chance of one night with Charlotte would all be worth it.
Her cheek tingled a little. Charlotte had leaned in and brushed her cheek with a soft kiss, a goodnight kiss. A friendly kiss. She hadn’t drawn away, hadn’t avoided her. It was a start, a token of good faith, a sign that they would try to be friends.
Avery turned over, wrapping herself in the comforter against the chill of the air conditioner. Charlotte confused her. But in a nice way. She shouldn’t hope for anything, but she couldn’t help it. A little piece of her wanted Charlotte to change her mind, wanted this to be more than it was. She could live with the disappointment if it turned into nothing, she decided. Probably.
Her eyes closed. She was tired. And tomorrow could turn into an interesting day. Charlotte had refused to give her even the smallest hint about where they were going. She grinned. She had a feeling that Charlotte was the kind of person that was full of surprises. And she was determined to uncover as many as possible.



Chapter Ten
The morning air was fresh, but it was already hot enough in the sun that Charlotte had removed her shirt and was standing in only a tank top. She pushed her sunglasses further up her nose and studied the map on her phone. She knew more or less where they were going. But everything in America just seemed so far away. A two hour drive from her home in England would practically have taken her to France. Here it didn’t even take her out of the state.
She waited patiently for Avery. There must be something in this American openness. She felt better this morning, lighter somehow. It was a nice feeling. Perhaps this was a lesson she could take out of this little trip. Bottling things up wasn’t always the best way to go. Sometimes brutal honesty was better.
“Ready,” Avery said, coming out of the front door, yanking it closed and locking it.
“About time,” said Charlotte.
They walked together towards Avery’s car, and Charlotte eyed it doubtfully.
“Sure this is going to take us all the way there?” she asked.
“Since I don’t know where there is, I couldn’t tell you,” said Avery. “But Betty will get us where we need to go, don’t you worry.”
“Betty?”
“Every car deserves a name,” Avery said stoutly. “Want to drive?”
She considered it, then shook her head.
“I’m used to driving on the left. Better you do it. American highways scare the hell out of me.”
“Then you can be navigator,” said Avery, unlocking the driver’s door.
They skirted Oakview proper and Avery got them safely to the highway. As far as Charlotte could see on the map the next part was just a long straight line. She watched out of the window as flat stretches of wheat rolled by.
“Exciting landscape,” she murmured.
“Eh, it’s a mid-west kind of thing,” said Avery, watching the road. “It gets more exciting in other places. Personally, I find it kind of peaceful.”
The first thirty minutes or so of highway were companionably quiet. It didn’t feel uncomfortable, and Charlotte wondered why that was. She didn’t feel the need to break the silence, she let it hang as the road disappeared beneath the tires.
“How long had you been married?”
The question surprised her enough that she answered before she realized what she was doing.
“Four years. Together for ten.”
“It must be difficult,” said Avery. “Difficult being without someone after so long. Difficult to re-make everything.”
Charlotte kept staring out of the window, kept watching the fields rolling past.
“I feel like I failed,” she said, quietly.
“Did you?”
She frowned, thinking. Had she really failed with Bridget? There were things she could have done differently, certainly. But when it came down to it, she hadn’t exactly failed as such. Bridget had found someone else.
“Maybe not,” she allowed.
“My mother always said that failure was necessary to learn,” Avery said. “Mind you, she also said that life wasn’t fair and that you could fail simply by showing up sometimes.”
“Comforting,” Charlotte said, but she was smiling.
“So now I know that your parents are gone, you study German history, and you’re divorced,” said Avery. “What else should I know?”
Charlotte bit her lip and said nothing, she was beginning to feel uncomfortable now.
“Want to play a game?” asked Avery.
Anything to distract the woman.
“Sure.”
“Okay, ten questions each. Honest answers only. No holds barred. We take it in turns. My turn first. Any siblings?”
“No,” said Charlotte. She thought for a second, then asked: “Was the other night your first kiss?”
“No, I’ve kissed two other women. Uh, why German history?”
“I did a study abroad in Munich my second year of university, it sort of grew out of that. My German’s pretty good, I always enjoyed history. I kind of fell into it, but I’m glad that I did. Did you go to university?”
“No,” Avery said. “I thought about it, but mom needed the help. And to be honest, I like working at the inn. I like meeting new people. How many girlfriends have you had?”
“Um, six. No, seven,” Charlotte said.
What else did she want to know? What else could she ask? There was something, something she was curious about. Her cheeks flushed a little at the thought of it. It was personal, very personal. But then Avery had said that it was no holds barred.
“Uh, you said that you’ve never had sex, but have you, um, you know, done other stuff?”
Avery was quiet for a second and Charlotte thought she might have crossed a line, she wished she could take the question back now.
“Have I masturbated?” Avery asked, quietly. She shot a glance at Charlotte, her eyes dancing. “All the time,” she said.
They both laughed, the awkwardness gone.
“Why did you come to Oakview?” asked Avery. “It’s hardly the center of the universe. It seems a strange choice.”
“That’s easy. Oakview University library holds nineteenth century immigration records. I was writing a paper on the German diaspora, I thought they’d be useful.”
Was. She’d said was. Past tense, not present. Her heart thudded a little. But Avery didn’t seem to notice. Or at least didn’t say anything. Charlotte needed to change the subject, fast.
“What’s your favorite film?”
Avery frowned in thought.
“I’m a sucker for old movies,” she said. “Bringing Up Baby is a favorite. But I also like anything with Julianne Moore in it, oh, and Tarantino films. I’m not usually one for violence, but there’s no accounting for taste.”
The rest of the game passed without incident. Charlotte learned that Avery had a soft spot for Margaritas, detested both white chocolate and broccoli, and had never been out of state. In turn, Charlotte shared her love of all things eighties, her strange addiction to medical reality programs on TV, and a dream to one day go to Australia.
“Curiosity sated?” she asked.
“For now,” said Avery.
“Good, because the next exit should be ours.”
They turned onto small back roads, getting closer and closer to their destination.
“Are we going to Redmond?” Avery asked, finally.
“Uh-huh.”
“You know I’ve been there before, right?”
“Well, since it’s the only other sizeable town this side of the state, it would surprise me if you hadn’t,” Charlotte said. “Now be quiet and let me look at the map, otherwise we’re going to be driving in circles and we’ll miss our reservation.”
“A reservation. Hmm, a clue.”
“Hush.”
◆◆◆
“Take the next right,” Charlotte said.
Avery did as she was told, coaxing the car into a gentle bend. Whatever happened, wherever they were going, the trip had not been a wasted one. She’d found out more about Charlotte in the last hour or so than she had in the preceding week. She was quite satisfied with herself for coming up with the question game and all. And somewhat surprised that Charlotte had played along.
“Pull in anywhere you can find a space,” said Charlotte now.
She saw the sign as Charlotte was speaking. The Ambridge Hotel.
“You’re taking me to a hotel?” she asked, pulling the car into a space right in front of the hotel itself.
“Don’t make that sound like it’s dirtier than it is,” Charlotte said, dryly. “This is the closest boutique hotel that I could find. I made us lunch reservations at their restaurant. I thought it would be a good idea for you to see what we’re aiming for. We’ll have lunch, then a scout around, see if we can’t get a look into some of their rooms. If nothing else you’ll get a sense of the atmosphere, the level of service.”
Avery pulled on the parking brake and nodded.
“Good plan,” she said. “Excellent plan, actually. I don’t think I’ve ever set foot in a boutique hotel.”
“Well, now’s your chance,” Charlotte said, opening her door. “Come on, lunch is waiting.”
Reception looked like someone’s front room. There were comfortable couches and armchairs, and the desk was squirreled away in a corner rather than being the main feature of the room. There was a fireplace, and Avery could imagine how cozy it would be in the wintertime. The kind of place she’d like to sit and read, which she supposed was kind of the point.
There was a bookshelf to one side of the cold fireplace, and she gravitated towards it, scanning the volumes.
“What do you think?” Charlotte asked.
“It’s beautiful. I feel… like I’m at a friend’s house.”
Her voice came out at normal level, she wasn’t whispering, didn’t feel the need to do so as she would have done in an expensive hotel.
“That’s the kind of atmosphere we’re going for. A home away from home. Somewhere comfortable, without the anonymity of staying in a hotel,” Charlotte said. “And it’s something I think is easily achievable with the inn. It’s already your home. All you need to do is make all the other rooms seem like part of your home as well.”
“Do you really think we can make something as beautiful as this?”
“Absolutely. It’ll take time, of course. But we can. You can. And just wait until you try the restaurant. There’s no fancy food here. It’s all home cooking, comfort food, the kind of meal your mother would feed you.”
Avery’s stomach growled.
“Let’s go then, I’m starving.”
Charlotte approached the discrete desk and a woman appeared. She was casually dressed in jeans and a plaid shirt, there were no uniforms here.
“We have a reservation for lunch,” Charlotte said.
“No problem,” smiled the woman. “Is that your car out front?”
Avery nodded, and the woman smiled again.
“You might want to move it before you head into the restaurant,” she said. “That’s a no parking zone, and I’m thinking that a ticket might spoil your afternoon.”
“I’ll move it right now,” Avery said, pulling the keys from her pocket.
She jogged down the outside steps towards the car. The Ambridge Hotel was an eye-opener. Charlotte had done well bringing her here. She could already see the inn in her mind’s eye, comfortable, welcoming, cozy. The kind of place that people would want to stay in again and again.
The car was hot and she rolled down the window before sticking the key in the ignition and turning. The engine turned over once with a choking sound and stopped. Frowning, she tried again. This time there was no noise at all.
“Come on,” she said. “Come on, come on.”
She turned the key again. Nothing. Maybe she’d flooded it. She took the key out, waited a few seconds, then tried again. Still nothing.
“Come on, Betty, we’ve gotta move.”
Charlotte appeared at the top of the steps, then seeing that there was a problem, came down, leaning through the open window.
“What’s taking so long?”
“Won’t start,” said Avery, through gritted teeth.
As if to prove her point she turned the key again. Nothing happened. Charlotte groaned.
“Better call the AA,” she said.
Avery hesitated for a second, then looked at Charlotte.
“Alcoholics Anonymous?” she asked, hesitantly.
Charlotte laughed.
“No, the Automobile Association. Whatever you call that here. You have a membership, right?”
“I’ll call from inside,” Avery said, getting out of the car.
She felt inexplicably bad about Betty. The old Toyota had been her car since she graduated high school, and she hadn’t been new then. She hoped it was nothing serious.
“Why don’t you ladies go ahead and have lunch,” the pleasant receptionist said. “I’ll call you when the AAA guy gets here.”
With nothing else to do, they went into the hotel dining room. The décor was different here, but still eclectic, with tables that didn’t match and chairs that were all different. Avery smiled despite her worry over the car, there was still a homely feel here, one she liked. One she could replicate quite easily at the inn, she thought, given the piles of old tables and chairs in the attic.
Their meal of homemade macaroni and cheese and a summer salad was just about finished when the receptionist appeared.
“You stay here and finish your salad,” Avery said to Charlotte. “I’ll take care of this.”
She went out hoping that the car could be fixed by the end of the afternoon. But when she came back in fifteen minutes later, she shook her head at Charlotte.
“What is it?”
She pulled out her chair again and sank into it.
“The car can be fixed,” she said. “That’s the good news.”
“And the bad news?”
“It’s Sunday,” Avery said. “It’s not going to be fixed until tomorrow at the soonest. I guess we can rent a car from the front desk.”
“That’s ridiculous,” said Charlotte. “A two hour drive back to the inn only to have to come back again tomorrow morning. Plus, it’s money that you don’t need to spend.”
“Well, I’m open to other suggestions,” Avery said. “Though I’m not sure I can walk back to Oakview.”
Charlotte pursed her lips, then nodded.
“Let me see what I can do,” she said, getting up. “Order a coffee and I’ll be right back.”
It was nice, Avery thought, having someone else to help take care of things. Someone else to lean on. She could see why a relationship could be a nice thing. You never had to deal with anything alone. What would it have been like, she wondered, to have someone there for her when her mother was sick? Someone to talk to, someone to be by her side. She was still busy imagining this when Charlotte came back.
“Okay, so rental cars are going to cost a fortune, and there’s little point in driving all the way to Oakview only to come all the way back,” she said. “So I made an executive decision.”
She placed a key with a heavy wooden tag on it on the table.
“An executive decision?”
“It’s cheaper to spend a night here than it is to rent a car,” Charlotte said, sounding a little defensive. “Plus, we’ll get to experience a night in a boutique hotel, and get to examine a room as closely as we like. That seems like a win-win to me. Then we’ll pick up the car tomorrow and drive home.”
Avery’s mouth went dry. She looked down at the key and then back up at Charlotte.
“There’s only one key,” she said.
“There’s only one room,” said Charlotte. “The last one left. And before you say anything, yes, I realize this could be awkward. But this is the best option available to us right now. And it’s only going to be awkward if we make it that way.”
Avery looked down at the key again. Yes, a night in a hotel room with Charlotte, that wasn’t going to be awkward at all. But her heart was racing and her body was getting warm and before she knew it, she was nodding. Just last night she’d wished for one night with Charlotte. Maybe tonight was that night.
“Okay,” she said. “Let’s stay.”



Chapter Eleven
The room wasn’t large, but it was airy and light. Pale blue wallpaper covered the walls, and translucent curtains covered the windows. It was beautiful, but not so beautiful that Avery felt that she couldn’t pick things up, touch them.
“It’s the little touches,” Charlotte was saying. “The ornaments, the fact that the brochures and instruction manuals are tucked away in a drawer, rather than lying on the desk.”
“Uh-huh,” said Avery.
Her attention was now firmly on the bed. Large, high, with a metal headboard and deep blue covers, it was… definitely a bed. A bed that she was going to share with Charlotte at some point. Her knees felt a little weak.
“Take a look at the bathroom,” said Charlotte. “Look at how the towels are a little worn, colored rather than white, not at all the institutional textiles you get in normal hotels.”
Avery stuck her head around the door, finding a small but comfortable bathroom. Then her eyes went back to the bed. In her mind she could see the two of them, bodies entwined, skin flushed with sweat, eyes half-closed. She swallowed. This was… crazy. Absolutely insane. Nothing was going to happen. Nothing.
And yet, why shouldn’t it? They were both adults. There was a clear attraction. Charlotte was no longer married. That seemed to check all the boxes. Why shouldn’t something happen tonight? There was time, opportunity, a nice big bed. If they both agreed to it, if they could both see past whatever demons were holding them back.
“I asked for a camp bed,” Charlotte said. “But they don’t have any available.”
“It’s fine,” said Avery, far too quickly. “I mean, we can share, it’s really not a problem.”
Charlotte said nothing, just looking at her, one eyebrow arched in a way that made Avery’s stomach tremble. In a way that made her think maybe something could happen. She took a deep breath, was about to speak, when Charlotte broke the silence instead.
“We should get out of here. See the town. Feel like showing me around?”
The moment was broken, gone. Saying something now would be wrong, and she knew it. So she smiled instead.
“Sure, though there’s not exactly a lot to see.”
“Well, I’m hardly likely to come back to Redmond. So show me the sights and then we’ll find somewhere nice for dinner.”
“Sure, let me just, uh…”
She gestured towards the bathroom, then almost leaped for the door, closing herself in. She ran water, splashing the coolness over her face. She’d almost propositioned Charlotte right there. The audacity of it made her frightened now.
“Nothing is going to happen,” she muttered to her face in the mirror.
But she wasn’t sure. Couldn’t be sure. The idea was already lodged in her head, taking root, growing. Why couldn’t anything happen? Why couldn’t they come to some kind of arrangement? She’d carried this burden for far too long, it was about time she had sex. And why shouldn’t it be with someone as attractive as Charlotte? Sure, she was going to be gone in a few weeks, but that wasn’t necessarily a bad thing. In fact, maybe it was good. There’d be no expectations, no promises that couldn’t be kept.
She splashed water over her face one more time. But the image of her and Charlotte in that bed lingered.
◆◆◆
The town was like something out of a film. So stereotypically small town America that she could almost imagine that it had been built especially for tourists like her. A flagpole stood in a small park in the center of main street, the flag fluttering a little in the desultory heat.
“I did tell you that there wasn’t much to see,” said Avery.
Charlotte grinned at her.
“Maybe not for you,” she said. “But I’m a tourist. This is perfect. It’s so… American. It’s truly lovely.”
“You have strange taste,” Avery said. “Come on, there’s a diner over here. If you like American, then this diner will blow your mind.”
Charlotte followed her down the street, watching the way her shirt billowed in the breeze, seeing the way her jeans cupped her behind. She felt like a voyeur, but Avery was an attractive woman. There was no denying that.
She sighed. One room, one bed. She knew that she should be adult about it. Knew that she could and should control herself. But the thought of sharing a bed with Avery did things to her. Things that she really didn’t want to think about. The thought of their bodies meeting, of skin touching skin, of the way Avery would moan and sigh. Excitement flooded her body, she could almost taste Avery’s mouth on her own.
It wouldn’t be fair, she told herself. It wouldn’t be fair to lure the woman into thinking that this could all turn into something, that Charlotte wouldn’t be leaving, that there was the possibility of an attachment. Because one day soon, Charlotte would be going. Where, she had no idea. But she’d be going and Avery would be staying, and then everybody would be hurting. Not fair. To anyone.
◆◆◆
There’s no harm in asking. Avery’s mother had said that all the time. Margaret was a big believer in helping yourself. Avery could remember the burn of embarrassment when her mother had asked for extra bread in restaurants, an extra refill of a coffee or coke. But more often than not, Margaret had received exactly what she’d asked for with a smile and good grace.
The chill of air conditioning slapped her in the face as she pushed open the door to the diner. She nodded at the waitress and slid into a booth, the plastic sticky against her legs.
Charlotte slid in opposite her, her eyes open wide with wonder. Avery laughed.
“The real American experience, huh?”
Charlotte nodded.
Avery ordered them both a coffee and added a slice of apple pie at the last moment, then she settled back and looked at Charlotte. Her hair was stirring a little in the breeze of the air-con. There was a tint of red on her nose, the beginning of a sunburn. Avery wanted to smooth cream over her to take the sting away.
“What?”
“Your nose is a little sunburned,” Avery said, lightly.
Charlotte shrugged.
“It’s always the first thing to go,” she said. “As soon as it gets warm, I have a permanent red nose.”
Avery laughed and then realized that this was the first time that Charlotte had shared something about herself without being asked. And the woman was looking more relaxed, less formal, less stiff, less worried even. Coffee was placed in front of them, along with a large plate of pie, whipped cream spiraling around its top. Charlotte picked up a fork immediately, taking a big mouthful, her eyes growing big with surprise.
“This is fantastic,” she said through her full mouth.
Avery laughed again and pulled a napkin out of the dispenser. Gently, she leaned over and wiped off the tiniest smudge of cream from the corner of Charlotte’s mouth. Instinctively, Charlotte pulled back, but it lasted only a millisecond before she leaned in again and allowed Avery to clean her up.
That small gesture, the simple act of leaning in, of allowing Avery to come close, decided something. Avery balled up the napkin.
“Can I ask you something?”
Charlotte rolled her eyes and took another forkful of pie.
“You ask a lot of questions, didn’t you get enough answers in the car?”
“This is kind of a bigger question. I, um, I mean, it’s probably going to make you feel uncomfortable. But I’d like to ask it anyway, if you don’t mind.”
“Go on then.”
And now she felt stupid. Stupid and afraid and very, very awkward. This wasn’t the sort of thing that you could just spit out. And yet now she was in a position where she had no choice. Crap. She could feel her cheeks blazing red.
“What is it?” asked Charlotte.
Avery took a deep breath. There was no harm in asking, she reminded herself. As if.
“We’re going to be spending the night in a hotel,” she said, slowly. “I was just wondering, um, okay, now I feel stupid. I just thought maybe…” She gave up. There was no elegant way to do this. None at all. “Would you sleep with me?”
Charlotte choked, grabbing for a napkin, pressing it against her mouth as her eyes watered. Avery pushed her coffee towards her, and Charlotte took a big drink.
“Jesus, that’s hot.”
“Sorry,” said Avery.
And she meant sorry about everything. Sorry for asking, sorry for bringing the subject up, sorry for being so clumsy.
“You want to…” Charlotte glanced around the diner, then lowered her voice even more. “You want to sleep with me?”
Avery rubbed at her nose, then nodded.
“I like you, I find you attractive. You find me attractive. We’re both adults. We’re sharing a bed. No strings attached, I swear. Just fun. Isn’t this something people do?”
“Some people,” said Charlotte. “I’m not sure people like us do.”
“You’ve never had a one night stand, or sex with no strings?”
Charlotte thought for a second, then nodded reluctantly.
“Once or twice.”
“So why does this have to be any different. It’s like… it’s like a holiday romance. Short, sweet, and then over. I’m not kidding myself, I know you have a life to get back to.”
“Do you really think that you can do that?” asked Charlotte.
It wasn’t lost on Avery that Charlotte hadn’t actually said no yet.
“Yes,” she said. “Yes, I’m sure. Do you have any idea how many unrequited crushes I’ve held? How many women I’ve let go without even telling them how I feel? If we do this, then at least I have a memory of something good. I can do this.”
“I don’t know. I don’t think…”
“Think about it then,” said Avery. “It’s only four o’clock. There’s time. At least think about it.”
Charlotte took a small mouthful of pie, chewing it slowly, swallowing.
“There’d have to be some ground rules,” she said, thoughtfully.
“Like what?” asked Avery, willing to do anything.
“Like no saying ‘I love you’ or no mentioning it again afterward. No expectation that it will happen again, even if I am staying on for another few weeks. No impact on our relationship afterward. It would have to be like it had never happened.”
“I can handle that,” said Avery.
But she wasn’t at all sure that she could.
◆◆◆
Dinner ended up being at the same diner they’d had coffee at. The hotel restaurant was booked out, and there wasn’t anywhere else within walking distance. It still confused Charlotte that everything was so far away, that Americans were so dependent on their cars. Not that she minded. The food at the diner was good, filling, comfort food. She tasted maple syrup for the first time, and vowed to take some with her when she left.
What she did mind was being back at the scene of the crime. Avery had, in very basic terms, asked her to take her virginity. And… and what? Charlotte just couldn’t figure it out.
There were so many things wrong with the situation that she didn’t know where to begin. It felt wrong, uncomfortable, weird to even think about it.
Except when it didn’t. Except when she thought about the way their lips would meet, about how Avery’s skin would taste.
Avery had asked, had summoned up her courage and actually asked, and a part of Charlotte admired that. And the woman swore that she was capable of handling whatever happened. The problem, the real problem, was that Charlotte didn’t think that she could handle it herself.
Avery grinned and pushed the bottle of maple syrup towards her.
“You can have more, you know. We usually drown pancakes in syrup.”
“I’m already a little out of my element eating pancakes for dinner,” Charlotte said, but she took the bottle anyway.
Because Avery was nice. Avery was pretty. Avery was fun. Avery was everything she’d ever looked for in a woman. And it wasn’t until she saw such a perfect package that she realized what she’d been looking for at all. But it still couldn’t work. It just couldn’t. No matter how attracted she was, no matter how much she wanted to take Avery to bed. It just couldn’t work. And it definitely couldn’t work like this, not as some kind of arrangement.
“Now, do you want pie again?”
“God no,” said Charlotte, patting her stomach. “I’ve eaten enough to feed an army. I’ll ask the waitress for the bill.”
“I’ve got it,” Avery said, waving the waitress over.
She waited until they were outside, until the night was surrounding them as they walked down the quiet street. And she knew she had to say something. Knew that she couldn’t keep Avery waiting, couldn’t let her hope. She stopped in the middle of the sidewalk.
“Avery.”
“Mm-hmm.”
And Avery was looking up at her, her blue eyes sparkling, and Charlotte wanted nothing more than to take her into her arms, to kiss her, to feel her, to carry her back to the hotel and…
“I can’t.”
There was a heartbeat of stillness, a frozen moment when nothing moved at all, when even her pulse stopped racing for a second. Then Avery smiled and nodded.
“I know,” she said. “I shouldn’t have asked.”
“Yes, you should have. And a million other women would have said yes. But I can’t. I just… can’t.”
“I understand.”
Avery looked away, and they both slowly began walking again. She said she understood, but she didn’t. How could she? Charlotte tasted a bitterness in her mouth, felt her stomach roll a little. She couldn’t sleep with Avery, couldn’t have a no strings attached relationship. And there was a very simple reason why. Because Charlotte was falling in love with her.



Chapter Twelve
Light streamed in through the curtains, and Avery blinked her eyes open. She’d fallen asleep sometime in the dead of night, when all had been still and quiet. She’d lain awake long after the lights had been turned out. Had listened to the sounds of Charlotte breathing, the rustling of sheets as she moved.
She should never have asked. No, that wasn’t entirely true. She had asked. She should have been more able to accept the no that Charlotte had given her. She didn’t understand it, not really. The more she studied the logic of what had occurred, the less she understood. But she should be able to be turned down without it making her feel like she was being torn up inside.
Not believing that she’d actually slept, she turned over, studying Charlotte. Her face was relaxed in sleep, gentler, softer. She smiled a little, shuffling just an inch closer, feeling the heat emanating from the woman. She should wake her, they should get down to breakfast. But for just a minute she wanted this. Wanted the pleasure of waking up next to someone, the privacy of watching someone sleep.
Charlotte stirred. And before Avery knew what was happening, she was being encircled by an arm, was being held, pulled in closer to Charlotte’s body. The touch of Charlotte’s skin on her bare arm took her breath away, and she froze. Charlotte’s eyes flickered open.
“Sorry!”
She pulled away, clutching the sheet around her, and Avery didn’t move, lying on the pillow where she’d been left.
“Nothing to apologize for.”
“I just… um. I’m sorry. I was half asleep.”
“And you thought I was someone else,” Avery finished.
Perhaps Charlotte wasn’t as divorced as she thought. Perhaps there were still feelings there. It made her feel a little sick, a little like crying.
“No, no, I didn’t think, I didn’t think of anyone, I just…” Charlotte took a deep breath. “It was just instinct.”
She flopped back down on the bed, her hair spraying out on the pillow, her face inches from Avery’s.
“I’m sorry,” she whispered again.
“Stop apologizing,” said Avery, willing herself not to cry.
But Charlotte was raising a hand, was already stroking her cheek and the tears came whether she liked it or not. Hot and bitter, the tears ran down her face and she sniffed, trying to control herself. And then she was being pulled back into Charlotte’s arms, was being held again, and that made the crying even worse.
“I’ve really fucked this up, haven’t I?” Charlotte said, stroking her hair.
“No, no. I’m not exactly emotionally stable at the moment,” gulped Avery. “And now I’m sorry. Sorry for crying all over you.”
There was silence for a minute or so, and Avery could hear Charlotte’s heart beating, could smell her.
“Trying to take feelings out of the equation doesn’t really seem to be working, does it?” Charlotte said, finally.
“What do you mean?”
“I mean trying to pretend that there’s no feelings between us just ends up with one of us feeling bad, or hurting. And that’s the opposite of what we’re trying to achieve.”
Avery didn’t say anything. Charlotte moved, lying Avery’s head gently on the pillow, and propping her own head up on her hand so that she was looking down at her.
“I said no to you last night because I have feelings for you. And I didn’t think that I’d be able to handle a one night stand with you,” she said, quietly. “I don’t want to have feelings for you. I don’t want to complicate my life even further. But it seems like it’s pointless trying to deny it. I should have been more honest with you last night.”
Avery’s breath hitched a little and for a second she was almost crying again. Then she nodded.
“I get it. I, uh, I have feelings too. I probably wouldn’t have been any better at handling sex than I was at handling you turning me down.”
“So what now?”
“I don’t know.”
Charlotte sighed.
“I lay awake last night listening to you sleep, and thinking, wondering what the right thing to do was. I don’t want to get hurt. I don’t want you to get hurt. In the end, I decided that the only thing worth doing was being as honest with you as I could be. I have feelings for you, but I’m not in a place where I can start a relationship.”
“Who is?” asked Avery, suddenly angry. “Who ever is? So the situation isn’t perfect, so what? So you leave in three weeks, so what? Do you spend all of your life just waiting for the perfect situation? Or do you take a little happiness where you can get it? Because this is all ridiculous, Charlotte, and you know it. I might not have any experience with relationships, but I know damn well that when you feel the way I feel about you, then keeping it all hidden away isn’t going to accomplish a damn thing.”
“You’re right.”
“I… what?”
“You’re right,” Charlotte said, simply.
“Then…?”
“Then we should take what happiness we can, while we can. But you know that at some point this will end. At some point we’ll both be hurting.”
Avery nodded.
“I know that. But I think it just means that we need to make the most of the time we have. So that later, when it hurts, we have something nice to remember.”
Charlotte’s finger was under her chin, raising her face, and Charlotte’s lips were coming down, and Avery didn’t know if she was ready for this, and at the same time didn’t know if she could bear waiting even one more second.
And then their lips met and there were explosions in Avery’s veins as sparks of heat and light flooded through her. Charlotte’s tongue met hers, her fingers curled into Charlotte’s hair, pulling her closer, increasing the pressure. Her body arched up to meet Charlotte’s, her hips aching to move. And Charlotte’s hands skimmed down her body, pushing the sheet aside, stroking the curve of her waist. Avery felt all air leave her lungs until she was floating, her eyes squeezed shut to see stars. Charlotte’s mouth moved down, kissing her neck, eliciting goosebumps all over her skin.
The phone rang.
“Shit.”
Charlotte was the one to move, the one to pick up the receiver. She listened for a second, said thank you, then hung up.
“The car’s ready,” she said.
“Ah.”
“It’s after nine. We have to check out at ten.”
“Ah.”
She didn’t know what else to say, didn’t know what this meant, was still half lost in that kiss. And then Charlotte was smiling.
“We’re not finished,” she said. “Unless you want to be?”
“God no,” groaned Avery.
“Then take a shower, let’s get out of here and get back home. Preferably faster than the speed of light.”
Avery laughed.
◆◆◆
They made it precisely seventeen miles outside of Redmond before Avery pulled the car off the road and onto a narrow farm track. Charlotte didn’t even have to ask what she was doing. The drive had been silent, the electricity in the air palpable, stifling. This was a bad idea, and she knew it. But she wasn’t going to stop it. Not now. Avery was right. They should take happiness where they could. So what if it was going to end? Everything ended at some point.
And when Avery pulled the key out of the ignition, when she turned to her, Charlotte didn’t stop her, didn’t say a thing. She wanted this just as much as Avery did, no matter how big a mistake it might turn out to be.
Their lips met again, the kiss just as hard, just as excited, and Charlotte’s body thrummed with desire. She had to ask though, had to be sure.
“Do you really want this?” she murmured.
Avery pulled back a little, desire obvious in her eyes.
“Yes.”
And there could be no more waiting.
“Get out of the car,” said Charlotte, gruffly.
She pulled open her door, grabbed a blanket from the back seat, threw it onto the ground, then pulled Avery down with her. The corn sheltered them from view, but they could still be caught. She didn’t care. Didn’t care in the slightest. She was already pulling Avery towards her, already capturing her lips again.
She was prepared to take things slowly, as slowly as she could, out of respect for Avery’s inexperience. But as soon as the woman was pressed against her, her hands began wandering, her lips peppering kisses over her neck and skin. And then Avery was pushing her back, rolling her over, straddling her.
Charlotte gasped, Avery was already reaching for her hand, guiding it up and under the skirt of her long summer dress. There was no underwear, no barrier at all. Following Avery’s lead she felt the soft wetness beneath her fingers and Avery moaned as she made contact. She let her fingers work, watching the flush grow in Avery’s cheeks as her eyes closed and her head tilted back.
It was over in seconds. Avery’s hips began to move against her hand, and Charlotte let her take her own pleasure, heat growing inside her as she watched the woman thrust against her willing fingers. And then there was a long, low moan and Avery was shaking, her breath coming in quick gasps. She stilled and then relaxed, and took her weight off Charlotte.
“I’ve a feeling it’s supposed to take longer than that,” she said, slightly shyly. “But to be fair, it was long overdue.”
Charlotte didn’t mind in the slightest. The sight of Avery taking her pleasure had done more than enough to put her on the edge of something amazing. And she didn’t have time to think about it. Avery was already pulling at her shirt, was already discarding it, baring her skin to the hot summer sun. She squirmed as Avery unhooked her bra, and then there were lips on her skin.
She’d intended to do more, had intended to show Avery how to please her. But Avery seemed to need no help. Soft lips sucked at her nipple, making her want to cry out. Palms were already smoothing over her stomach, gliding over her hip bones. She was helpless, the flood of sensations taking her over, until all she could do was lay back on the prickly blanket and let Avery explore her.
Fingers were unbuttoning her jeans now, and Charlotte could feel her own wetness, could feel her heart beginning to thud, her stomach beginning to tighten. She’d never been like this before, never so excited, so ready. Avery was working some kind of magic over her and she struggled to suck in a breath.
With confident hands, Avery was working her way inside the jeans, cupping her palm around Charlotte’s center in a way that made Charlotte cry out for more. For a second she stiffened, remembered who she was and where she was and how she really shouldn’t be doing this at all. Then Avery’s hand moved and all sensible thoughts were gone.
“More,” she whispered.
Avery stretched out beside her, kissing her chest, sucking at her breast, sending spikes of pleasure through her body. And without even bothering to remove her jeans, she slid her hand inside Charlotte’s underwear. Charlotte felt fingers parting her, searching for wetness and finding it, then sliding back up to expertly stroke around her most sensitive area.
“More,” she said again, more urgently this time.
Nothing else mattered. There was nothing else in the world, just this, just now, just Avery.
Avery’s fingers began to work and Charlotte’s back arched as she pressed herself against the movement. She was shaking with need already, was so close to the edge that she could see it. Avery sucked harder at her breasts, increasing the pressure with her fingers, circling her center with a steady rhythm. Charlotte shifted slightly, pushing Avery’s fingertip directly against her.
“Harder.”
It was the only word she could enunciate, the only thing she could think of. Her thoughts had narrowed to one desire, one goal. And as Avery pressed harder and the blood started to pulse through her system and her breath started to get ragged there were no more words. Only actions.
She pushed upwards with her hips again and Avery read the signal, moved her fingers faster, and Charlotte’s world closed in to just those fingers, just that mouth. She was close, her muscles tensing and she held her breath, pushing herself up until she was balanced right on the top of the mountain. Then Avery’s fingers pushed her over.
Pulses of pleasure washed over her as she cried out again and again, pushing against Avery, letting the explosions of sensation burst over her, until she slowly began floating back to earth.
“Was it okay?”
Avery’s face was a picture of concern, and Charlotte had to laugh, despite the fact that she’d barely got her breath back.
“More than okay. Fantastic. Wonderful. Perfect. Though perhaps a little faster than I’m used to.”
“Well, we are in a field by the side of the road. I thought it was prudent to get the job done quickly.”
But Avery was smiling and the sun was sparkling off her hair and Charlotte wanted nothing more than to kiss her again and again, then lie her down on the blanket and…
“We can take our time the next time,” Avery offered, a cheeky grin on her face.
The next time. Part of Charlotte had hoped that the sex would be enough. That the feelings would flee after the physical side of things was taken care of. That it was lust, nothing more. But she knew that it wouldn’t be like that now. Knew that there was far more to this than just lust.
“There’ll be a next time?”
And the question was an honest one, she needed Avery to say it, needed her to take the lead again, just as she had minutes before.
“I think there has to be,” said Avery. “I’m not sure that I can give this up now that I’ve finally found it.”
And Charlotte wanted to laugh, wanted to hold her close and say that they’d never had to give each other up. But she knew that it wouldn’t be true. Knew that this couldn’t last. She just hoped that Avery knew it too.



Chapter Thirteen
“You’re… glowing.”
“Am not.”
Jenna grinned and looped her arm around Avery’s shoulders.
“Girl, you can deny it all you want, but I know you better than anyone around here, and trust me, you’re glowing.”
Avery shrugged the arm off, sure that her face was pink.
“Am not,” she said again.
But the memory of that morning couldn’t be washed away in the shower. They’d driven home, eventually, and sloped off to Avery’s bedroom where yet more magic had happened. And to be truthful, Avery could have just spent the rest of the day in bed. But Charlotte had protested that she really did have work to do, and Avery had remembered that Jenna was certain to show up at some point.
“If you don’t want to talk about it, it’s fine.”
“No, it’s not that, it’s just…”
“Let me guess, the mysterious guest?”
Jenna still hadn’t actually seen Charlotte. Avery nodded.
“The whole shebang?” asked Jenna. “Mountains moved, earth trembling, the whole deal?”
She nodded again and Jenna whooped and swooped in for another hug.
“And how are you feeling? It’s amazing, right?”
Avery sighed and turned her attention back to cleaning the kitchen.
“I don’t know.”
She felt simultaneously elated and deeply worried, a weird confusing swirl of emotions that was hard to describe without sounding like an idiot. Jenna grabbed her hand, turning her around.
“I’m going to get us a coffee, and we’re going to talk this through,” she said. “I’m not having you sitting around here all worried and all alone. You can talk to me about anything, Ave, I hope you know that.”
Avery let herself be led to one of the tables by the side wall, let Jenna pour the coffee, and let her sit down.
“So, talk me through this. You’ve done the deed. So what’s the deal now? How are you feeling?”
“Amazing,” Avery said, promptly. “It was incredible, and… well, I could do it all day.”
Jenna snorted.
“It does wear off after a while, most people get down to once a day at the most,” she said. “So what’s all this ‘I don’t know’ about then? What’s the problem?”
Avery struggled to put things into words, struggled to organize her thoughts well enough to explain them.
“I just… I just feel kind of… worried, I suppose. I mean, I know this can’t last forever. At some point, Charlotte has to go home and reclaim her life. So there’s an obvious endpoint. And that was fine before. Good even. It meant that things had to end, which was kind of comforting in a way. But now, after, you know… I’m just worried is all.”
“You don’t want her to leave?”
Avery shook her head.
“I don’t want her to ever leave.”
Jenna tapped her long, pink nails on the metal counter-top.
“Tough position,” she said. “I mean, you agreed to all of this, knowing that she was going to leave. You can’t really demand that she stays. On the other hand, maybe she wants to stay. You never know. Maybe she’s having the same thoughts just from the opposite side.”
“Maybe,” Avery allowed.
“You won’t know until you communicate. You have to talk to her.”
“Maybe,” she said again.
Jenna laughed.
“Communication is essential in any relationship. You wouldn’t have your housekeeper just wander around doing whatever she felt like whenever she felt like it, would you?”
“That’s exactly what you do,” Avery said, a smile creeping onto her face.
“Well, I’m special. For the most part, you need to actually talk to people. So, talk to this Charlotte. Feel the lay of the land.”
“I suppose.”
“And think about what your mother would have said. Don’t ruin today’s happiness…”
“…with tomorrow’s misery,” finished Avery. “I know, I know.”
Jenna reached out and patted her hand.
“Things have a way of turning out for the best, whatever happens. Do you regret sleeping with her?”
She couldn’t stop a wide grin spreading across her face at the memory of Charlotte breathless, lying under the sun.
“Absolutely not.”
“Then enjoy yourself, you deserve it,” Jenna said, getting up. “Now, I have to get on. Those carpets don’t vacuum themselves.”
“Sure you’re here for the carpets?” teased Avery.
“Nope,” said Jenna. “I’m here to catch up on the latest gossip. And to make sure that you’re not doing anything dumb whilst you’re left to your own devices.”
“Thanks.”
Jenna shrugged.
“No, really thanks. I appreciate it. I know that you’re here for me, seriously, I do. And I don’t know what I’d do without you.”
Jenna shrugged again, uncomfortable with the compliment.
“Mail’s on the front desk,” she said, slipping out of the kitchen.
Avery drank down her coffee and rubbed her face. She was tired. Not sleeping properly the night before hadn’t left her in the best shape. But then, she thought with a grin, there might not be any sleep tonight either. Her heart raced at the thought of it. She needed to make the most of things. Charlotte might have to leave one day. But Avery needed to make damn sure that neither of them regretted the things they did or didn’t do in the meantime.
She stood up, dumped her coffee mug in the sink, and went to collect the mail. Life was good, she decided. A work in progress, but definitely good.
◆◆◆
“Forgive me for saying so, but you look distracted.”
Abigail hovered by the side of Charlotte’s desk. Then she smiled and placed a paper coffee cup next to Charlotte’s book.
“A peace offering to make up for me interfering. No drinks in the library, but I’ve got connections.”
Charlotte looked at the coffee that she desperately needed, then grinned.
“Thank you,” she said. “And distracted, yes, I am. A little.”
Abigail dragged her chair over.
“Want to talk about it?”
Charlotte most definitely didn’t. Her phone vibrated on her desk and for a second she thought about actually answering it, just to avoid this conversation.
“No pressure, I’ll go away if you like,” Abigail said. “But it does sometimes help to talk things through. My German isn’t up to much, but if you explain what’s going on, I’m happy to be a sounding board.”
German? It took Charlotte a second to realize that Abigail thought she was having problems with her work.
“No, no, it’s nothing like that. This is personal,” she explained.
Abigail stood up immediately.
“And I shouldn’t pry. I’m sorry.”
Charlotte looked at her thoughtfully. Maybe talking about things would help. No, talking about things did help, she knew that now. She was just so used to bottling things up that talking didn’t come easily. Just because something was difficult though, didn’t mean that it wasn’t worthwhile.
“Actually, I wouldn’t mind someone to bounce some thoughts off,” she said. “If the offer’s still open, that is?”
“I’d be delighted,” said Abigail, sitting down again. “You just tell me what’s going on.”
And Charlotte found herself opening up, talking about her feelings, talking about Avery and how she made her feel. And talking about her fears, talking about leaving, breaking her heart. When she was done, she felt emptier, lighter somehow. Abigail was silent for a moment, thinking.
“Love is a wonderful thing,” she said, finally. “Frightening, certainly, but wonderful. And it never comes along at the right time. Trust me, I know. Remind me sometime, and I’ll tell you how Lex and I met at completely the wrong time. The thing is though, if it’s important, if it’s real, you make it work.”
Charlotte stayed still and quiet.
“You know that though, meaning it’s not terribly helpful advice,” Abigail continued. “And I sort of feel like there’s more to this story. Things that I don’t know. Don’t feel the need to tell me. But you might want to tell Avery. In fact, she’s the one you should be opening up to, not me.”
Again, Charlotte said nothing. There was no point. Abigail was perfectly correct in everything that she said.
“Do you love her?”
She didn’t even have to think about it. She nodded. The feeling was undeniable. She’d loved Avery since the second she saw her, though she hadn’t realized it at the time. Hadn’t allowed herself to realize it. And now she was stuck, the feeling was already there.
“And do you really need to leave?” asked Abigail. “I mean, there are things that could be done. You could apply for a position here, for example. You could apply for a post-graduate degree to get you an American visa. Hell, you could stay and work at Avery’s inn. There are ways of making things work, if that’s what you want.”
Charlotte’s stomach sank. On cue, her cell phone rang again.
“I can’t,” she whispered. “I can’t work here. I can’t stay here.”
“Why on earth not?” asked Abigail.
“Because I’m not affiliated.”
“Not affiliated with Oakview University?”
“No, not affiliated with anyone.”
Abigail’s eyes widened, then she straightened up in her chair.
“Maybe you’d better tell me what’s really going on,” she said.
◆◆◆
Avery was humming as she went through the mail. An old song, one she could remember playing on the radio when she used to drive to school. Sunlight spilled in through the big reception windows, streaking across the floor, making the furniture dazzle and shine.
The envelope looked innocuous enough. She ripped it open without any kind of premonition of what it would contain. Yanking the letter out, she unfolded it and scanned the beginning. Then she went back and read it more carefully from beginning to end. Then she read it again.
Tears pricked in her eyes, her legs shook, her brain turned to jelly. She gripped the reception desk so hard her knuckles turned white. The letter drifted to the floor.
She stood in the stillness of the open, airy room, rays of sun dancing around her, as her world crumbled into dust.
◆◆◆
“Let me get this straight,” Abigail said. “You signed the divorce papers, gave up your tenure, walked away from your university, and sold your house with all its contents.”
“Yes,” Charlotte said, her mouth dry.
“So what on earth are you doing in Oakview?”
She sighed.
“I needed to get away. This trip was already planned, my visiting scholar permission hadn’t been revoked since the university here has no idea yet that I’m no longer affiliated with my British school. It was easier just to come here. I had a place to stay, I thought it would give me space to think, time to come up with another plan.”
“Another plan like what?”
“I don’t know. Like building a shack on a beach in Panama. Something.”
“And so you washed up here, only to find yourself falling in love with someone and complicating your simple plans to run away and escape,” Abigail said.
“Something like that.”
“And all the phone calls?”
“My old boss, friends, colleagues, people wondering why things aren’t being done, where I am, all that kind of thing.”
There was silence. Charlotte broke it.
“Are you going to tell the University?” she asked.
Abigail shook her head.
“No. Why should I? You’re already here, and I don’t see why it should make a difference now. You’re not doing anything you’re not supposed to do. Why are you still working?”
“It keeps my mind off things,” Charlotte said.
“You need to tell Avery all of this.”
Charlotte sighed.
“I can’t.”
“Why?”
“Because I failed. I ran away because I failed. I can’t do it again. I can’t fail again. I need to find out what went wrong, need to fix myself so that I can do better next time. I don’t know how to do that, but I know that I can’t drag Avery along for the journey. She doesn’t deserve that.”
Abigail studied her.
“Did it occur to you that Abigail might like to be along for the journey?” she asked. “Did it occur to you that maybe there’s nothing to fix? Maybe you didn’t fail?”
Charlotte said nothing, biting her lip, wanting to cry but not wanting to show weakness in front of Abigail.
“You need to talk to this woman,” Abigail said. “She deserves that. You know that she does. Tell her the truth and let her make her own decisions. Maybe you’re right, maybe she won’t be interested in you once she knows that you’re not a successful professional with a job and a home. On the other hand, maybe she loves you and doesn’t give a damn about any of those other things. Maybe she loves your flaws as much as anything else. You won’t know until you give her a chance.”
Charlotte nodded because Abigail was right. But she honestly didn’t know if she had the strength to talk to Avery about any of this. Maybe it would be easier just to leave again, to run away. Her phone started to vibrate. If she ran again, she was ditching her phone this time, she thought, reaching over to switch it off.
◆◆◆
It was twilight as she walked up the road towards the inn. The air felt used, sticky with heat, clinging to her skin. And Charlotte felt drained. The conversation with Abigail had been helpful, if only to take some of the weight from her stomach. She’d unburdened herself, proven that she could talk about what had happened.
Telling Avery was another matter though. But there was time. She didn’t have to rush into things. She could sleep over it, decide what to say tomorrow or the next day or the next. But she had a growing feeling that talking to Avery was going to be the only option. It still wasn’t one she was comfortable with though.
She forced the front door with her shoulder.
“Fixing that’s next on the damn list,” she muttered.
Reception was in darkness, but she could see the flickering of light from the dining room, so she followed the shadows and peeked her head around the doorframe.
Avery was sitting at a table, an open bottle of whiskey in front of her and a half full glass. A thin sheet of paper lay unfolded on the table. Charlotte’s heart started to thud, something was very obviously wrong.
“What is it?”
Avery looked up, her face dull, her eyes ringed in pink and Charlotte wanted nothing more than to take her into her arms, to soothe the pain away. Still looking at Charlotte, Avery took a deep drink from her glass, the sound of her swallowing audible in the stillness of the dining room.
“What is it?” asked Charlotte again.
“The inn has to close.”



Chapter Fourteen
Slowly, Charlotte approached the table. Avery watched her carefully. She picked up the letter, read through it, said nothing, and went to the side table to get herself a glass tumbler. She poured a healthy measure of whiskey in it, then took the seat opposite Avery.
“This isn’t your problem,” Avery said.
“Have you gone through the accounts?” asked Charlotte, ignoring her.
It had been the first thing she did. She went through the accounts, called the bank, did the math. It had amounted to nothing. Less than nothing.
“We don’t have enough to cover next month’s bills,” she said now. “Without reservations for this month, and with nothing lined up for next month, there’s nothing to be done. Herb, the bank manager, was an old friend of my mother’s. He’s kept an eye on things for as long as I can remember. He sent the letter as a courtesy, he didn’t have to.”
“He’s giving you time to rescue yourself,” Charlotte said.
Avery knew that was true, but she couldn’t help wishing that Herb hadn’t sent the letter at all, that he’d left her in her perfect little dream for just a few days longer.
“There’s nothing to be done. It’s better to sell the inn now, before I owe too much to creditors, before I go into debt. Who knows how long this place will take to sell? The decision has been made for me.”
Charlotte swallowed back another draft of the whiskey.
“How much is in the account?” she asked.
Avery pulled a paper from her pocket where she’d stuffed it whilst on the phone to Herb and slid it across to Charlotte. Charlotte unfolded it and raised her eyebrows, but didn’t comment on the low number.
“How much does it cost to keep this place running for a month?” she asked.
With a sigh, Avery told her. The number seemed unimaginably large now. She wondered how her mother had ever faced up to the vast amounts of money the place took to run.
“Okay, so let’s multiply that by six, for six months of running costs. Then the renovation costs, which I’m assuming we can keep pretty low. I’m saying two thousand per room as an absolute maximum. So you need a minimum investment of…”
She trailed off as she did the math in her head and Avery watched her. It wasn’t lost on her that Charlotte had used the word ‘we.’
“Let’s say a round fifty thousand,” Charlotte finished.
A number that was so huge Avery couldn’t even imagine it. Where the hell was she supposed to get money like that? She’d drawn a minimum wage salary since she started working at the inn full time, but that was all. It wasn’t like she had assets to sell or savings. No. This wasn’t going to work.
“This isn’t your problem,” she said again. “I appreciate that you want to help, I really do. But I can’t get my hands on that kind of money. I just can’t. I don’t have it. And you’re not going to be around anyway. It’s safer to sell. Safer to close this place down for good.”
Charlotte’s face flushed a little. But Avery was past caring. She was past caring about anything. She was numb. More numb than she’d been after her mother’s death. At least when her mother died she’d had a piece of her, a legacy from her in the inn. Without the inn there was nothing.
“Fine,” Charlotte said. “It’s not my problem, you don’t want me to interfere. But can I ask you a question? One that you’ll answer honestly?”
Even numb, Avery couldn’t help but smile a little. Usually it was her asking Charlotte that, not the other way around. She gave a small nod.
“Forgetting everything else. Forgetting the money, the bills, everything. A simple yes or no question. Do you want to keep the inn?”
The question hung in the air. A breeze blew through the open terrace doors. It had always been a decision that was going to have to be made. After her mother died Avery had known that at some point she’d need to definitely either sell the place or make a go of it. But she thought she’d have more time. Time to say goodbye to the ghosts that lived here, time to see if she was really cut out for running the place by herself. She’d been so undecided before. But now this, this forced decision had pushed her into examining her true feelings. Did she really want to keep the inn? She took a deep breath. An honest answer. Okay. She could do that.
“Yes,” she said.
◆◆◆
Seeing Avery so upset, so broken, so defeated made Charlotte’s heart hurt. Sure, she’d only known Avery for a few days, but it was her independence, her ability to rise to a challenge that had attracted her. Yet now she was thinking of closing everything up, just because of one set back.
She wanted to run away, a voice in the back of her head told her. One thing went wrong and she wanted to run away, remind you of anyone?
Charlotte shook away the thought. There’d be time for that later. Time for analysis and whatever else. Right now, she needed answers. Time to beat Avery at her own game.
“Fine,” she said. “It’s not my problem, you don’t want me to interfere. But can I ask you a question? One that you’ll answer honestly?”
Avery caught on to the game immediately, she even smiled a little. Then she nodded. Okay, Charlotte thought, moment of truth.
“Forgetting everything else. Forgetting the money, the bills, everything. A simple yes or no question. Do you want to keep the inn?”
It seemed like forever until Avery answered the question. The air stirred around them and Charlotte wondered just how much of the whiskey Avery had drunk. The bottle was three quarters full, and she wasn’t slurring or otherwise looking drunk though. Just sad. Defeated.
“Yes,” Avery said, finally.
Charlotte closed her eyes in relief. So Avery wasn’t quite beaten yet. She had something to work with. Because she was damned if she was going to let Avery run away from this. Damned if she was going to let the woman make the same mistakes as she had made. Wait. Had she made a mistake? She shook the thought away again. It was a thought for later.
“Then there are things that we can do,” Charlotte said. “And it might not be any of my business, but I’m here right now and I’m willing to help. Are you really willing to turn me away?”
Avery peered down at her glass, then looked at Charlotte, a small gleam re-appearing in her eyes.
“No,” she said.
“Great. Then the first item on the list will be a bank loan. You’ll need to use the inn as collateral on the loan, but if we come up with a decent renovation and business plan then that shouldn’t be an issue. I can’t guarantee how much they’ll lend you, but I suspect you’ll be good for around half of what you need.”
Avery nodded and she was biting her lip and Charlotte knew that she was trying to be brave. She wanted to comfort her, but now wasn’t the time. Avery needed confidence, needed a plan, before she gave in to the pressure.
“What about the other half?” Avery said, voice trembling.
And that was the real question. She had no doubts. Not really. But it scared her to say it. The implications scared her. What Avery might think scared her. She waited for a heartbeat, for two. Then she spoke.
“I have some money.”
She had savings. And the sale from the house would be going through soon. She did have money. Money that was going to fund her voyage of self discovery. Money that was going to support her. But, and here was the thing, she wanted to give the money to Avery. It made no sense, no financial sense, no personal sense, but she wanted to do it anyway. Wanted to see Avery happy and whole again.
“Absolutely not,” Avery said.
That was something she should have anticipated. She thought as she was speaking, piecing together her argument on her feet, convincing herself as much as Avery.
“Listen to me first, before you flat out say no,” she said. “This money is an investment, it’s not a gift. I’ll demand a stake in the business, a percentage. I’ll expect a return on that investment. And, most importantly, we both need to be clear on the fact that this is business, not pleasure.”
It was a good point. Having the money sitting around in a bank did no good. Investing it, earning something from it made more sense. So did the other part.
“Business, not pleasure,” Avery said.
“I am willing to invest money in the inn, in you. That offer is in no way contingent on anything that will or will not happen between us.”
“So you want to stay and help run the place?” Avery asked, looking confused.
Shit. Not a conversation she wanted to have now. Things were complicated enough as it was. Business first.
“I want to be a silent partner. The inn is yours, Avery. I’ll help renovate as I’ve promised. After that…”
She trailed off again, knowing that she was being a coward for not discussing what could or couldn’t happen after. Knowing that she was a coward for not even having decided in herself what to do, whether or not to tell Avery the truth.
“After that,” Avery repeated.
But she said nothing else. And Charlotte hated herself for being so weak. If nothing else, she told herself, the money could make up for leaving. Could make up for breaking her heart. She wouldn’t be leaving Avery with nothing.
“Can I have time to think about it?” Avery asked.
Charlotte bit back her nausea. She was doing the right thing. Maybe not for the right reasons. But the right thing.
“Of course,” she said.
◆◆◆
Avery piled the books and papers on top of the dining table and opened up her laptop. Charlotte had put on her glasses and she couldn’t help but think how attractive she looked in them. But there had been nothing to indicate that Charlotte was interested in anything other than business.
It confused her. Confused her that they’d shared so much intimacy just hours before, but now Charlotte couldn’t even hug her to comfort her. She knew it shouldn’t bug her, knew that Charlotte was only trying to help. But she couldn’t help but get hung up on it.
“Alright,” Charlotte said. “Put the whiskey bottle away, we need clear heads for this. I need you to walk me through a few things. Your profit per room per night, average occupancy rates, that kind of thing. We need to look at projecting numbers that we can give to the bank.”
Obediently, Avery put away the whiskey.
“Coffee?” she asked.
She had a feeling it was going to be a long evening. Charlotte mumbled in reply, so Avery took herself to the kitchen to warm up a pot.
She didn’t want to accept charity. That was her sticking point. Stupid, she knew, but there it was. If her mother had been able to keep the inn up and running, then it was a point of pride that she be able to do the same. She fussed with the coffee maker, filling it with water.
But Charlotte wasn’t offering charity. She was offering an investment. That was different, wasn’t it? She leaned back against the counter, waiting for the coffee to brew.
The dangers of mixing business and pleasure. She wasn’t an idiot. But the inn had always been a family business, she lived here, for God’s sake. Business and pleasure were already mixed. Charlotte had what it took to help her, she’d be foolish to turn her down.
But another thought was lurking in the back of her mind. If Charlotte invested then she might stay. If nothing else, she could almost certainly be persuaded to visit from time to time. Accepting Charlotte’s offer could mean not losing her forever.
“Ow!”
She swore quietly to herself, shaking her burned hand before trying again to pick up the coffee pot. She poured two mugs full and splashed in some milk.
It might not be a solution she preferred. But giving up a percentage of the inn in return for being bound to Charlotte, in return for not having her walk away for good, that could be worth it. More than worth it. She picked up the coffee cups and took them into the dining room.
Charlotte’s dark head was bent over the papers on the table and Avery’s heart skipped a beat. Quietly, she put the coffee cups down and took her seat.
“So, take me through all this,” Charlotte said, not looking up.
Avery leaned over to see the paper Charlotte was looking at, a shot of electricity running through her at the closeness.
◆◆◆
“It’s no good,” Charlotte groaned, running her fingers through her hair. “These kinds of numbers aren’t going to persuade the bank that we’re a good bet, with or without the inn as collateral.”
Avery’s face fell for a second, then brightened up.
“What about if we had more rooms?” she asked.
“You mean rent out some of the regular rooms, ones that haven’t been renovated?” asked Charlotte.
Her eyes were burning with tiredness.
“No, I mean getting more rooms renovated. If we could open at the beginning of the month with, say, five or six rooms finished, rather than just one, the numbers would look better, wouldn’t they?”
Charlotte sucked air in through her teeth, contemplating this. The problem was that they didn’t have the money to hire contractors. And with just the two of them, they’d never get more than a couple of rooms done. Unless… The idea sparked from somewhere deep in her mind. It was crazy. Completely crazy. But it might work.
“That could work,” she said, slowly.
“But you and I can’t do it ourselves in time and we can’t afford to hire someone to do it for us,” Avery finished, looking glum again.
“There might be a way around that,” Charlotte said, the idea taking root now. “I’ve had an idea.”
“What?”
She didn’t want to get Avery’s hopes up. Desperately didn’t want to disappoint her.
“Leave it with me for a day or so, okay?” she said. “I need to look into a couple of things first.”
“Okay.”
“Okay?” asked Charlotte, smiling. “Just like that? You just trust me?”
For a long moment Avery gazed at her, that familiar, penetrating, uncomfortable look that made Charlotte feel as though Avery were examining her soul.
“I trust you,” she said, simply. “Just like that.”
Charlotte’s heart started to beat faster.
“For everything? You trust me?”
Avery nodded.
“And I’d be happy to accept your offer of help, if it still stands? We can work out the details tomorrow, get things drawn up by a lawyer, and do it all properly.”
Charlotte felt happier than she had expected, felt excited even by the news. So excited that she pulled Avery close to her, smelled her hair, felt her warmth, hugging her tightly. Avery yawned.
“Christ,” Charlotte said. “It’s after midnight. We should get to bed.”
Avery drew back a little, seeming nervous, anxious about something. Charlotte could guess what. She didn’t want to make assumptions, but she also didn’t want to sleep alone. Not now. She wanted to take what happiness she could, just like Avery had said.
“Your room or mine?” she asked, lightly.
A smile broke over Avery’s face.
“Yours,” she said. “Jenna changed the sheets today.”
Charlotte stood up, closing the laptop. Then she turned to Avery and held out her hand.
“Business partners?” she asked.
Avery hesitated for only a second before taking her hand and shaking it firmly.
“Business partners,” she agreed.
And Charlotte pulled Avery towards her. All evening she’d been resisting the temptation of touching Avery, knowing that once she started she couldn’t stop. All evening she’d been focussed on solving the problem with the inn, wanting nothing to come between them to stop their chance of just a little happiness, just a night or two, or three. But now she lowered her head, brushing Avery’s lips with her own. Avery responded immediately.



Chapter Fifteen
“I was hoping to meet Miss Wonderful.”
Avery rolled her eyes at Jenna.
“Charlotte left early this morning to go to the university,” she said.
“So, how are things going?”
Jenna pulled the vacuum out of the cleaning supply room and grabbed a duster and can of polish while she was at it. Avery wondered just how much to tell her. Half of her wanted to keep everything a secret. There were still no guarantees. Whatever Charlotte’s miraculous plan was might not work, they might not get money from the bank.
But Jenna was family. Jenna had been around the inn on and off for years and was the closest that Avery had to a best friend, despite the age difference.
“Things are going okay,” she said, following Jenna through to reception.
“Okay?” asked Jenna, spraying polish on the desk. “That doesn’t sound great.”
She put the cloth and polish down, putting her hands on the desk and looking at Avery.
“You okay, Ave? Something you want to talk about? If this girl is giving you trouble, you just let me know, I swear to God I’ll…”
She didn’t need to finish the sentence. Avery was well aware of how protective Jenna could be.
“It’s not Charlotte,” she said, hurriedly. “Well, not entirely. There’s a problem.”
She outlined the financial situation with the inn as best she could, trying not to make it sound like a great disaster, and trying not to make it sound like everything was going to be perfectly fine. It was only fair to Jenna that she knew as much of the truth as possible. When she was done, Jenna raised an eyebrow at her.
“You accepted help from a woman that you barely know.”
“I accepted help from an investor, a silent business partner,” said Avery.
“A woman that you’re sleeping with,” said Jenna.
Avery flushed a little at this, and Jenna let out a sigh.
“Okay, I get it. You needed the help, she was there.”
“This is going to be done properly. With contracts and everything. I’m not just taking her at her word.”
“Good thing too,” Jenna said. Then she paused for a second before saying: “You hate accepting help from people, Ave. It took you two years before you could even ask me to dust the mantle in the dining room.”
Avery shrugged, but Jenna was looking at her again. She shifted uncomfortably under her gaze.
“Ave, are you taking this deal because you think it might keep Miss Wonderful around?”
She started to say no, but couldn’t, couldn’t lie to Jenna’s face. Jenna shook her head and reached out to take her hand.
“You can’t do that,” she said. “You know that you can’t. If it’s a business deal, then fine. But you can’t use this as blackmail to keep the woman with you. At the end of the month if she wants to leave, you have to let her go. You know that, right?”
“I know,” said Avery.
She did know. She knew that if Charlotte wanted to go then she’d have to go. She also knew that Charlotte would take a huge piece of her heart with her. Best not to think about it, she told herself. Best to concentrate on the here and now.
The smell of lemon scented polish filled the air as she walked away from reception. Eighteen days. That’s how long she had left with Charlotte. Eighteen days to prove her love, to make her see sense and stay, or eighteen days to get used to the idea of letting her go.
◆◆◆
Charlotte was practically bouncing around on her seat. The library was still cool at this time in the morning, and she’d foolishly thought that Abigail might be taking advantage of that to get some work done. But the older woman wasn’t there. She was impatient to talk to her, impatient to know whether she could get the idea she had off the ground. And she was practically grinding her teeth by the time Abigail walked in through the door of their shared study room.
“You’re here!”
“Am I supposed to be somewhere else?” asked Abigail, dumping her bag on the table.
“Not at all,” Charlotte said, quickly. “But I’ve been waiting to talk to you.”
“Shoot,” Abigail said, grabbing her chair and dropping into it.
“It’s about the inn renovation. You said that you’d be happy to help in a temporary sort of way, does that offer still hold?”
“Absolutely,” said Abigail. “It sounds like fun. I’m no builder, but I’m a dab hand with a paintbrush.”
“Well, here’s the deal,” Charlotte said.
She’d thought about this. Being circumspect wasn’t the way to go. In her experience, Americans appreciated honesty and bluntness.
“The inn’s in trouble. We need to get a loan from the bank. And that means getting a few of the rooms done as quickly as possible. Avery and I don’t have time to do as many as we need. So I was wondering if perhaps you and Lex would come in for a weekend and decorate one of the rooms. It could work perfectly. We’re going for a boutique hotel look, so every room needs to be different. You could decorate the room to your taste and style.”
Abigail was grinning.
“That sounds great,” she said. “I’ll have to check with Lex, but I’m sure we can help. She needs to have a little time away from the books, and besides, it’s sort of like marriage counseling isn’t it, decorating together? Forces you to work together and all. It’s a good idea.”
Charlotte couldn’t contain herself any longer. She jumped up and squashed Abigail into a hug. This idea could work, it really could. Now all she had to do was make a few more friends to drag into the plan. She released Abigail. Finding enough people in time was going to be tough. Maybe Avery knew some others who could help. But Abigail was already looking at her, a calculated look in her eyes.
“What about if we made this a bigger deal,” she said. “I mean, you need more than two rooms, right? I can think of a few people that wouldn’t mind helping out. But perhaps we need to make the offer a little more attractive for them.”
“Like how?” asked Charlotte, taking her seat again.
And Abigail started to talk.
◆◆◆
“Hold on to your hat,” said Charlotte, bursting into the office, and tossing a small, paper wrapped package onto the desk.
“What’s this?” asked Avery, looking up from the papers she was preparing for the bank.
“Open it and find out,” Charlotte said, sitting down with a grin.
Avery pulled the package towards her, unwrapping the paper and letting a metal plate slide out. She turned it over, confused, and saw the names ‘Abigail & Lex’ engraved on it.
“Nope,” she said. “Still no clearer. No idea what I’m looking at.”
“It’s part of my big plan,” Charlotte said, leaning forward. “Now hear me out here, okay? Just let me explain first.”
As if she had a choice, Avery thought, but she nodded. The excitement was clear on Charlotte’s face, her eyes were sparkling, her skin was glowing. She smiled, thinking of waking up next to her, thinking of how busy her hands had been that morning.
“So, we need help,” Charlotte said. “I talked to Abigail, she’s a professor at the university. And she and her girlfriend Lex have agreed to come this weekend and decorate one of the rooms. Which got us to thinking, and, well, together we’ve come up with something that could just work.”
Strangers decorating a room. Avery wasn’t sure about this. But she’d promised to listen.
“Okay, go on.”
“Abigail’s spoken to some people. We can get quite a few of the rooms done this weekend. The idea is that each couple gets a budget for their room and then decorates it over the course of the weekend to their own personal taste. That way, we get rooms that are definitely unique.”
A fair point, and not a bad plan so far.
“What’s the catch?”
“Well, we have to offer them something in return for helping,” Charlotte said. “The first part of the plan is what you have in front of you.”
Avery looked down at the metal plate.
“Which is?”
“A nameplate for the door of the room that Abigail and Lex decorate,” explained Charlotte. “We name each of the rooms after the people who decorate it instead of using room numbers.”
Again, not a bad plan. In fact, Avery liked it.
“And we also offer each couple a percentage of the profit of their room for a year,” said Charlotte. “I’ve looked at the numbers, and this could work. We’re going to need to raise the prices a little anyway. We offer them ten percent of the profit for their room over the course of the next year and we’re not driving ourselves to bankruptcy. I promise. I can show you the math if you like.”
Avery hesitated. This could be the answer, she could see that. They’d get all the help they needed at little cost. They’d have enough rooms to open the inn properly by the end of the month. She’d need to do a little quality control, check that the couples were doing a good job, but that was better than trying to decorate a bunch of rooms by herself with Charlotte’s help.
“How many rooms are we talking about?” she asked.
“So far Abigail and Lex have agreed to do a room. Lana, that’s Lex’s sister, and her boyfriend Jax want to do one, though Lana’s pregnant and ready to pop any second, so that’s a provisional yes. Jazz has agreed to close the cafe for the weekend since school isn’t in session anyway, and she and Lucy will do one. That’s four rooms total including the one we’re doing. And when I left, Abigail was calling around, so I’m thinking we’re going to get at least six done. That’s half, Avery, that’s huge.”
It was huge. So huge. She could see Charlotte’s eyes begging her to say yes, pleading with her to agree to this. It wasn’t that she wanted to say no, it was just that she’d barely had time to process the information.
“You think this will persuade the bank to lend us the money we need?” she asked.
“There’s only one way to find out,” Charlotte said, picking up the phone. “Give your friend Herb a call.”
◆◆◆
The next afternoon, Avery walked out of the bank and into the bright summer sun, papers clutched in her hand. She was dazed, confused, her eyes struggling to adapt to the light after the darkness inside.
“Well?” asked Charlotte, who’d been pacing nervously outside.
Avery looked at the papers in her hand, then back up at Charlotte.
“He said yes,” she said. “Yes. We have the loan.”
Charlotte shrieked and banged into her, picking her up and twirling her around. Avery was still trying to get her head around everything, but she started to laugh.
“Put me down, you’re making a scene,” she yelled.
Charlotte dropped her immediately.
“What?” Avery asked, because Charlotte had a strange look on her face.
“Nothing,” said Charlotte. “Just… Just that being here seems to be changing me is all. I’m usually the one aching not to make a scene.”
“I was only kidding,” Avery said.
“I know you were. It’s fine. It just… made me think a little is all.” She looked down at the papers. “And I can’t believe this is all going to work out,” she said. “It’s amazing.”
“It’s a miracle,” Avery said, seriously. “And it’s all thanks to you. I couldn’t have done this without you, honestly I couldn’t.”
Charlotte stepped a little closer, leaned in to whisper.
“I can think of a way you can thank me,” she said.
Goosebumps prickled on Avery’s neck and she felt her insides turn molten. Charlotte was laughing and skipping off down the street. Seventeen days. Seventeen days now to persuade her to stay. And Avery still had no idea how to go about doing that. She sighed.
“Come on!” shouted Charlotte.
Better to take the happiness now, whilst she could. She ran to catch up, sliding her fingers into Charlotte’s hand.
This was a new beginning, things were all coming together. There was so much hope. So why did she feel like something huge was coming to an end? Why did she feel like she was losing far more than she was winning?
Charlotte pulled her along the sidewalk, eager to get home, eager to get into bed. And Avery never wanted to let go of her hand.



Chapter Sixteen
“Good morning.”
Charlotte nuzzled into Avery’s neck, planting soft kisses down as far as she could reach until she heard Avery yawning and knew she was opening her eyes. Waking up next to her was beginning to be a habit. And Charlotte loved it. Loved the soft smell of her, loved the warmth of her skin, loved the way her hair stuck out in ten different directions. She tried very hard not to think about not waking up with Avery in the morning. But that morning would come. Soon. Her stomach ached at the thought of it.
“Good morning,” Avery said, sleepily. “Are you heading out?”
“Nope, I’m right here,” said Charlotte, bending her head again to kiss Avery’s sweet neck.
“And don’t you have work to do?”
But Charlotte could feel her starting to respond, could sense the slow movements of her body as she started to turn towards her.
“Not right now,” she said. “Right now I’ve got more important things to take care of.”
Avery laughed, and then the laugh turned into a moan as Charlotte’s hand snaked down beneath the sheets, cupping her breast.
Ten minutes later, they were both lying breathless and naked, sweat glistening on their skin, the sheet crumpled up on the floor next to the bed.
“We’d better get up,” said Avery. “I don’t want to come between you and German immigration records, I’ve got the feeling you’d never forgive me.”
And again Charlotte felt that pang of hurt. Her studies weren’t important, not anymore, not now that she had no tenure, no papers to write. She should have been honest with Avery, she saw that now. She would be honest with Avery. She was going to tell her the whole sordid story and let the chips fall as they may. Not right now. Later. Tonight over dinner.
A shiver of anxiety ran through her, but she knew it was unnecessary. Avery wasn’t the kind of woman to care about her career prospects, that she could see now that she knew her better. Running away wasn’t the finest thing that Charlotte had ever done, and she was ashamed of it now. But she thought that perhaps Avery would understand.
Maybe if she did understand then… Then there could be more mornings of waking up together. There could be more long days of working together. Maybe she didn’t need to leave at all. Maybe she’d found herself right here. Maybe this was what she needed to learn, a whole new way of life.
She pulled Avery closer to her, gathering her up in her arms and pressing her tightly to her breast. To have this forever, was that what she truly wanted?
“I can’t breathe,” Avery said, her voice muffled.
Charlotte released her.
“Sorry,” she said.
“Not a problem. Though if we could restrict hugs like that to thirty seconds or less, my lungs would be grateful.”
Charlotte laughed and Avery got out of bed, wandering towards the bathroom. Her legs were long and slim, her hips pleasingly round, her breasts heavy, and the pure sight of her made Charlotte catch her breath. Maybe this was what she wanted. What she needed. Maybe she needed Avery to teach her how to do things right, how not to fail again.
“So, are you going to the university or not?” Avery called from the bathroom.
“Not,” said Charlotte. “We need to finish up that room that we started so that the others have an example to work from. And we need to get those carpets up and those floors polished.”
“Are you sure?” asked Avery, popping her head around the door, toothbrush in hand. “I can get started on all that while you’re at work.”
“Sure,” Charlotte said. “Sure, sure. Now get in that shower if you want to take one alone. Because I’m getting in in five minutes whether you’re done or not.”
Avery disappeared with a laugh, and Charlotte lay back to wait. Maybe this could all work, she found herself thinking. Perhaps it was all for the best. She could live here. Oakview was a nice place. The people were friendly. Avery was the best thing that had ever happened to her. And the inn was a challenging project. But before all that, she needed to be completely honest with Avery.
◆◆◆
The phone on the nightstand rang yet again. Avery blew her bangs out of her face and wiped her forehead with her arm before putting down her paintbrush and stretching her arms.
“Paint’s done,” she said.
Charlotte looked up, polishing brush still in hand, and nodded in approval.
“Looks fantastic,” she said.
Avery looked around. The painting was all done, the floor was close to it. Fortunately, once they’d lifted the carpets up there’d only been a little cosmetic work to do on the wood. All that was left was to move the furniture back in and deal with the little touches. The room looked light, airy, and beautiful. A fine job. So different from the bland beige-ness that had predominated before.
“How about a beer?” Avery said. “Then we can start on the floors in the other rooms. Hopefully, they’re in as good a shape as in here.”
“Sounds good,” Charlotte said.
As she passed by, Avery brushed her hand against the back of Charlotte’s neck. Their connection was instant, a flood of heat rushing through Avery’s hand and into her stomach. Charlotte reached up and touched her hand.
“This is nice, isn’t it?” she said, still polishing.
“Yes,” said Avery, slowly. “It is.”
Something was changing. She wasn’t exactly sure what it was. But there was a lightness about Charlotte now, a sense of purpose, almost an openness. She wanted to ask why, wanted to ask how Charlotte was feeling, what was going to happen now, what was going to happen later. She kept her mouth firmly closed though, remembering what Jenna had said. If Charlotte wanted to stay, it had to be of her own accord, the idea had to come from her.
The phone started ringing on the nightstand again, and Avery moved her hand, passing by the vibrating mobile as she made her way to the door. She glanced down, then sighed.
“You know, avoiding all your phone calls is fine,” she said. “I mean, weird, but fine I suppose. It’s none of my business. But when you give out your number to people who might be helping us this weekend, you should probably start answering your phone.”
“Jesus, I forgot.”
“Abigail,” said Avery, tossing the phone over to Charlotte.
There was a second of silence as Charlotte redialled, and Avery was about to leave right up until she heard a catch in Charlotte’s voice.
“Who?” said Charlotte.
A pause.
“I’ll be right there.”
“Problem?” Avery asked, as Charlotte stood and slid the phone into her pocket.
“Yes. No. I don’t know. Listen, I need to skip over to the library for a little while. I swear I’ll be back soon. You get some lunch, and I’ll be back in time to help you lift the rest of the carpets, okay?”
She was flustered, her movements jerky, and Avery could see that something was wrong. Knowing Charlotte though, she didn’t ask what. The woman would tell her when she was ready. Probably.
“Sure thing,” said Avery. “Not a problem. I’ll keep that beer cold for you.”
◆◆◆
Charlotte sat on the front step of the inn. It was hot. So hot that she was sweating, moisture seeping through her shirt, her skin burning. But still she didn’t go inside.
The shame had been greater than she’d imagined. Having her library card taken from her, being escorted to the study room to collect her things, being escorted back off the campus. The only saving grace had been that Abigail had not been there to witness it. She’d made herself discretely scarce once she’d understood what was going on. And Charlotte knew that Abigail hadn’t spilled the beans. No, this had just been bureaucracy catching up with her. Someone had finally decided to check all her paperwork and had found it wanting.
To be honest, she really hadn’t thought about being caught. Hadn’t thought that she was doing anything that wrong. Showing up, doing her research as planned, it had all been agreed. But it had all been agreed when she’d been a fellow of an esteemed London university. Now she was a nobody. A fraud, as the head librarian had informed her. And lucky that no one was pressing charges, as she’d also been informed.
So now it was all over. All over bar going inside to give Avery the news. That was the part that she couldn’t do, couldn’t face. Which was why she was sitting in the too hot sun smelling the loamy scent of soil and the ivy that grew over the front of the building, and wondering just where exactly her life had turned to shit.
It wasn’t exactly difficult to pinpoint. Receiving those divorce papers. Coming home from work, tired but happy, to find the house empty but smelling of home. Ripping open the envelope. Finding that Bridget would never be home again. Finding that she was alone. Finding that after years of work and success she’d finally failed at something. That was the exact moment, the moment that the envelope had torn open.
“Um, are you going to stay out here all day? There are floors to be polished.”
Charlotte looked up, blinking against the bright sunshine. Avery was standing over her, dark hair gleaming in the light.
“We have to talk,” she said.
◆◆◆
“I don’t understand,” said Avery. “Why would they take away your visiting scholar rights? Why would they kick you off campus?”
Something far bigger was happening here, something she really didn’t understand. And now she was afraid. Afraid because Charlotte wasn’t who she said she was, afraid because maybe she’d been lied to, maybe she’d been conned.
They were standing in the dining room, dust-sheet shrouded tables and chairs around them. Sunshine poured in, not caring about the rising emotions inside the room. Avery held her breath waiting for Charlotte to speak.
“I… had a problem,” Charlotte said, slowly.
She could see that the words were hard to form, that Charlotte was trying to talk. But she didn’t have time for patience.
“What kind of problem?” she asked, sharply.
“A kind of… I don’t know. A kind of break down, I suppose,” said Charlotte. “I was all the things you thought I was, I swear. I was a tenure track professor, I was married, I was successful. I had a career, owned a home, had friends.”
“And then what?”
“And then Bridget served me with divorce papers,” said Charlotte.
There was a long minute of silence. She could see that Charlotte didn’t want to continue. But she wasn’t going to let her get away with that, wasn’t going to let her escape that easily.
“And?”
Charlotte sighed.
“And I had some kind of break down, I think. I’d spent my whole life succeeding, and this was the first time I’d failed. It hit me hard. So I knocked everything over, thought that if my marriage was a lie, well, then everything else had to be as well. I put my house on the market, left my job, left my family and friends. All without a word.”
“And you came here.”
Charlotte nodded.
“It seemed easiest. I needed to run away. Everything here was already arranged. This seemed like a sensible first stop. The work was pointless, other than that it kept my mind busy. But I had accommodation, I had a plan, at least for a few weeks. It was something to hold on to, I suppose. Some vestige of my former life.”
“And then what?” Avery said. “What was the plan after this?”
“To go somewhere else,” said Charlotte, still not looking at her. “To find something else. I don’t know. To find myself. To figure out why I’d failed, how I’d failed. To start fresh, new. To learn about myself. To live somewhere else. And if that didn’t work, then to go to yet another place and do it all over again. However many places it took. However many places it takes.”
Present tense, not past, Avery thought. She wanted to feel sympathy, wanted to hurt for Charlotte. So efficient, so in control, and yet so hurt and broken. And part of her did. But another part was angry, another part felt betrayed because she hadn’t had the truth.
“And all the phone calls?” she asked.
“People looking for me,” said Charlotte.
She’d fallen in love with this woman. Had given herself to her. Temporarily at first, but with a growing permanency that she couldn’t deny. But the Charlotte that she’d fallen in love with had only been the person that this Charlotte wanted her to see. What if she wasn’t in love with her at all? What if the real Charlotte wasn’t the woman for her?
“You lied to me,” she said without meaning to.
But now that the words had escaped, she could feel them building around her.
“You lied to me, let me believe things that weren’t true.”
“No,” said Charlotte, finally looking up. “I never lied. I promise you that. I never directly lied to you.”
“Splitting hairs,” Avery said, letting the anger build up inside her now. “You presented yourself as someone that you’re not. You lied about all this, so what else did you lie about?”
“Nothing!”
“Really? Did you lie to get me into bed, Charlotte? Did you lie about investing money, about being my business partner? Did you lie about loving eighties music?”
“Of course not!”
“See, but that’s hard to believe now. Because you lied about yourself, about who you are. This whole thing could have been a charade, probably was. And what do you expect me to do now?”
Charlotte looked down and swallowed.
“Nothing,” she said, quietly.
And Avery knew that her anger was speaking. Heat had risen up inside her, but it was already starting to cool, she was already coming back down to the ground. But it wasn’t quite gone, not quite yet.
“You think you failed in England,” she said. “But this is where you really failed, Charlotte. Here, with me. You failed big time.”
And when Charlotte looked up again, her eyes were dark with tears. She said nothing more, turning around and walking away.
A moment later, Avery heard the sound of the front door slamming, and the last of her anger finally drained away. Her legs started to shake so badly that she had to pull a chair towards herself, afraid that she was going to fall. And when she collapsed into it, her breath started to come fast, and tears started to pool in her eyes. Alone in the inn Avery began to cry. Charlotte was gone. And she’d driven her away.



Chapter Seventeen
Drinking away her problems just really wasn’t her thing. Charlotte realized this after the second drink was already ordered. The first still tasted sour in her mouth. She could even fail at getting drunk. She sighed.
She’d chosen the most isolated table in the bar, a little dark corner with just a small table and two chairs. And when the waiter brought the second drink, a huge improvement on the English system where you had to go to the bar yourself, she simply toyed with it.
Avery had been right, she’d failed. Failed at building something new. Which maybe was the lesson that she needed. Didn’t it just prove that she’d been right to run away? Right to think that she needed time to work on herself before attempting another relationship? That didn’t stop it hurting though.
She did hurt. Avery’s words hurt. She hadn’t lied, not really, not about who she was, just about what she was. And even then it had been a sin of omission. She guessed that she could see Avery’s point though. Avery had been angry. Charlotte wasn’t angry, just sad.
“You okay there, miss?” asked the waiter.
“Perfectly fine.”
“Get you some snacks? A chaser for that drink maybe?”
“No, thanks, I’m perfectly fine.”
“You sure?”
Jesus. Table service was a big improvement on bar service, but the constant need for Americans to know exactly how she was at any given point in time could get irritating.
“Sure, thank you,” she said with a strained smile.
The waiter eyed her for a minute. He was young, twenty or so, his skin fresh and new, his hair artfully tussled.
“You look sad,” he said, simply.
“I am sad.”
“My grandma says that it’s always darkest before dawn, whatever that means. I think it’s that the worst part always comes before the best part.”
She gave him a half smile and he nodded at her before walking away. The words were meant to be kind, comforting. But they weren’t true. She’d already had the best part. And now she’d lost it. With another sigh she picked up her drink and took a sip, face creasing at the sourness of it. What the hell was she supposed to do now?
◆◆◆
It was hot and sticky outside, the air like a blanket wrapped around her. Avery walked as fast as she could stand it, sweat prickling on her back. She needed to find her, but couldn’t think where she’d gone. She’d checked the library before realizing that obviously Charlotte couldn’t be there. She’d checked Dolly’s, hoping Charlotte was comfort eating. But she wasn’t. That left drinking, she assumed, unless Charlotte was just randomly walking the town, in which case she might never find her.
The anger was gone now, replaced by a heavy sadness. Avery regretted losing her temper, she’d said things that she really shouldn’t have said. But what was done was done. Maybe it was better this way. Maybe a fight, a coldness, was better than the tearful goodbyes at an airport a couple of weeks from now. She’d always known that this was going to end. She’d just thought that she’d have a little longer was all.
And when the tears had dried, she’d realized that Charlotte’s luggage was all still at the inn. Realized that the woman had nowhere to sleep until she could get a ticket home. Realized that she hadn’t even eaten dinner. And the hostess in her couldn’t let these things happen.
They’d fought, sure. But they were adults. They should be able to patch things up enough to limp through the next couple of days before Charlotte had to go home. Except Charlotte wasn’t going home, of course. She was going who knew where.
Her feet hurt through her thin sandals as she marched along the sidewalk. The steamy night was not improving her mood. Neon signs glowed around her, their outlines blurred by humidity. She’d stuck her head into two noisy bars, seeing no sign of Charlotte. There was one more on this block. This would be the last, she decided. If Charlotte wasn’t here, then she’d go home. Charlotte could find her if she wanted to come back to collect her belongings.
She pushed open the door, blinking until her eyes got used to the darkness.
“Help you?” said a voice.
A shadow materialized into a young waiter with messy hair and a wide grin.
“Just looking for someone,” she said.
“Woman? Upset looking? Cheekbones like Angelina Jolie?”
Avery couldn’t help but smile.
“That’s her.”
“Back corner,” he said, gesturing with his head.
“Thanks.”
Charlotte was sitting, head bent, a still full glass of amber liquid in front of her. For just a moment, Avery paused. Liar or not, Charlotte was still the most beautiful woman that she’d ever seen, and her heart hurt just looking at her. Then she stepped up to the table and cleared her throat.
◆◆◆
The sound didn’t register at first. Only the second time did she look up. Avery was standing there, bar lights shining off her dark hair, glistening on her bare arms. Charlotte’s heart skipped a beat. Still beautiful. Of course still beautiful. She swallowed, thought about speaking, but didn’t know what to say. She knew instinctively that this wasn’t a reconciliation, that this was the ending of something, not the beginning of something.
“Mind if I sit?” asked Avery.
“Help yourself,” said Charlotte.
She raised a hand to the waiter, gesturing to her drink so that he understood to bring another. He nodded in reply.
“I’m sorry for losing my temper,” Avery said, looking directly at her. “I shouldn’t have. It hurt me that you hadn’t been honest with me, and so I lashed out. That was unfair of me.”
“As unfair as it was of me not to be completely honest with you?” Charlotte asked.
“No, not really.”
The drink came, the waiter placing it silently in front of Avery and sliding away again.
“I’m sorry,” Charlotte said.
The words needed saying. Needed saying now that Avery wasn’t angry, so that she could hear them properly.
“I know you are.”
“I had no idea what this would turn into. I had no idea that being completely honest was going to be necessary. I didn’t lie to you, Avery. I kept things from you. But I kept things from everyone. That’s what I do. It’s easier to bottle things up and pretend that everything’s okay on the outside. It wasn’t personal, I need you to believe that.”
Avery nodded.
“I know it wasn’t personal,” she said. “It hurt me, but I know you didn’t deliberately set out to hurt me.”
There was silence for a second as Avery took a drink and Charlotte watched her. She loved this woman, still loved her, she couldn’t help that. She could only hope that the feelings would fade away with time and distance.
“This can’t work,” she said now.
“I know it can’t,” said Avery.
“It was never going to work, for all kinds of reasons.”
“I know.”
There was sadness in her voice. But this had never been anything but a short term relationship. Charlotte had failed her just as she’d failed Bridget, she just wasn’t ready for a relationship. She had things she needed to work on. Parts of herself she needed to work on. And Avery didn’t deserve to be a part of that. She deserved someone that could walk in and love her whole-heartedly, without letting her down.
“I know,” said Avery again.
And tears blurred Charlotte’s eyes for just a second. She blinked them away. She wasn’t going to cry in public.
◆◆◆
“This can’t work,” said Charlotte.
“I know,” Avery said.
And she did know. Knew that she should never have hoped that it would work. They’d had their happiness, and now they were paying the price. It made her sad. Sad because when she looked at Charlotte, when she saw the pain in her eyes, she wanted to comfort her. And she knew that she still loved her. But Charlotte needed more than her. Charlotte still might not be the person that Avery had thought she was. An apology didn’t change that, not at all.
“I know,” she said again.
Because this wasn’t going to work. But that still left the details to be dealt with.
“So what now?” Charlotte asked.
“You left all of your stuff behind,” Avery said. She swallowed, then said: “You can come and get it now, or you’re welcome to stay in your room for another night or two, however long it takes you to get a ticket to… wherever you’re going.”
She was willing to let Charlotte walk away free. She wasn’t going to hold her to any of her promises. She couldn’t do that, couldn’t have expectations of her. Charlotte was quiet for a long time, then she looked up, her eyes determined.
“It’s kind of you to offer,” she said. “But all of this doesn’t change our business relationship. That was the deal, remember? We have an arrangement, and I, for one, intend to keep to it. Unless you absolutely don’t want me to.”
Avery saw that she was being sincere, wanted to believe her, but didn’t know if she dared. The music of the bar thrummed in the background, bass making her feet shake. She was already losing Charlotte, that already hurt enough. Could she stand to lose the inn as well? She took a deep breath.
“What do you propose?”
“It’s Friday,” said Charlotte. “Abigail and the others are coming tomorrow and Sunday to remodel their rooms. There’s going to be no lawyer open until Monday, and I doubt I can arrange a bank transfer before then either.”
“Okay.”
Charlotte looked up again, her eyes glistening with what might have been tears, or could have been challenge, excitement about the project. In the dark light of the bar, Avery just couldn’t tell. Perhaps it was something else entirely.
“So I propose that I stay over the weekend. I’ll help out with the remodeling, just as I said I would. On Monday I’ll arrange for the bank transfer and we’ll go to your lawyer’s office and sign all the necessary paperwork. Then I’ll leave.” She hesitated for a second before adding: “Obviously, I’ll stay in my own room and everything. I’ll stay out of your way.”
Avery wanted to protest that she didn’t need to, that seeing Charlotte every morning made her day seem brighter and longer and better. But she didn’t. It would be for the best this way, she knew, so she nodded.
“You, uh, you don’t need to leave so soon,” she said.
And realized how that sounded, almost as if she was asking Charlotte to stay. She shook her head and tried again.
“I mean, however your ticket works is fine. If you can’t leave until Tuesday or whatever, it’s okay. Don’t think that you need to get out of Dodge on Monday afternoon is all I’m saying.”
Charlotte nodded.
“Thank you,” she said. “I’ll see. But my visa will be up soon, so there’s not much longer that I can stay, I think. Besides, the visa I have is a study visa, now that I’m not actually studying I’m not sure how lenient the authorities are going to be about letting me stay in the country anyway. But thank you for the offer.”
“Whatever works best for you.”
Charlotte nodded. And they sat in silence for a long minute, the music thumping and beating and the clinking of glasses and buzz of chatter filling the air. Avery took long, deep breaths. This was awkward, difficult. But Charlotte wasn’t running away, Charlotte was doing exactly as she said, was trying to make things right. That deserved some consideration.
“We’re going to be working together,” Avery said. “For the next few days at least. And then I guess there’s going to need to be phone calls, some communication, whatever, about the inn.”
Charlotte nodded again.
“So, uh, perhaps we should call a truce.”
“We’re not fighting,” Charlotte pointed out.
“No, we’re not. Truce maybe wasn’t the right word,” said Avery. “What I mean is that we’re both adults, if we want this business partnership to work then we should maybe try and, um, put everything else behind us. Be polite, co operative, that kind of thing. I realize it’s going to be awkward at the beginning, but the inn is important to me, and I’d like things to work out.”
“Agreed,” said Charlotte, quickly. “As an investment, I also have an interest in things working out. I can make the effort to forget the past if you can.”
“I can,” Avery said.
But she was lying. She knew that she never forget those few days of intimacy, that nothing again could ever come close to what she had felt, still felt for Charlotte. For the sake of the inn though, she was prepared to do whatever was necessary.
“To the inn,” Avery said, holding up her glass.
“To the inn,” said Charlotte, clinking her glass against Avery’s.
And again her eyes seemed to be glittering and Avery wondered just what the emotion was that she was refusing to show. But if Charlotte didn’t want her to know that was her business, she supposed.
“It’s going to be an early morning tomorrow,” she said. “I’m going to get to bed. I’ll, uh, see you tomorrow.”
“Good night,” Charlotte said, her voice quiet.
And on the walk home alone Avery wondered if she really could do this. If she could just have a professional relationship with Charlotte. She didn’t want to. She didn’t know what she wanted. Half of her prayed that Charlotte would come to her bed that night. The other half of her prayed that Charlotte would never set foot in the inn again. The truth was that she loved Charlotte so much that it hurt, and not loving her was going to be so difficult she didn’t think she was capable of it. Mistakes had been made, there had been deceptions, all of those should wreck their relationship. But Avery truly didn’t want them to.
◆◆◆
She waited for half an hour before leaving her quarter-full glass on the table and heading out. Long enough for Avery to get back, to get to her own bed. And then she walked back to the inn in the sticky heat, wounded and hurting and not sure what to do to make the pain go away.
She hadn’t lied to Avery about who she was. And she was keeping her part of the bargain to prove that. Avery would have her help, have her investment, and would perhaps one day realize that Charlotte was the woman that she’d first met. It was going to be difficult. The pain of seeing Avery, of hearing her voice, and not being able to touch her was going to be torture. But she’d just have to deal with it.
She locked the front door behind her, switching off the lights in reception. She walked over the rug, coming to the crossroads where the corridors met. For a second she stood looking to the right, seeing the ripple of light from under Avery’s door. Her heart pounded, her mouth went dry, a force was pulling her towards that door. She wanted nothing more than to collapse into Avery’s arms.
Then she turned to the left and went quietly into her own room.



Chapter Eighteen
“You must be Avery, I’ve heard so much about you. Abigail, and this is Lex.”
The dark woman was holding out her hand to be shaken, and the tall blonde next to her was eyeing the facade of the inn with approval. Avery knew who Abigail was, and could guess what she’d heard. She was unlikely to have heard of recent developments however, and after a sleepless night Avery really wasn’t in the mood to set her straight.
“Yes, I’m Avery. And it’s lovely to meet you,” she said instead. “And thank you so much for coming to help. In fact, thank you for everything. Charlotte told me that at least half this idea was yours, and that you’ve really rounded people up to participate, so I can’t thank you enough.”
“Lex,” said the blonde, turning and smiling a smile so beautiful it took Avery by surprise. “And it’s our pleasure to be here. This is just what we needed, a weekend project so that we can spend a little time together. We’ve been working way too hard.”
Clearly, Lex was younger than Abigail, though they made a nice looking couple. Avery wondered how they’d met.
“I think Charlotte is waiting for you in the dining room,” Avery said. “Just that way. I’ll wait here to direct the others when they arrive.”
Lex disappeared into the inn, but Abigail hung back.
“It’s absolutely none of my business,” she said, quietly. “But are things okay here, I mean after Charlotte being thrown out of the university and everything? Is she holding up okay?”
“Yes, she’s fine. Everything’s fine,” Avery said with too much brightness in her voice.
Abigail smiled and laid a gentle hand on Avery’s arm.
“Don’t be too harsh on her,” she said. “She’s been mixed up, confused. I know her type, there are plenty like her in academia. High achievers, those that have never failed an exam or flunked a paper. They get used to success, which is wonderful. But they do have a tendency to struggle when life inevitably throws a failure at them.”
The woman’s eyes were kind and Avery didn’t want to offend her and didn’t have time for a heart to heart with her. So she just smiled and was rescued by the arrival of two cars, one following the other.
“That’ll be Jazz and Lucy, Jazz owns the campus coffee shop,” said Abigail. “And behind them is Jax and Lana. Lana is Lex’s sister.”
Lana was also heavily pregnant. So much so that the attractive dark-haired man with her had to pull her up out of the car seat. Soon Avery was busy greeting everyone, making sure there were cool glasses of water and juice, and making small talk. There were enough people around that it was easy to avoid Charlotte as she’d been doing all morning. Right up until Charlotte clapped her hands.
“Alright, everyone here?” she asked.
“Hold on!” shouted a voice from reception, followed by a flurry of barking.
Four women entered, followed by a dog, safely on a leash.
“You made it,” said Abigail, standing up. “This is Ema and Ella,” she said, pointing to the younger of the two couples. “And Danny and Lena with, if I’m not mistaken, Amber?”
“She wouldn’t settle,” said the tanned woman with short, dark hair holding onto the leash of the golden dog. “She gets pretty clingy sometimes, and she’s going into heat I think. Sorry.”
“The more the merrier,” Charlotte said, and all eyes turned to her.
Avery looked around at the room. All these women had come to help save the inn. And she barely knew them. Jazz and Lana she recognized from the coffee shop, though she didn’t often have time to drop in there. Everyone else was a stranger. It was unbelievable that so many strangers had come together. They all seemed to know each other, and all seemed comfortable with each other. And she wondered if this is what she’d been missing by working all the time at the inn, this comradery, this easy friendship.
“Charlotte has done amazing work,” whispered a voice in her ear.
She turned around to see Jenna.
“What?” asked Jenna, eyes open wide and innocent. “You thought I wouldn’t come and help? Someone needs to clean up and keep these guys in sandwiches.”
Charlotte grinned and looped her arm through Jenna’s as Charlotte began to talk.
“You all know the details of the deal, and I’ve got everything written down if you want to collect one of these on your way out,” she said, waving at a pile of papers. “But the essentials go like this. You’ve got until midnight tomorrow, you’ve got two thousand dollars. The room that has been assigned to you is yours to decorate as you will, though you’ll need to run a basic plan past Avery back there for approval.”
Avery raised her hand so everyone could see her.
“There’ll be food and drinks in the dining room any time you get hungry, and please don’t hesitate to grab either myself or Avery if you need any help with anything. Everyone ready to go?”
There was a cheer and then rustling as people pulled out papers with sketches and ideas that they’d already had. This was really going to work. Avery couldn’t help but grin as Charlotte began to distribute room keys.
◆◆◆
The morning went by quickly. In between checking on the rooms and running around getting cold drinks for everyone when needed, as well as helping move the odd bed or hold up curtain rods, Charlotte didn’t have time to think about anything else. It was only when she was walking down the corridor holding two empty glasses that she saw Avery at the other end, the sun streaming in through the reception windows making a halo of light around her.
Her stomach jumped.
“Keep it together,” she mumbled, and pasted a smile on her face.
“Everything going okay?” she said, a little more loudly so that Avery could hear.
“Absolutely,” said Avery, taking the glasses as soon as Charlotte reached her. “I can take those, I need to go to the kitchen anyway.”
Charlotte hesitated for a second. She could see from the dark patches under Avery’s eyes that she hadn’t slept properly. Neither had Charlotte. She’d lain awake until the early hours thinking about all that had been said and done, wishing it had turned out differently. Wishing she was sleeping next to the comfortable warmth of Avery.
“Thank you,” Avery said, quietly.
“Sorry, what?”
“Thank you,” she said again. “This was all you. The idea, the logistics, it’s all fantastic. And I don’t know how I’m ever going to thank you properly. It was an amazing idea and you really pulled everything together. A stunning success,” she added, with a smile.
“Well, a lot of it was Abigail,” said Charlotte. “She seems to know pretty much everyone in Oakview.”
“I’d noticed,” Avery said with a laugh.
The laugh hung in the air and Charlotte treasured the sound of it. Then Avery looked uncomfortable.
“I should, uh, get these glasses to the kitchen, I guess,” she said, turning around and walking away.
Charlotte watched her go, wondering if they could ever be normal around each other, ever be comfortable again.
She wanted this, she realized, listening to the laughing and chattering and banging coming from the rooms. She wanted to be surrounded by people, wanted to be somewhere where she belonged, where she mattered. Suddenly a shack on a beach somewhere, or a trip through the Australian Outback to find herself, didn’t sound so appealing anymore.
More than that, she wanted Avery. Wanted to hear her laughter every day, wanted to wake up next to her, wanted to sleep in her arms.
But she’d blown it. The chance was gone. It was over. All she could do now was ensure that Avery could keep her home, her business. And once that was done, she’d go. Maybe she could leave just a little bit of the pain behind her, but she doubted it. And she doubted if Avery would ever forgive her for her deception.
◆◆◆
“You’re a star,” Avery said, giving Jenna a hug. “This looks amazing.”
“Well, it’s too late for breakfast, and early for lunch. But I know they all want to get to the DIY store, so I thought a little brunch buffet would be a good idea,” Jenna said. “Besides, it’s good practice. Weekend brunches could be a good way of getting people into the dining room even if we don’t have any guests.”
Avery nodded, it wasn’t a bad idea at all.
The hoards came, everyone grabbing plates and piling them with food, the constant talking and laughing making the dining room hum with life. It was nice, Avery thought, seeing the inn like this. She could remember it being busy when she was a child, and hadn’t realized just how quiet things had gotten over the last few years.
“Come on,” said Jenna. “You need to eat too. Sit down, I’ll get you a plate. You look exhausted already.”
Avery did as she was told, and a large plate of eggs was put down in front of her.
“Now,” said Jenna. “Everyone else is busy, so talk. I can see that there’s something wrong. So spit it out. You need to tell someone.”
She hadn’t planned on it, but with Jenna sitting there and demanding answers, she found that she would like to unburden herself a little. So through mouthfuls of brunch, she filled Jenna in on everything. When she was done, her plate was clean, and Jenna was shaking her head.
“Wait here,” she said.
She came back a second later with a slice of carrot cake, moist, with a thick layer of cream cheese frosting.
“Eat and listen,” said Jenna.
“Mm-hmm,” Avery said, mouth already full of cake.
“You get to make a decision,” Jenna began. “The girl screwed up, but from what it sounds like it was just her being herself, not sharing personal information. She didn’t actually lie to you. But if that’s the way you feel, then you’re right, that’s no foundation to build a relationship on. On the other hand, if you feel that you can forgive her, that she’s not actually some kind of con artist or something, that she’s a decent person, then maybe you can work things out.”
Avery looked around at the busy dining room.
“You’re right,” said Jenna. “She pulled all this together, so she can’t be that bad, can she? Or maybe she is, I barely know the woman. What I do know is that you’re the one that gets to decide your feelings. You obviously have feelings for her, and if you let her walk away without telling her those feelings, whether or not she chooses to respond, well then, half the blame is on you. So take a good, long think about what exactly you want Avery Alden. And don’t do something you might regret.”
Avery put her fork down and reached out to squeeze Jenna’s hand.
“Thank you,” she said. “For everything. I don’t know what I’m going to do. I don’t know what I want. I don’t even know if I can trust someone who isn’t open with me.”
“Maybe you can’t,” said Jenna. “Or maybe you need to give it a try. Your call. What I do know is that for a couple of days there I saw a different Avery. One that was happy, one that was fulfilled. And she was pretty nice.”
“Alright, last call for the DIY store, who’s in?”
Abigail was standing up, and as soon as she spoke nearly every hand went up. It looked like everyone was heading out to the store to pick up the supplies they’d need to work for the afternoon and long into the night.
The only man in the room glanced in Avery’s direction, whispered to his pregnant partner, and then made his way over to her.
“Looks like we’re all getting out of your hair for an hour or so,” he said, with an easy grin. “The more cars we take, the easier it’ll be to bring everything back again in one go. Could I ask you a favor?”
“Sure thing,” said Avery.
“Lana’s feeling kind of tired, so I think she should stay here and take a quick nap until I get back. Is that okay with you? Could you keep an eye out just in case?”
“Not a problem,” Avery said, grinning back at him. “As long as I don’t have to deliver the baby, that is.”
“She’s got another couple of days yet,” said the man, who Avery now remembered was called Jax. “So you should be safe enough.”
Avery helped Jenna clear the tables and stack dishes up, and then was ushered out of the kitchen.
“Sit down and have a coffee,” Jenna said. “I’ll take care of the washing up. Everyone will be back soon enough, and you’ll have plenty to do then.”
Avery took her coffee into the dining room, not noticing until she was already through the door that Charlotte was there, feet propped up on a chair, with her own coffee. She took a deep breath. Okay, this was only awkward because she was making it awkward. She could do better than this. She might not be decided about how she felt, about what to do, but she could be polite.
“Hey,” she said, and Charlotte looked up. “Mind if I take a seat?”
“Not at all. Taking the last opportunity for a sit down before the work starts with a vengeance?” asked Charlotte.
“Something like that,” Avery said, with a half-smile.
She sat down and felt her muscles start to relax.
“How are the plans looking?” asked Charlotte.
“Excellent. From what I can see, room four is going to be lilac and silver, which sounds beautiful. And the ladies with the dogs are determined that the dark-haired one is going to paint a mountain mural in their room. She’s an artist. Oh, and the two younger girls, uh, Ella and Ema, are designing a black and white room, complete with some of Ella’s photography.”
“Big plans,” chuckled Charlotte.
“Thanks to you,” said Avery, quietly.
Charlotte turned to her and for a moment Avery was sure she was going to say something, and for a moment Avery almost made a decision, something almost happened.
And then there was a cry from the doorway.
They both turned simultaneously to see Lana hunched over and grasping the door frame.
“Guys,” she said, through gritted teeth. “I think we have a problem.”
Even as she spoke, a flood of water splashed onto the floor below her.
“Oh shit,” said Avery.
“Couldn’t agree more,” Charlotte said, quite calmly.



Chapter Nineteen
Avery rushed to Lana’s side, guiding her to a chair, squeezing her hand, before looking up at Charlotte with big, dark eyes.
“What are we going to do?” she asked.
Charlotte took a deep breath. Stay calm, she told herself, take control. This is what she was good at. Not panicking, dealing with stress. She could handle this. Besides, she figured, women had babies every day, how hard could it be? Even as she was thinking this, Lana grimaced and started yelling again. Okay, okay, it was hard. Decision time.
“Right,” she said. “You stay here with Lana. I’m going to get her phone from their room so we can call Jax, and the car keys. When I come back, we’ll get her to the car. Keep her calm, and keep her taking deep breaths.”
Avery nodded, turning back to look at Lana.
Charlotte was already out of the dining room when she heard the sound of footsteps running after her.
“What?” she asked, turning around.
Avery was looking pale.
“I don’t know much about this kind of thing,” she said, honestly. “But I don’t think we have much time. Lana said that she’s been having contractions since early this morning. This isn’t the beginning. She didn’t want to let us down, so she kept it quiet. Apparently the midwife told her that she’d have plenty of time and didn’t need to rush to the hospital. But I think it might be too late now.”
“We could call an ambulance.”
Avery shook her head.
“It will take a good half hour,” she said. “The hospital is less than a twenty minute drive.”
“Then we’ll drive like I planned.”
Avery nodded. She looked so white and fragile that Charlotte couldn’t help but reach out to her. She wanted to hold her, but settled for a strange sort of pat on the shoulder. Avery reached up and clutched her hand.
“Don’t leave me,” she said. “I can’t do this alone. I’m terrified.”
“So am I,” grinned Charlotte. “But it’s just a baby. It’s all going to be fine. I’ll be with you every step of the way.”
“Promise?”
“Promise. Now let me get what we need and we can get out of here.”
Avery gripped her hand for one second more, then let go to return to Lana’s side.
Charlotte rushed to the room that Lana and Jax had been decorating, finding the phone easily. She tried hard not to think about Avery’s hand on hers, tried hard not to think about Avery saying ‘don’t leave me.’ Those words didn’t mean what she wanted them to mean, she knew that. But she couldn’t help thinking of the emotion in Avery’s voice when she’d spoken.
She took a deep breath, then pressed on Jax’s contact and called him as she hurried to the office to find the car keys.
“Jax? This is Charlotte. Everything’s fine. Lana’s gone into labor is all.”
“Stay right there,” he said, sounding panicky and jumpy.
“No,” she said, making another executive decision. “You stay right there. Everything is absolutely fine. Pass the phone to Abigail please. Now.”
She used a firm tone, one that she would have used with students, one that people were conditioned to obey. A second later, Abigail’s voice came through the phone.
“Charlotte?”
“Yes. Lana’s gone into labor. I get the feeling things are moving fast, don’t ask me how I know. Avery and I are about to drive her to the hospital. Jax needs to meet us there, but he sounds like he’s panicking. Can you please drive him? I don’t want any accidents.”
“Of course,” Abigail said, quickly. “We’ll meet you there.”
She hung up, and Charlotte found the car keys lying on Avery’s desk. Jogging back to the dining room, she found Avery bent over a hunched Lana, having her hands squeezed so hard it looked like her fingers might break.
“Jesus Christ, no one told me it was going to hurt this much,” wailed Lana. “I’m going to fucking kill Jax.”
“Avery,” said Charlotte. “When this contraction is over, we need to get her to the car. I’ll drive, you stay in the back with her. Jax is going to meet us at the hospital.”
“Jax can meet me in hell,” muttered Lana.
Charlotte caught Avery’s eye, and they shared a quick smile.
“Up we get,” said Avery, holding tight onto Lana’s arm.
Somehow, they managed to get Lana up and through the dining room, back to reception. Charlotte left them at the front stairs, running down to the car. She put the keys in the ignition and turned. Nothing. Shit.
“Come on,” she said. Then remembering the car’s name, said: “Come on, Betty.”
She turned the key again and the engine hummed into life. Quickly, she reversed out of the parking space and moved the car to the bottom of the steps. Avery was already helping Lana down, so Charlotte opened the door, banging it behind them when they were both in the back seat.
Leaping into the driver’s seat she tore out of the parking lot.
“Which way?” she asked Avery.
“Make a left,” said Avery, as Lana started to scream again. “And hurry.”
Charlotte drove calmly, keeping to the speed limit, scanning the road side for signs. Not as easy as it sounded with Lana screaming in the back and Avery soothing her as best as she was able. Charlotte was in control, she was ice cold, ready to do what needed to be done. Even her heartbeat remained steady as she drove, concentrated on staying on the right side of the road.
They’d just passed a sign that marked the hospital as ten miles away when Avery spoke to her in a voice full of urgency.
“Charlotte, I don’t think we’re going to make it.”
Lana was huffing, quick, fast breaths followed by agonizing moans.
“We’ll make it,” said Charlotte, putting her foot down.
“I need more space than this,” warned Avery. “If I tell you to stop, you need to stop immediately.”
“Understood.
“I need to push,” shouted Lana.
“No!” shouted Charlotte and Avery in unison.
“Just hold on a few minutes longer,” Avery said. “We’re almost there.”
Charlotte took a bend at speed, throwing Avery around in the back of the car. She kept glancing at the rearview mirror, seeing Lana’s red face, seeing the sweat on her brow. She was still panting, and Avery was struggling to get some clothes off her.
“We’re going to make it,” Charlotte said, staying calm.
And she really thought they were. She took the turning for the hospital and could see the building in the distance. Not far now. She sped up as much as she dared.
Lana screamed.
“Stop!” said Avery. “Now!”
True to her word, Charlotte pulled into the side of the road. She stopped the engine, threw herself out of the car and opened the rear door. Avery was already moving Lana around, getting her to lie down. A quick glance at the hospital showed the glow of the entrance sign.
“I’m going to get help,” said Charlotte, gauging the distance, thinking she could run it in a minute or less.
“No time,” Avery said. “There’s no more time.”
◆◆◆
It was breath-taking. Disgusting and beautiful, awe-inspiring and terrifying all at the same time. There was nothing really she could do. She squatted on the hot tarmac, Charlotte’s hands on her shoulders, adrenaline pulling at her muscles, heart beating fast and hard.
“Breathe!” said Charlotte, presumably talking to Lana, though Avery also obeyed the instruction.
“And push, hard, deep,” Charlotte said.
And Avery could see the head, slimy and dark and just barely visible. She felt her eyes pricking with tears.
“Support the baby as it starts to come out,” Charlotte instructed. “Next time, big push, Lana. You’re doing wonderfully. One more time. Here we go.”
Then it all happened at once. There was a screeching sound as a car drew up behind them. But Avery didn’t have time to see who it was or what had happened. Lana was yelling and pushing and the baby was sliding towards her. Instinctively her hands gripped the slippery skin. And then there was just one moment of perfect stillness and quiet.
It was shattered by the loud scream of the baby.
“Lana, oh my God, Lana!”
Jax’s voice came from behind her, but she didn’t turn, she was looking at the screaming infant in her hands.
“Here,” said Charlotte, pulling off her work shirt. “Use this.”
Hands shaking, fingers trembling, Avery took the shirt and managed to put the baby on top of it. She stood up, terrified that she was going to drop the child, almost thrusting it towards Jax. Only when he was holding the baby did she finally relax a little.
“Congratulations,” she said. “You have a…”
She glanced down at the open shirt.
“… a little boy,” she finished.
Charlotte cleared her throat.
“Actually, you have a little girl,” she said. “That’s the umbilical cord,” she hissed at Avery.
But Avery didn’t care. She was watching the tears streaming down Jax’s face as he held his daughter for the first time, watching the dawning realization that he had created this perfect little person, watching love break over him as he gazed down at the child.
“Out of the way!”
Charlotte moved Avery just in time, as a collection of medical staff complete with a gurney arrived, followed by Abigail.
“Thought you might need some professional help,” Abigail said, grinning at the two of them.
“Not with Charlotte around,” said Avery. “She was fantastic.”
“Well, I told you that I was addicted to medical TV shows,” said Charlotte. “Good to know that all those hours I thought wasted in front of the box were actually worth something after all.”
But there was a catch in her voice.
Lana was being helped out of the car, then the medical staff were pushing the trolley, the wheels loud and clattering on the tarmac. Jax was following them, Abigail went to move her car, and Avery and Charlotte were left alone.
Only then did Avery look up at Charlotte’s face and see the tears there. She was crying, the tears sliding down her cheeks. Avery swallowed. She didn’t know what to do. She knew what she wanted to do, and knew that she shouldn’t. But she couldn’t help it.
She wrapped her arms around Charlotte, holding her close until her body stopped shaking.
“I’m sorry,” Charlotte said, finally. “I’m not usually like this.”
She wasn’t. But seeing such a rush of emotion from Charlotte made her seem more… human.
“It was just so unexpected, so horrible, and so…”
“Wonderful?” asked Avery.
Charlotte nodded. She sniffed and wiped her eyes on her forearm.
“Not saying I want to do it myself, mind you,” she said. “But yes, it was pretty wonderful.”
“As were you. Thank you. Thank you for being calm when I couldn’t be, and thank you for dealing with all of this.”
Charlotte shrugged.
“I did what needed to be done,” she said. “Now let’s move your poor car.”
Avery couldn’t get the image of Charlotte’s crying out of her mind. The fragility of it, the humanity of it. And then she thought further. Charlotte had been calm, amazing. She’d been there, and Avery had no idea what she would have done without her. She tried to imagine handling all of this by herself, and she couldn’t.
And it was only then, driving across a hospital parking lot in the baking sun in a disgustingly dirty car, that the pieces all came together.
Charlotte had done all she said she would. She had proven herself nothing more than a decent woman. Not a deceiver, not a liar, not a scammer. Just decent and human and wonderful. She’d made mistakes, but then, didn’t everyone? And more than that, Charlotte had been there when she needed her. Calm and steady, the rock that she needed to deal with whatever life threw at her.
Avery’s stomach started shaking. Charlotte was what she needed. Charlotte was what she wanted. And she’d thrown it all away. She’d ruined everything, pushed her away, made her think that she wasn’t wanted.
Was there a way to undo all that had been done? Was there a way to get back to how things were before? No, that wasn’t what she wanted. She wanted more than that. She wanted Charlotte permanently in her life. She wanted Charlotte by her side when the water heater broke in the middle of the winter, when the old lawn mower finally exploded, when the roof started to leak. She wanted Charlotte there for her birthday, for the re-opening of the inn, for Christmas and anniversaries, for vacations and Netflix binges. She wanted to see her smile, see her cry, look after her when she was sick.
She wanted Charlotte to stay.
She looked across at the woman driving her car, seeing a salty tear stain on her cheek, the way her eyes squinted against the sun. She could smell the scent of her, sweat from working, the coconut of her shampoo. She could almost feel the warmth of her skin, the softness of her touch.
“You okay?” asked Charlotte.
“Fine.”
Yes, Charlotte was what she wanted. Now all she had to do was figure out exactly how to tell her that she never wanted her to leave Oakview.



Chapter Twenty
Charlotte folded the t-shirt and laid it in the suitcase that was sitting open on the bed. She moved slowly, as though her veins were full of maple syrup. Partly this was because she was tired. It had been a long weekend. The sounds of working on the rooms had gone on long into the night, and she’d been kept busy ferrying coffee and sandwiches back and forth, and helping with painting and wallpapering and all kinds of other little jobs.
Everyone had pulled together. In between darting off to visit the baby and Lana at the hospital, the cheerful little group had finished all their own rooms, and pitched in to finish Lana and Jax’s as well. By the time they’d finished, at exactly midnight on Sunday, Charlotte had fallen into bed and been asleep within seconds.
The busy weekend had served to keep her away from Avery. They’d passed every now and again, sharing a smile occasionally, working out problems sometimes. But there’d been no time to talk. And that was probably a good thing, Charlotte thought.
She’d cried in front of her. What a thing to do. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d cried in front of someone else, the last time she’d shown that vulnerability. And she wasn’t sure what had made her do it in that hospital parking lot. Except she’d seen the baby, that beautiful new life. And she’d seen the way Jax looked at Lana, with love and awe, even though she was sweating and covered in blood and God knew what else. And just for a moment, she’d wanted all that for herself.
She picked up the next shirt, folding it carefully, still slow. The other part of the reason that she was slow was, she had to admit to herself, because she really didn’t want to leave. She didn’t. She loved Avery as much as she’d ever loved everyone. Seeing Avery cradle that baby had run spikes through her heart.
But Avery didn’t want her.
Avery said that Charlotte had failed her. Just as she’d failed Bridget. Which meant that Avery didn’t want her. That she had to leave. Had to go.
It was tearing her to pieces. But she didn’t show it. Methodically and calmly walking from the closet to the suitcase and back again. She didn’t want to show it.
Emotion wouldn’t help things. Nothing would help things. She needed to go away, be alone, work things out, fix herself. So that if she was ever lucky enough to fall in love again, then she wouldn’t screw it up.
“Can I come in?”
She looked up. Avery was standing in the doorway, her dark hair tied back in a ponytail, her eyes tired and red-rimmed. She didn’t know what to say. She wanted Avery to go away, to leave her alone. This was already hard enough. But then she couldn’t deny herself just a few more moments with her. Something to build a memory on one day.
“Sure.”
◆◆◆
She hadn’t slept. Despite being awake for most of the weekend, she still hadn’t slept the night before. All she could do was think, try to figure out something to do, some plan that would get Charlotte to stay. And now she was standing propped up against the door frame so tired she could barely stand and watching Charlotte pack. And she had no plan, no scheme, nothing that she thought would work.
The only thing she had to hold on to was Jenna’s advice. She needed to tell Charlotte how she felt. If Charlotte didn’t reciprocate, that was fine. It would destroy her, it would leave her in a quivering, sobbing heap on the floor, but it would be fine. But if she didn’t say anything, if she didn’t try and stop this, she would regret it forever.
It had taken forever to summon up the courage to knock on Charlotte’s door. And now that she was here, she really didn’t know how to begin.
“The bank transfer was made this morning,” Charlotte said, not looking at her. “I’ll drop by the lawyer’s office on my way out of town and sign the papers. Everything’s under control.”
So professional.
“That’s not why I’m here.”
She stepped further into the room, leaving the safety of the door frame.
“You don’t have to go,” she said.
“I do,” said Charlotte, quietly, putting another shirt into the suitcase.
“You can stay a while longer if you like.”
“Thank you, but I really can’t.”
Okay, this was going fantastically. Avery took a deep breath.
“I mean, I don’t want you to go,” she said.
The words felt strange in her mouth, but honest.
Charlotte turned around.
“I thought that this couldn’t work,” she said.
“It might. We haven’t even given it a chance. Stay a little longer. Maybe we can straighten everything out. Maybe it can work. I was an idiot. So were you. But…”
She trailed off, really not knowing how to finish the sentence. Charlotte’s lack of emotion left her feeling wrong-footed.
“We were both foolish,” agreed Charlotte. “But even if I wanted to, I can’t stay. There will be problems with my visa, I need to leave the country sooner rather than later. I can’t stay.”
“Do you want to?” Avery asked.
She shouldn’t have asked, but she truly didn’t know. She couldn’t even begin to read Charlotte’s face. Couldn’t begin to guess whether her feelings were reciprocated or not. The question hung heavy in the air.
“I don’t know,” Charlotte said, turning to face her now. “Perhaps. But it’s complicated.”
“Everything is always complicated,” Avery said. “Life is complicated. Nothing is ever easy. And if it is easy, then it’s not worth having.”
She could hear her mother telling her the same thing.
“If it’s the visa thing worrying you then…”
She didn’t finish the sentence. She was screwing this up, she didn’t know what she was doing. She wasn’t saying the words that needed to be said, but she was afraid that the emotion-less Charlotte would be terrified by what she really wanted to say. Afraid that saying anything about her true feelings would just drive her further away.
“Then what?” asked Charlotte.
“We could get married,” Avery said, desperately.
She hadn’t known she was going to say it until it was already said. And now that it was said she felt a sense of rightness, of anticipation even. This was what she wanted. She wanted to marry Charlotte. Jesus. She hadn’t realized until just that second that that was exactly what she wanted. She looked at Charlotte, willing her to understand, willing her to agree. And Charlotte looked back for a long second.
“No,” said Charlotte, turning back to the suitcase and closing it. “No more lies, no more faking it. No.”
She picked up both her suitcases and carried them past Avery and into the corridor, and as Avery’s heart broke into tiny shards inside her chest she heard Charlotte walk all the way to reception. So her feelings weren’t reciprocated. Charlotte’s answer told her everything she needed to know.
She wanted to cry, wanted to lie down on the polished hardwood floor and never get up again. But she couldn’t resist one last look, one last glimpse of Charlotte. She ran down the corridor, catching the front door just as it began to close. Charlotte was loading her suitcases into the back of a taxi.
“Wait!”
Charlotte turned as Avery ran down the stairs.
“I just wanted to apologize,” Avery said.
“You have nothing to apologize for.”
“I do. I told you that you’d failed me. I was wrong. I want to apologize for that. You didn’t fail me. You did everything you promised to do and more.”
Charlotte stared at her for a long moment, then nodded.
“Thank you,” she said, quietly.
She got into the cab, closing the door. Avery could see her profile. And slowly the car started to move away. Avery watched it until the brake lights blinked at the end of the driveway, and then it turned and Charlotte was gone.
◆◆◆
“Are you okay back there?”
“Fine,” mumbled Charlotte.
“Really? That didn’t look like a great goodbye. You sure you’re okay?”
She gritted her teeth.
“What is it with Americans always wanting to know how the hell I am?” she snarled. “I told you I’m fine, so I’m fine.”
“Sorry for breathing,” said the cab driver, and she saw him eyeing her in the rearview mirror.
She sat back and stared out of the window. She wasn’t fine. Was far from fine. Was the exact opposite of fine, whatever that was.
“You know, anything that hurts this much ain’t worth doing,” said the cab driver.
“I’m sorry, have I not made it clear that I’m really not in the mood for conversation?”
“Please yourself.”
It hurt. It hurt so much. It hurt more than anything before, more than finding the divorce papers, more than anything. The further away from the inn that they got, the more it hurt. Leaving Avery physically hurt.
Charlotte took deep breaths, pushing down the nausea growing inside her. Avery had asked her to marry her. A stupid idea. A devious idea. And she had been right to say no, had been right not to want to pretend anything anymore. She wasn’t going to get married for a visa. That was ridiculous. Wrong.
But what if… what if that wasn’t what Avery had meant at all? Charlotte pulled her phone from her pocket. What if for once in her life she wore her heart on her sleeve? Made herself vulnerable? What if she put herself out there instead of bottling everything away and hoping someone could see through the glass to what she really was?
The car slowed to a stop. She needed to get out, sign the papers at the lawyers. There was no time to think. Quickly she typed in the message and sent it, throwing her phone onto the back seat and jumping out of the cab.
“I’ll be back in five,” she said to the driver.
She ran into the office.
“Charlotte Barret,” she barked at the receptionist. “I’m in a hurry.”
Because she was. Because now she’d figured it all out. Because suddenly there was a startling clarity in the world that hadn’t existed before. She was running away again. She was making the same mistakes over and over. She hadn’t been honest with Avery, hadn’t shown herself for what she was. Because she wasn’t cold, efficient Charlotte, not really. She was worried, scared, fragile Charlotte. But right now she was a different Charlotte than she’d been before. Because this Charlotte wasn’t going to run away. This Charlotte was going to face up to things.
“Ms. Barret,” said an elderly man coming out of his office carrying some papers. “Ms. Alden has already called ahead. She said you’d be in a hurry. All I need is for you to show your identification to my assistant and your signature.”
Charlotte flew through the process, barely pausing to say goodbye before she was already running back to the cab. She ignored her phone on the seat. Whatever Avery had answered didn’t matter, she didn’t care. Talking through a phone was cowardice. And Charlotte was no coward. What mattered now was doing the right thing.
“To the airport?” asked the driver.
“No, take me back to the inn,” said Charlotte. “And hurry.”
◆◆◆
She was sitting on the steps, letting the sun burn her skin, sobbing so hard she couldn’t catch her breath. And she just couldn’t stop. It was like she had lost part of herself and she could never be whole again. Charlotte didn’t want her. Charlotte had turned her down. Charlotte was gone.
And then came the rumble of an engine, and through blurred eyes she could see the taxi, and she choked back another sob as it came to a halt and the door opened. Suddenly, unbelievably, Charlotte was there.
Avery just stared. Tears were running down Charlotte’s face and as she came closer she could hear that she was saying something. But she couldn’t make out the words until she was close enough to touch.
“I love you,” Charlotte said. “I love you. I love you.”
And Avery gathered her up in her arms, holding her close, letting their tears mingle together as they both cried. Until finally, Charlotte pulled back, catching her breath, sniffing and holding back yet more tears.
“I love you,” she said again.
And the words came from Avery’s mouth without thought.
“I love you too.”
“I’ll be leaving these here then, shall I?” said a voice.
Avery looked over and saw the cab driver holding on to Charlotte’s suitcases. She nodded and tried to fumble in her pocket for some cash, but the driver waved it away.
“Consider it my good deed of the day,” he said, before he got back in the car.
“Avery,” said Charlotte. “Please can I stay?”
Avery smiled.
“You can stay as long as you want to.”
“Or until immigration throws me out,” Charlotte said, gulping in a breath. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry I’ve been such an idiot. I should have said so before, I should have…”
“No, no more should haves,” said Avery. “We all make mistakes, and I’m sure we’re going to make many more. But this time, let’s make them together.”
Charlotte nodded.
“Now, perhaps you’d like to come inside. Otherwise your nose might get sunburned again,” Avery said.
And she led Charlotte into the inn.
◆◆◆
“I won’t ever run away again,” Charlotte said, nestling herself into Avery’s arms.
“I certainly hope not,” said Avery. “And I’m glad you changed your mind.”
“I didn’t,” said Charlotte. “I’ve loved you all along. I was just too stubborn to admit it. And too stupid to think that you’d want to hear the words.”
Avery smiled.
“Feel free to say them as often as you like,” she said.
Charlotte propped herself up on one elbow, looking down at Avery’s face.
“Avery Alden, I love you,” she said.
There was more. She hadn’t been able to get the idea out of her mind. And nothing was going to stop her saying it.
“I love you and whilst nothing on earth would convince me to marry you for a visa, there is something I would like to do.”
“And what’s that?” asked Avery, a naughty glint in her eye.
“I would very much like to marry you for love.”
Avery blinked in surprise, then swallowed.
“There’s no hurry,” she said. “Don’t feel like you have to rush things just because I asked you and you said no. I’m not going anywhere, I swear.”
Charlotte smiled and shook her head.
“That’s not an answer,” she said. “So I’ll ask again. Avery Alden, will you marry me?”
Avery didn’t hesitate.
“Yes.”
And she was pulled into the warmth of Charlotte’s arms. She was home. Where she belonged.



Epilogue
Three Months Later
“Let me,” said Charlotte, reaching over to fasten the necklace around Avery’s pale neck. “There. Stunning.”
Avery stuck out her tongue, then grinned.
“You’re not looking so bad yourself,” she said, pulling Charlotte closer to her.
Charlotte allowed herself just a second to savor the sweet scent of Avery before pulling away.
“You know they’re all waiting for us,” she said.
“They can’t start without us,” answered Avery, still grinning.
“Hmm, but they might start moving chairs around and destroying your careful arrangement, or start picking at your buffet before you’re ready for them to eat,” Charlotte said.
“Which would bother you a whole lot more than it would bother me,” Avery answered, but she pulled away anyway. “Think we’re presentable enough?”
“We look like a couple of fairy godmothers,” Charlotte said, studying their reflections in the mirror.
“I’m not sure fairy godmother was quite what Lana had in mind when she asked us to do this.”
“You don’t think that little Maddy needs a bit of magic in her life?”
“With parents like Jax and Lana, I’m thinking what she’ll need is a calm place to run away to so she can get her homework done,” answered Avery. “And we’re ready to go, let’s do this.”
They walked out of the bedroom and down the corridors, hearing the noise coming from the garden. Holding Madison’s baptism at the inn had been Lana’s idea, and Charlotte had persuaded Avery that it was a good plan. Thankfully, she’d been right, and the inn was now packed to capacity with Lana’s friends and family. What nobody knew, other than Charlotte and Avery, was that Lana and Jax had another little surprise planned for everyone.
“You sure you’re going to be able to handle this crew alone tomorrow?” Charlotte asked.
“I’ll be fine,” said Avery. “Half of them are leaving in the morning. Besides, it’s not like we have a lot of choice. You need to hang out in Canada for a few days so you can come back on a new visa, and I can hardly come with you since the inn is booked up through Christmas.”
“I just hope we don’t need to do this again,” Charlotte said, as they walked through the dining room and towards the terrace.
“The university said they’d deal with the green card issue,” answered Avery.
Assistant professor of history at Oakview university didn’t exactly have the same prestige as the job she’d left in England. But Charlotte had been assured that she would be considered for a full professor-ship in time. And given the circumstances, particularly since she’d technically been banned from the university campus, she could hardly complain. Fortunately, Abigail had had a word with the right people, and the university administration had proven quite understanding.
“By the time the green card goes through, I might qualify for a spouse visa,” Charlotte said, reaching for Avery’s hand.
“Give it time.”
“Hey, you’re the one that wanted to get married in the winter,” said Charlotte. “I’d have run away to Vegas to do it tomorrow.”
“You’ll be in Canada tomorrow,” Avery said, sticking her tongue out again. “Now behave yourself.”
They were standing at the open terrace doors. Most people were already seated in the rows of white chairs that Avery had set up. Lana, Jax and the baby were standing up front, and Charlotte and Avery hurried down the aisle to greet them.
The air was crisp but not yet cold, and the garden was a riot of oranges, greens, and yellows. Lana greeted them both with kisses.
“Are you ready for this?” whispered Charlotte.
Lana grinned and nodded.
“Not that my mother is ever going to forgive me for it,” she whispered back. “But I’ve been ready for what feels like forever.”
Charlotte took Avery’s hand and the baptism began. The ceremony was short but sweet, and Maddie didn’t make a sound, even when water was poured over her head. Charlotte and Avery both said their pieces, and the crowd applauded when Madison was finally officially named. There was a growing unrest as the ceremony came to an end and people shifted in their seats, ready to eat lunch and celebrate. Jax stepped forward.
“Thank you all so much for coming,” he said. “But there’s one more thing before we get to the champagne. It’ll only take a few minutes.”
He turned to Lana, and Charlotte gripped Avery’s hand even tighter, tears beginning to form in the corners of her eyes.
“Lana, you’re the mother of my child and the love of my life. I can’t imagine a day without you. Would you do me the honor of becoming my wife?”
Avery leaned over.
“Hell of a lot more romantic than us,” she whispered.
“Hush,” said Charlotte, trying to control her tears.
“Nothing would give me more pleasure,” answered Lana.
As arranged, she passed Maddie to Avery and then stepped up to the flower covered altar. There was a buzz of chatter as all those present realized that this wasn’t just a proposal, but an actual wedding. Charlotte grinned at Avery, who grinned right back. The surprise had been perfectly orchestrated, down to a wedding cake hidden safely in the kitchen.
It was only a brief few minutes before Lana and Jax were walking back down the aisle as husband and wife, to the astonished cheers of everyone present. Avery cradled Maddie, who’d fallen asleep, thoroughly bored with the whole affair.
“Did you cry?” asked Avery, teasing.
“Almost,” admitted Charlotte.
“You know, there’s nothing wrong with showing a little emotion from time to time.”
Charlotte sighed.
“I know, I’m working on it.”
“As long as you can cry in front of me, that’s fine,” said Avery.
Charlotte shook her head and smiled, before guiding Avery and her precious package through the crowd and into the dining room.
◆◆◆
“Here, hold her a second, I have to run to the bathroom.”
Avery carefully placed the baby into Charlotte’s arms, and suddenly she was frozen. Standing in the middle of reception, the sun streaming in, the guests chattering pleasantly in the dining room. She couldn’t move, looking down at the tiny bundle in her arms, afraid of dropping her, hurting her somehow.
Maddy slept contentedly, ignoring the excitement around her. Her eyelids were almost translucent, her tiny fingers curling into fists. Charlotte looked down at her, then around in panic, searching for Avery.
“That look suits you,” said Abigail, coming in from the dining room.
Charlotte gave a sigh of relief.
“Want to hold her?” she asked, hopefully.
Abby grinned.
“No can do, I’m afraid. I’m just heading to the restroom.” She paused for a second. “Don’t look quite so much like a rabbit in the headlights, it’s just a baby,” she said, grinning again, and then she was gone.
Just a baby. Charlotte had held Maddy before. But there had always been someone else there. Someone responsible.
Suddenly, the child stirred. Her mouth opened into a yawn, and then her eyelids flickered. Charlotte swallowed, and then she was being stared at by eyes of the deepest blue she’d ever seen.
“Hello,” she said, experimentally.
Maddy yawned again, and Charlotte smiled.
“Boring you, am I?” she said.
There was a second of stillness, then Maddy’s face broke into a smile. Charlotte’s heart filled up until it was almost bursting. The tiny girl kicked her legs in glee and chuckled, Charlotte held her closer, feeling the warmth of her, inhaling her milky scent.
“Back,” said Avery.
Then she stopped.
Charlotte looked up at her.
“What?” Avery asked.
Charlotte was so stunned by the revelation that she could barely form words.
“I think…” she started. “I think I might want a baby.”
A smile spread across Avery’s face, slowly at first, then lighting up her whole face until she was shining.
“I think that’s something we could talk about,” she said, gently.
Charlotte looked down at Maddy again, the softness of her skin, the new freshness of her. She’d never felt like this before, had never planned on children. But something just clicked into place. The sounds of the inn, the sounds of family, the sounds of kids running around and playing. It was something she wanted to be a part of, something that had been missing in her life.
“You can’t have this one though,” Avery said, gently prying Maddy from her arms. “This one needs feeding. I’ll take her back to Lana. By the way, there’s mail for you on the desk. I meant to give it to you this morning, but in all the chaos, I forgot.”
Still shaken by the dawning realization that she wanted a family, no, not just a family, a family with Avery, Charlotte turned to look at the desk, seeing an envelope with her name clearly marked. And when Avery came back to check on her, she was still holding the letter, still reading it again and again.
“What is it?” asked Avery.
Charlotte passed her the letter.
“My green card application has been accepted,” she said, shakily.
Avery gave a whoop of joy and threw herself into Charlotte’s arms.
“I knew it,” she said. “I knew it would be fine. Congratulations.”
Then she drew back.
“You know what this means, don’t you?”
Charlotte closed her eyes for a second, listening to the sounds of the inn, listening to her friends, her new family, hearing the party and hearing the sounds of the future, the cries of her and Avery’s child, the ripping paper of opening Christmas presents, the singing of Happy Birthday. It was all official now, all truly possible, all real. She tried not to let the tears escape, but she couldn’t stop them, couldn’t help them.
She opened her eyes to look at Avery, to see her beautiful face, the hope, the love, the brightness of her smile. Then she nodded.
“It means that I’m finally home,” she said.
And she let the tears fall as Avery tried to kiss them away.
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