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Monday’s child is fair of face
Tuesday’s child is full of grace
Wednesday’s child is full of woe
Thursday’s child has far to go
Friday’s child is loving and giving
Saturday’s child works hard for a living
And the child that is born on the Sabbath day
Is bonny and blithe and good and gay
- Traditional Nursery Rhyme              




Chapter One
It was starting to get dark. The light spilling across the road was misty and dimmed, like looking through a glass of water. Beth flicked on the headlights.
“You should stop.”
She kept her eyes firmly on the road. She didn't need to look over, didn't need to see Cara's lifted eyebrow, her dark hair spilling over the back of the seat. She didn't need to see her tugging at her seatbelt as she always did in the front seat, only really comfortable when it was tucked under her arm. A position that wasn't safe, as Beth frequently reminded her. Though she supposed now that it didn't matter that much.
“I'll stop when I'm ready.”
But she was already eyeing the gas gauge. The arrow hovered just above the red triangle. Fuck.
Cara sighed. “What exactly do you think this is going to achieve?”
“What?”
“Running away.”
“I'm not running away.”
Cara snorted and Beth refused to look at her still. There was no point. She knew every inch of that face, had kissed every atom of it, could draw it from memory from the delicate arch of a cheekbone to the tiny chip in the front right tooth.
“You're not supposed to lie to your wife,” Cara said after a moment of silence. “Wasn't that in the vows?”
Beth frowned. Love, honor, obey, all those things, but she remembered nothing about lying. Cara was trying to lighten things, trying to  make her feel better, as if she could really help.
“It's a temporary running away,” she allowed. “Not permanent.”
“It'll be permanent if you don't stop and get gas soon. We'll be stranded on the edge of the highway ripe to be murdered. Hey, we might even get on one of those true crime podcasts that you like so much.”
She ignored this. She was already looking out for a sign for gas. This might be a last minute trip, but that didn't mean it needed to be completely disorganized.
“Punch bug red,” Cara said, as a red Beetle zoomed past them in the next lane.
Beth missed the sting of the punch that didn't come. “I hate that game.”
“Why do you think I make you play it?”
There was more silence, the radio was firmly switched off. Beth scanned for gas station signs and Cara didn't say a word. She was usually so good at breaking Beth out of her darkness, making her smile again, giving the worst day a glimpse of sunshine. But not today. Not tonight.
Finally, Beth saw a familiar red and yellow sign glowing in the fading light and switched lanes. She pulled into the gas station, swinging the car around so that she stopped in front of a pump. The place was deserted as she got out of the car and closed the door with a meaty clunk.
The smell of gas invaded her nose, fragrant and dangerous, as she stood in the warmth of the evening filling up. She didn't think. Not of more than which direction they were heading and how full the gas tank was. Northwest, she figured. They'd be in Nevada in what, an hour? Two? Her grasp of geography wasn't exactly great. It didn't help that she couldn't remember how long she'd been driving for.
She hooked the nozzle back onto the pump and screwed on the gas tank lid before walking over the brightly lit forecourt and pushing inside the small convenience store. Her stomach grumbled and she paused to pick up a couple of bags of chips on her way to the counter. As an afterthought she grabbed a small bag of cookies. Cara's favorite.
She deposited her items on the counter, where a dark-haired man was idly flicking through a magazine. He scanned the chips without looking at her.
“And pump four,” she said.
Now he did look at her. For a second his face was blank, then a wave of recognition passed over it, lighting his eyes and making him smile.
“Hey, I know you.”
“No,” Beth said, reaching for the chips.
“Yeah, I do. 'Course I do. You're uh, give me a second.” He looked up and to the left for a split second before the answer came to him. “Harmony Grey, right? The singer? Country singer?”
“No,” Beth said again.
“Yeah, you sing that one... Uh...” He hummed a few bars.
“No,” Beth said.
She stared him directly in the eye, daring him to say different, daring him to press the matter. He considered it, biting his lip, before shrugging.
“Whatever,” he said, ringing up the cookies.
He knew she was lying and she didn't care. Elizabeth Harmony Grey. Beth to family and friends. Harmony Grey to the millions of faceless, adoring fans. Well, faceless until she walked into a gas station. Or a shopping mall. Or a restaurant. Or a cemetery. Or anywhere else in the country. Then they made themselves real, gave themselves names and faces and expected conversation and signed t-shirts and whatever the hell else they could wring out of a brush with fame.
“Fifty-three eighty-one,” the clerk said.
He was staring at her and she fumbled for her credit card before remembering it had her name on it and opting to pull crumpled bills from her pocket instead.
She handed him two twenties, a ten, and a five. “Keep the change,” she said, turning around and walking off.
“What a bitch,” she heard him mutter, just as the front door dinged on her way out.
In the past she might have said something. But now she didn't. It wasn't like he was wrong after all. She was a bitch. Harmony Grey wasn't. Beth was. But then what was Harmony Grey? She sighed and let herself back into the car, throwing the snacks onto the backseat and pulling out before she'd even got her seatbelt on properly.
When she came to the entrance back to the highway, she kept going. Best to change direction now that she'd been recognized. No point in letting the world know she was heading towards Nevada. A new plan was necessary. Not that the old one had been a plan exactly, just a direction. She picked a road and drove.
✽✽✽
 
She was drenched in sweat already, the black tank-top sticking to her skin and her hair sticking to her face. She accepted a bottle of water and glugged down half of it standing in the wings. The screams and roars of the crowd filled her ears and her heart was beating double time.
“More water?”
The girl had to lean in close and yell to be heard. She was young, still excited about being involved in something like this. Beth shook her head. Her thirst was gone. She needed to get back out there, needed to keep the energy high, the excitement at boiling point.
She glanced over at the drummer, his sticks held high over his head in the bright lights of the stage, just waiting for her signal. She grinned and gave him the nod.
One, two, three beats, and the bass joined in, then the familiar strains of All You Mean to Me, her biggest single to date. The crowd went wild and Beth felt a jolt of renewed energy. She ran back out onto the stage, the lights blinding her, her guitar already raised in her hands.
And as she sang into the mic she meant every word, laid every lyric down with meaning and passion. Her fingers found the familiar chords without instruction from her brain. She sang and when the audience joined in for the chorus she felt almost on top of the world, almost like perfection.
She was leading into the next refrain, tailing off the end of the second verse, words she'd written but never really thought about before. Not like this.
And there you were, she sang, and all the world stood still.
And she couldn't help it, couldn't stop her eyes from straying across the audience, looking for the face that she knew wasn't there, couldn't be there, would never be there. Maybe it was the lyric, tossed aside so carelessly and suddenly given meaning. Maybe it was a glimpse of dark hair. Maybe it was the world standing still for just a millisecond, just long enough for her to realize that the face wasn't right, that the dark hair was too long, that the smile lacked a chip in the front tooth. Just long enough for everything to come crashing down again. Maybe that's what it was.
Her throat closed up. The words wouldn't come. Her fingers stopped, joints suddenly inflexible and incapable of moving. Her mouth opened, but no sound came. The band kept playing, the audience kept singing until they too trailed off.
The silence, that was what she remembered. That moment of silence when in an auditorium of thousands of people she could hear the soft vibration of a guitar string. Then the whispers, the stares. Her mouth closed, the tears started and she couldn't stop them.
With fumbling fingers she unclipped her guitar strap, letting her instrument fall to the stage, hearing it crash, knowing it was damaged, not caring. It took every ounce of strength that she had to make her feet move. But she did it. Through the blur of tears she could see her feet moving, first one trembling step, then another, until finally, thankfully, she was running, sliding into the dark anonymity of the wings.
The girl was still standing there, still holding out a bottle of water its surface covered with chill condensation. And that was the last thing that Beth remembered, seeing a drop of ice cold water shiver and then drip in slow motion towards the floor. Everything was black before the drop even hit.
✽✽✽
 
“Where to now then?”
Beth shrugged. “Heading north,” was all she said.
“I'm not sure you can out-run fame,” said Cara.
She'd be staring through the window now, hypnotized by the highway lights, lulled into silence soon.
“I'm not sure that's what I'm trying to do.”
“Of course you are,” said Cara. “Else you'd be heading to I-40 going back to Tennessee. That's home, and you know it is.”
“I live in LA,” Beth pointed out.
“Doesn't mean that's home.”
Beth closed her mouth. She didn't want to argue. Not that they really did. Four years of marriage and she couldn't remember a single argument. That wasn't Cara's way. When they disagreed about something Beth was the one that yelled. Cara just shut up and waited for the moment to pass, waited until Beth was calm and they could discuss rather than argue. It was simultaneously sweet and irritating as all hell.
She kept driving, kept her eyes on the road. What had it been? Nine hours? Ten now? Close to it. The hum of the tires on the tarmac, the buzzing of lights flicking past the window. It was fully dark and Cara was silent.
She needed some kind of sign. And then she got one, both figuratively and literally. The Oregon state border flashed by. Without really thinking, she switched lanes and got off the interstate. Not that she had a clue where she was going. She suddenly wanted the comfort of small roads, the blanket of darkness, not the false artificialness of the interstate.
There were mountains now, curving roads that reminded her just a little of home. Enough that she opened her window a crack, wanting to smell the loamy freshness of mountain air.
“Still not Tennessee,” said Cara.
“It wouldn't kill you to see a little more of the country,” Beth said and then regretted it.
Cara had always been a homebody. She'd refused to move to LA, not that that had turned out to be such a bad thing in the long run. Brooks Lyon, Beth's fake-tanned agent, had insisted on keeping the marriage a secret anyway.
“The country scene's a conservative one,” he'd explained in his office one afternoon, voice all reason.
And since Cara wanted no part of the limelight anyway, they hadn't fought him on the issue. They'd been content having their private world, away from the lights and the music. A private little world in the blue hills of Tennessee, so far from the tan and white falseness of LA that Beth hadn't been able to wait to make the trip every second weekend.
She yawned.
“You should pull over.”
“For what?” she asked. “There's nothing here.”
And there wasn't. Just mountain and road and darkness.
“There'll be a motel or something soon,” she said after a few minutes.
She could feel the heaviness of sleep on her shoulders. Cara was right. She really did need to stop.
She kept driving.
She didn't know if she didn't see the turn properly, or if she did but just chose not to take it. She'd never remember, not even months, years later. She did remember the sudden freedom of no longer  being in control of the car. The rush of movement as the vehicle began to slide, the bump as the smooth tarmac changed to something else under the tires. The rush of light as a car passed by them, the angle of the headlights all wrong as Beth's body began to strain against the pull of the seatbelt.
And then the slow stop, the squeaking, ticking, hissing, calming of the car as it rocked to a halt.
She let out a breath.
Something pulled against her shoulders and she realized it was her own weight. The car was half twisted over, almost upside down. She wondered if she was supposed to free herself or wait for help. The issue didn't seem pressing.
Fantastic. Wonderful.
A break down on stage, the world's press camped outside her house, fleeing in the night. And now this. An accident. The media would have a field day with this. Had she been drinking? Had she lost it? Was she on drugs? Heading to rehab?
Only Beth knew she was clean and sober. A lock of strawberry blonde hair dangled in front of her face, tickling at her nose. In the distance, she heard the slow whine of a siren. Someone must have called for help. She'd wait. Be patient. She really didn't have the strength to save herself.
The engine ticked as it cooled. Beth swallowed. She could use some water. There was water in the glove box.
With shaking hands she reached over, navigating the world at an angle, managing to unclasp the glove box and find the water bottle.
She couldn't help but see the passenger seat. Couldn't help but look over. As long as she didn't look she could imagine, could just think it, and everything was fine. But the second she glanced at the upholstery she couldn't deny the facts of the matter.
The passenger seat was cold and empty.




Chapter Two
Beth hissed air through her teeth as the sting of antiseptic hit.
“I'd say a close call,” said the doctor.
She was an older woman, grey haired and with tired looking pouches under her eyes. She had a kind smile though and Beth gave her a nod.
“Damn straight,” said the sheriff.
He was also older, his gut hanging over his belt and holster, a bristling mustache under his nose. But his arms were powerful and he'd had no problem at all pulling Beth out of the car.
“You haven't been drinking?” asked the doctor.
Beth shook her head.
“Test came up clean,” said the sheriff. “We'll run the bloods anyway, but she looks good.”
The doctor's eyes didn't move from Beth's face. “Drugs?”
Beth shook her head again.
“The bloods will tell,” said the sheriff. He sniffed. “That damn bend is a death trap anyway. Been telling the county for years to sign it better and get reflectors up there. Might be they'll listen now.”
The doctor was still watching her and Beth felt uncomfortable. Not like she was about to be recognized, there was no gleam in the doctor's eye. More like a small child being examined to find out exactly what she'd done wrong.
“I was just tired,” she said, finally. “Been driving too long, all the way up from LA. I should have taken a break. We were looking for a motel when it happened.”
“We?” asked the sheriff, stepping in closer. “Was there anyone else in the car?”
“I meant I,” said Beth hurriedly. “There was no one else there.”
No one real anyway.
The sheriff scratched his head then shrugged. “You about done here, doc?”
“There's nothing much to do,” said the doctor, peeling off her gloves. “Like I said, it was a close call. There's no signs of anything other than a couple of scratches. You'll probably be bruised and a bit achy tomorrow. You can pop a Tylenol for the pain if you need to.”
Beth nodded.
“If you get dizzy, nauseous, anything like that, give me a call. I'm in the next town over, the sheriff will give you my number.”
She snapped shut her bag and the sheriff walked her out, leaving Beth sitting on the wooden counter.
It was a police station, that she was sure of. But like something out of an old movie, all wood and creaking chairs. None of the cool metal and glass of the down-town LAPD buildings she was used to. There was a deer head mounted on one wall, a tiny TV tucked into a corner, two messy desks and the wooden counter she was sitting on. Not much else. A place lost in time. Lost enough that neither the sheriff nor the doctor had recognized her. And the sheriff had seen her license, knew her name.
And suddenly she was exhausted. Heavy and tired and all she wanted to do was close her eyes. She could sleep right here on the wooden counter. Or on a stone bed in a cell. There had to be cells here, right? Maybe she'd be put in one anyway, though she was a little hazy about what she'd done wrong. She was almost sure that she hadn't done anything wrong, except for the fact that nothing felt right. But then, nothing had felt right for a long time.
“Welp, that's that then,” the sheriff said, rolling back in. “Doc says you're clear to go. And as far as I'm concerned there ain't much I can do. You passed all the tests I got, and you don't look like you're high.”
He came closer to her, peering at her face, looking into her eyes before backing up again.
“Still, they say that driving tired is damn near as dangerous as driving drunk. Not that I can arrest you for that.” He scratched his head again, disturbing the few wisps of hair that were there. “No sign of dangerous driving neither, no skid marks or anything. Looks like it was just plain bad luck.”
“I guess,” said Beth, feeling like she was supposed to say something. God, she wanted to close her eyes.
“Luck's not about to get any better,” said the Sheriff, leaning up against one of the desks. “Had Herb on the phone while you were with the doc.”
“Herb?” asked Beth.
“Mechanic,” said the sheriff as if she should already know. “He's managed to tow your vehicle out of the ditch, but it's nowhere near drivable.”
Now there was something she hadn't thought of. Still, it was the twenty-first century. There'd be a rental car agency or a cab company or something around. She fumbled in her pocket for her phone, pulled it out to see that there was no service.
“Black spot,” the sheriff said, noticing her movement. “Get reception on main street every now again.”
“Main street?” She frowned and finally thought to ask. “Where exactly am I?”
“Alman, Oregon,” he grinned. “That's A-L-M-A-N.”
He pronounced it Almen.
“Or right outside there anyway, main street's about a ten minute drive or so. Not that you'll be driving. Herb said to give him a couple of days before you call. He'll get her fixed up though, don't you worry. Like a magician is Herb with cars. Even the fancy new ones like yours, though he's more used to tractors and off-roaders 'round these parts, of course.”
“Of course,” Beth echoed faintly.
She was feeling like things were spinning out of her control, that she was still sliding in the car towards the ditch.
“Not a bad town, Alman. Nice. Quiet. If you like small towns, that is. If you don't, well then...”
She nodded, not venturing an opinion either which way. The sheriff folded his arms and settled himself more comfortably against the desk as though he could talk all night. She glanced up at the clock above his head. After midnight. Then a chime sounded and the sheriff shifted.
“Back here,” he called. He turned back to Beth. “That'll be Skye now,” he said, again as though the name should mean something to her.
She should have thought that Skye was a man. The flannel shirt, the work boots, the jeans, the dark hair shaved on the sides and long on the top, the long, lean body. But despite all that there was nothing masculine about the woman that strode into the station.
“Evening.”
“Evening,” said the sheriff.
Her voice was deep and pleasant. As she stepped into the light Beth could see a sprinkling of grey around her temples, a cobweb of tiny lines around the corner of her eyes. Around forty or so, at a guess. A sharp collar bone showed at the neck of her shirt and Beth wanted to reach out and touch it, wanted to feel the softness of her skin, wanted to follow the trail down, beneath the shirt.
“Skye Perry,” said the woman, holding out her hand.
And Beth snapped back. It was an odd feeling, that sudden flush of warm interest in another person. A feeling she hadn't had for a long time. A feeling she didn't want and shouldn't have, and had now only because she was tired, she supposed.
“Beth,” she said, taking the hand and giving it a brief shake before letting go.
Skye's hand was warm and her grip firm. Beth couldn't help but stare at her, the crisp cheekbones, the firm jaw, the dark blue eyes framed with long lashes. She couldn't have designed a woman more unlike Cara, and yet there was something in that face that reminded her of her wife.
“We should be going then,” said Skye. “You look like you're ready to drop and it's late enough.”
For a second Beth almost followed. She was almost tired enough to just give in, let someone else take over her life for a change. But she hesitated just a little too long.
“Coming?” Skye asked, turning to her.
“Coming where exactly?” she asked.
The blue eyes stared into her and then, suddenly, Skye was laughing. A deep, thrumming sound and a smile that lit up her face.
“Didn't explain anything, huh?” she asked the sheriff.
“No time,” sniffed the man. “Busy dealing with the doctor.”
“And then the car,” guessed Skye. “Like the vehicle was the most important part of this process.” She looked back at Beth. “You'll be coming with me. The sheriff called because he knows I've got a spare bed and that I'm not too far away. It's not much, just a studio on the back of the shop, but you'll have it to yourself. Better than sleeping in a cell anyway.”
Beth blushed, not wanting her to think that she'd contemplated sleeping in a cell. Then she shook her head. “That's kind,” she said. “But I'll be fine at the local motel. If you'll just let me phone a cab from your landline, I'll be out of your hair.”
Half of her desperately wanted to follow this woman out into the night. The other half of her, the far more sensible half, wanted to be as far away as possible from anyone that could spark... those kinds of feelings. The kind of feelings she tamped down nowadays, the ones she couldn't afford to feel.
Skye blew out a breath and turned to the sheriff. “What do you think?” she asked. “How far away's the nearest motel from here? An hour? More?”
“Over in Amity,” sniffed the sheriff. “'Bout seventy, eighty minutes at this time of night.”
“There's no motel here? No hotel? No... summer cabins or anything?” Beth asked.
“Not a thing,” said the sheriff. “Had a motel up until, oh, two, three years back. Went under though. All closed up now. 'Course in the summer there's always camping, but...”
“But not tonight,” Skye said firmly. “I'm your best bet for a bed for the night.” She raised an eyebrow. “Unless you'd rather stay in a cell, of course?”
Clearly out of options, Beth slowly lowered herself down from the counter. Her legs were shaking with tiredness.
“It's nice of you to offer,” she said. “Thank you.”
“That's the way we do things around here,” Skye said.
She led the way out of the station, leaving the sheriff still leaning up against the desk. In the dark of the small parking lot a truck was skewed across two parking spaces.
“Hop in,” said Skye. “It's not locked.”
Beth climbed up into the passenger seat and Skye twisted the key in the ignition. The truck started with a rumbling roar. Beth watched as Skye slid the truck into gear. Her wrists were fine-boned, her fingers long and nails short.
“So, you're from Alman?” she asked. A pathetic question, but the best she could drag up.
“Born and bred,” Skye said, pulling out onto a narrow road. “Lived here my whole life more or less.”
“Nice place?”
“If you like this sort of place,” she shrugged. “It just so happens that I do, so yes, for me, it's a nice place. The best place.”
She was silent as the truck glided through the night.
“This really is kind of you,” Beth said again, feeling like she was imposing, feeling awkward at invading this woman's space.
“We help each other out around here, you'll see,” said Skye. Her eyes were on the road. “You're welcome to stay until your car's fixed. Sheriff said it'll be a couple of days.”
“I can pay,” Beth said, suddenly thinking of offering.
Skye chuckled. “We'll see,” she said.
She turned off the road and onto another. Slowly, buildings started to appear. There were streetlights now, and a collection of shop fronts, windows gleaming in the dark.
“Main street,” Beth murmured.
“Such as it is, yes,” Skye said.
And she was already pulling the truck into a parking spot. Beth craned her neck to see the sign on the front of the store they were parked in front of. Books and Maps. Short, descriptive and to the point.
“This your place?” she asked.
“Home and business,” Skye said, switching off the engine. “Come on, come inside. You look like you need a good night's sleep. Alman is better seen in the light of day anyway, trust me.”
It was cooler up in the mountains, the air making Beth shiver as she got out of the truck. She could just make out a brick building, a large window on either side of a painted door. Skye was already unlocking, pushing the front door open. A shop bell dinged as the door creaked.
“Let me get the lights,” Skye said.
Beth followed her into the darkness, smelling the damp, homey smell of old paper and dust. There was a click and a flickering of light that made her blink. And when she could see properly again she saw tall shelves towering over her, packed with books. Stacks of books were dotted around the floor, making a maze that led towards what was obviously the shop counter.
“Just follow me,” Skye said.
She skirted around piles of books. Beth saw easy chairs in corners, an open area with chairs gathered together and a fireplace. But mostly she saw books. Old and new, in every color imaginable. The shop was quiet, sound dulled by the vast amount of paper. She felt every muscle in her body start to relax. There was something about this place, a calmness, a silence, a comfort that made her pulse slow a little, made her want to smile.
“Just through there,” Skye said, stopping and gesturing to a blue door. “It's a studio, so there's a bathroom on the back. The sheets are clean, and there's some bottled water in there. I'll be upstairs if you need anything, don't be afraid to shout.”
Beth nodded, still staring around at the books.
“I'll leave you alone then,” said Skye. “Let you get some rest. I'll see you in the morning.”
Now Beth looked at her. She'd been trying not to, trying to point her attention elsewhere. She found the woman oddly hypnotic, like once she was looking at her it was difficult to drag her eyes away.
“Thank you,” she said again.
“Don't mention it.”
And there was that smile again, wide and full and honest. Beth had to look at the ground until a slight shifting told her Skye was walking away.
She took one last chance to look around the bookshop. It was a magical place, a beautiful place. Then she pushed open the blue door.
Inside a double bed was pushed up against the wall. White sheets and a flowered bedspread, a window dark with the night. And lying calmly on the bed, legs crossed at the ankles and a crooked smile on her face, was Cara.




Chapter Three
“Is this things getting better?” Cara asked as she closed the door.
Beth sat down on the edge of the bed and took her shoes off. “No. Yes. I have absolutely no idea.”
“Could go either way,” agreed Cara. “I mean, there's no press here, that's got to be a plus. On the other hand, you're out a car and you're stuck here. Even if it sucks. What if this Alman place ends up being creepy? You know, one of those little towns where everyone's related and they keep all the mad people in attics and...”
“And you read way too much,” Beth said. “I'm tired. I need sleep.”
She pulled off her clothes and slid into the bed. Her eyes closed even as she turned off the bedside light. Snuggling down, all she wanted was rest.
“So, Skye, huh?”
“Cara.”
There was a heartbeat of silence. Then: “I'm not saying anything. Just she seems nice is all.”
“Cara.”
“Okay, and a little bit attractive too.”
“Not something I want to talk about.”
“Right. I see how that could be awkward.”
“Yeah. Awkward.”
“'Night then.”
“Goodnight.”
✽✽✽
 
Pale sunlight filtered into her room. Beth blinked, then blinked again. She'd slept like the dead, closing her eyes and falling into the blackness without a chance to think. But waking up she knew exactly where she was, exactly what had happened. She groaned.
“What the hell.”
Her mouth was dry.
Stuck in a small town with a broken car and the press chasing her and a destroyed career. Oh, and she was losing her mind and having visions of her dead wife. Just what exactly was she doing with her life?
She could hear shuffling outside, the sound of boxes being opened. And then there was that. Skye Perry. A woman kind enough to take her in. A woman who seemed nice and gentle and smart. And the first woman in months that Beth had had any kind of gut reaction to. So that was just the icing on the cake. An added little complication. Just to make things interesting.
She considered not getting out of bed. Closing her eyes and going back to sleep and hoping that she didn't wake up until this was all over, or until it proved a dream, whichever happened first. But she was desperate for a pee, so in the end had no choice.
There was a small mirror over the tiniest sink that Beth had ever seen, so she took the chance to examine herself. No obvious bruises to her face. She was pale, sure, but then she generally was. Hair strawberry blonde, long and wavy and in need of a wash. Eyes green. Freckles and plenty of them. All looked in order there. She drank some water from the tap, splashed her face and reminded herself to buy a toothbrush before pulling on her clothes.
“You're up.”
“Should I not be?” Beth asked, stepping out into the store.
Skye put her hands on her hips. The shirt today was a rich blue, open over a dark t-shirt, the jeans ragged at the knees but fitted close around the hips.
“You still look kind of tired,” Skye said, looking her up and down. “But you'll do. Comfortable night?”
Beth nodded looking around the shop. In the light of day it was just as entrancing, motes floating in rays of sun coming through the dusty windows.
“I could, uh, get you some breakfast or something?”
Beth realized she'd been quiet for too long. “Ah, thanks, no, you're busy. I can find food somewhere, I'm sure. There's a restaurant or cafe or...?”
“A diner just down the street,” Skye grinned. “Not that I'm kicking you out or anything. I did just get a new shipment in though, so I should unpack. Though where the hell I'm going to put any new books I have no idea.”
Beth laughed and then bit the sound back. It sounded strange. She often found her own laughter inappropriate these days. “I'll go have a look around town then,” she said.
“Come back whenever you like, though I might put you to work,” said Skye. She was already nose-deep in a cardboard box.
Beth let herself out of the shop.
The morning was cool and bright, the air fresh and clear. Beth shivered a little and wondered what had happened to her bag. She had more clothes, had shoved as much as she could into a travel bag before leaving her apartment. At a guess, that bag was still in the trunk of her car. She made a mental note to track it down. Clean underwear would be nice.
Main street was exactly three blocks from start to finish. A scattering of small stores lined the street, but most seemed closed for good, windows white-washed over. The sidewalk was cracked in places, green shoots pushing up through the broken parts. The overwhelming impression that Alman gave was not one of prosperity. A small town gone to seed.
Still though, it was pleasant. The air was clean, the few people she saw smiled. She could see the diner, but on impulse stopped first at a shop advertising itself as the general store. She smelled dust and bread as she stepped inside.
“'Morning,” said a man's voice.
She didn't see anyone so didn't answer, scanning the small aisles until she found a handful of necessities that she couldn't do without.
A grey-haired man popped up from behind the counter as she deposited the toothbrush, deodorant, and soap next to the cash register. He frowned for a second.
“Don't I know you?”
It was strange the way that in just a few hours she'd got used to no one recognizing her. It was like she'd somehow persuaded herself that Alman was magical, somewhere where nobody knew her. It was, she supposed, only the doctor, the sheriff, and Skye that hadn't named her. But she'd begun to take it for granted. Begun to treasure the anonymity. She swallowed.
“I don't think so,” she said carefully.
He hesitated for a moment, then a lightness passed over him. He reached out and pulled a stack of newspapers to the front of the counter.
She didn't want to look, but couldn't stop herself. They were trashy papers, the kind people only bought at convenience stores and gas stations. But her face was staring up from the top corner, mic poised, head thrown back.
Country Star Missing
Well, that was that then, wasn't it? Her heart sank. She'd started to think that maybe the couple of days in Alman would be good for her. A little break, getting away from it all. Some calm, some quiet. Not anymore though.
Then a hand was sliding the small pile of papers back, away from her. She watched as the entire bundle was picked up and then tossed back behind the counter.
“What are you doing?”
The man grinned at her. His teeth were stained yellow from tobacco, and his eyes gleamed a little.
“You know,” he said conversationally. “We're so isolated up here that sometimes we don't get the papers at all. Some days they just don't make it up this far.”
She stared at him. “Really?”
“Really,” he said. “It's a pain, but we're so used to it. Won't hear too many complaints about not getting that crap anyway. At least the local papers made it today.”
And she was smiling, laughing even. “Are you serious?”
“Your secret's safe with me,” he said. “Figure it's fake news anyway.”
“Fake news?”
“Well, you're obviously not missing, since you're standing right in front of me. So that makes it fake news, doesn't it?” He looked at the pile of items by the register. “That be all for you?”
“Yes.” She couldn't quite believe it. “So you're not going to tell anyone?”
“Tell them what?” he asked, starting to ring her things up. “That some pretty girl came into the store that happened to look like someone kinda famous? No one 'round here cares about that. We've got bigger worries.”
He flashed her a wink and she was still grinning as she left the store. Really, this place was unbelievable. She was starting to wonder if she couldn't just stay. Leave everything else behind and set up house right here.
She made her way to the diner which was busy at this time of the morning, steam clouding the windows. She grabbed herself a seat at the counter, watching as men ate and laughed and talked. Farmers most of them, she guessed from the look of them.
“Get you something, hon?”
A waitress slid behind the counter. Her hair was half grey, looped up behind her head. A map of lines spread over her face though Beth figured she wasn't all that old. Fifty perhaps.
“Whatever's good,” Beth said. The smell of frying food was making her mouth water. She couldn't remember being so hungry before.
“I'll get you the full breakfast then,” the waitress smiled. The name Lily was stitched onto her uniform.
“Thanks.”
A white cup was pushed in front of her and Lily poured coffee from a steaming jug. “Are you the one staying with Skye?” she asked as she added a drop of milk. “The one that had the accident, right?”
“News travels fast,” Beth said, hoping she wasn't in for another moment of recognition.
“That's small towns for you,” Lily laughed. “Mind you, by this afternoon something else will have happened and you'll be old news, so I wouldn't worry.” She smiled fondly at the men in the diner, like they were a collection of rowdy children. Then she looked back at Beth. “You catch me when we're not so busy and I'll tell your fortune, hon, alright?”
And then she was off refilling someone else's cup, leaving Beth shaking her head at the extraordinary ordinariness of the place. Seriously, she could really get used to this.
✽✽✽
 
Her shoes were muddy, but she clasped her bag in her hand. The sheriff had rescued it from her car, so at least she had a change of clothes. She was carefully scraping her feet on the edge of the curb in front of the bookshop, not wanting to drag the outside in with her.
It was late afternoon, the sky starting to turn orange now. She'd spent the day wandering around town and then following one of the hiking trails up into the mountains.
“Feel better now?”
Cara sat on the curb, legs carelessly stretched out into the street. Beth shrugged.
“A good cry is just what you needed.”
Beth didn't say anything. She hadn't meant it to happen. Hadn't planned on it. But once she was up on the trail, alone, it had just happened. The first time she'd cried since that night on stage. The first time she could remember really crying in months and months. That kind of wrenching, painful crying, letting the air rip the emotion out of her throat. And now her eyes felt bruised and her tongue felt too big for her mouth, but in truth she did feel better.
“You weren't exactly dressed for hiking,” said Cara. “Why don't you do it in stilettos and fishnets next time?”
Beth snorted a laugh. “Idiot.”
“It'd be hot,” grinned Cara. “Like that time you ended up naked on the trail up near Trent Point.”
“The only reason I ended up naked on the trail was because you stole my clothes while I was getting washed,” Beth pointed out.
“You can talk to yourself as well inside as you can outside.”
The deep voice rounded with humor made Beth start and turn around. Skye was poking her head around the front door of the store.
“I just made coffee if that's any temptation to doing your monologues inside?” she asked.
“I was just, uh, just...” Beth searched her head for an excuse, any excuse, but came up blank.
“Don't mind me,” Skye said, opening the door fully. “Personally, I'm my own best conversation partner. If you fancy coming in though, I'm willing to give conversing with you a shot.”
Beth laughed. The second time, she thought. The second time that Skye had made her laugh. She followed the woman into the shop.
“Dump your stuff in your room and I'll get another cup,” Skye said, disappearing off through a beaded curtain.
Her private quarters, Beth guessed. She wondered what it looked like back there. Wondered what Skye's taste was like. Somehow she couldn't see the woman in her own white and chrome LA apartment complete with aqua-colored pool. Comfortable, she decided as she dropped her bag onto her bed and walked back out of the studio, that's what Skye's house would look like. Old maybe, a little battered, a little mismatched, but comfortable. Sort of like Skye herself. A little rough around the edges, but all the more attractive because of it.
She was so busy thinking about this that she almost bumped right into the woman as she came back into the store carrying an extra cup chipped at the rim.
“Lost in thought?” Skye asked. “Feel like sharing?”
No. Absolutely not. Instead, Beth asked the first thing that came to mind.
“How did you end up owning a bookstore in Alman?”
“That's an easy one. The shop belonged to my parents.”
“Oh, oh, I'm sorry.”
“Sorry?” Skye frowned.
“I mean, I'm sorry for, uh, for your loss, for bringing up...”
Skye laughed. “They're not dead,” she said. “Comfortably retired in Florida thank you very much. Though my mother will think it's hilarious that she's presumed dead. I'll have to remember to tell her. Follow me.”
Beth followed Skye through the shop feeling her own blushes. Maybe she was just a little sensitive to matters surrounding losing people. It had been the natural conclusion to jump to, hadn't it?
She was brought up short by the sight of the fire crackling in the small fireplace. Chairs were arranged around a small table, cups and a coffee pot stood in the middle, and a plate of what looked suspiciously like home-made brownies.
“This isn't all for me, right?” she asked, looking around.
“Not quite,” grinned Skye. “It's book-club afternoon. The others will be here soon. Grab a seat.”
Beth swallowed. “I, uh, I shouldn't intrude. I'm sorry, I didn't know...”
“Oh, stop your apologizing. You're officially invited to book-club. Sit down, won't you?”
Obediently, Beth took a seat. “I can just drink a quick coffee and go.”
“Wouldn't hear of it,” Skye said, busy pouring coffee for the both of them.
“But... but it's book-club.”
“So?”
Beth raised both eyebrows questioningly. “I haven't even read the book.”
Skye laughed. “Oh, that's really not going to be a problem,” she said.




Chapter Four
The shop bell dinged before Beth had the chance to protest any further. The door let in a draft of fresh, cool air, and the fire hissed and crackled a little before settling down.
“Now that doesn't mean that your sign is any less important,” a familiar sounding voice was saying. “Just that there are things other than the zodiac to be taken into account.”
Lily, the waitress from the diner, appeared around the corner of one of the shelves, followed closely by a tall, blonde woman that Beth didn't recognize.
“I don't see why a zodiac sign would be important at all,” the blonde said. “I mean, you're asking me to believe that the eight billion people in the world are all divided into twelve personality types. Plus, how the hell does the month of my birth affect my personality at all? That's like saying what I had for breakfast this morning changed the color of my eyes. It's ridiculous.”
“Typical Virgo,” Lily said, flashing a grin at Beth. She nudged the blonde. “And you're making a terrible impression on our guest.”
The blonde grimaced and then sent a glowing smile to Beth. “Taylor Breckenridge, Alman's teacher,” she said. “Pleased to meet you.”
“I made Beth an honorary member of the club,” Skye said, preparing cups and pouring coffee. “I'm assuming no one minds.”
“Well, since Diane isn't coming and nor is Rachel, it'll be nice to have some new blood,” Taylor said, accepting a cup.
“Diane's the mayor,” Lily said, taking the seat next to Beth and taking a brownie from the plate on the table.
“Don't go making that sound any grander than it is,” Skye said. “Mayor of Alman is a bit like being the head of a single person household. Sounds good, but doesn't mean much.” She frowned at Lily. “Where's Rachel?”
“Kids have got strep again,” Taylor answered for Lily. “She sounded pretty close to breaking point when I talked to her this morning.”
“I'll go over later,” said Lily. “Take them some soup and watch the kids for an hour or so.”
Beth watched all this go on with her mouth firmly shut. It was clear that the women knew each other well and were comfortable together. It was only when both Lily and Taylor had taken bites out of their brownies that there was silence enough for her to speak.
“I don't mean to intrude,” she said. “I know I haven't read your book. I'll just be... a sounding board. Or completely silent if you prefer.”
She desperately didn't want to be an outsider here, and didn't want to spoil what looked like it was generally a pleasant afternoon. But Lily was already snorting crumbs out of her nose.
“What book are you reading?” Beth pressed on, wanting to show an interest.
“Jane Eyre,” sighed Skye. “I read it years ago in college.”
“I'm half way through,” said Taylor, primly.
“Didn't even buy it yet,” Lily said with a grin. “But since Diane isn't here to boss us around, I don't think we need worry too much about the book. What do you think of Alman so far?”
“Lily!” said Taylor.
Beth smiled. “No, it's fine. I like Alman. It seems quiet, friendly. Exactly the kind of place...” She trailed off.
“Exactly the kind of place that makes you want to settle down and stay?” Taylor said. “I thought much the same.”
“I don't know why,” Lily sighed. “I mean, the town is falling apart. Don't get me wrong, I've lived here my whole life. But half the stores on main street are closed, a farm goes into foreclosure at least once every couple of weeks. How many kids you got down at the school now, Tay?”
“Thirty-eight.”
“Thirty-eight?” asked Beth. “That's all?”
“Kindergarten through eighth grade,” Taylor answered. “The big ones we send off to Amity.”
“Three less and the place will be closed,” Lily said. “Which is exactly my point. We're dying out here.”
“Alman is a beautiful town,” Skye said. She sounded defensive in a way that Beth could understand. “We've got a community, and we've got a rich history.”
Lily snorted again. “Rich history, my butt. No point living for the glories of the past. Alman might've been something once, but it's not anymore, and you know it. Don't you be telling me that you're actually making a living from this store, Skye Perry, because I won't believe a word of it.”
Skye looked into her coffee and said nothing. Alman. Now that Beth thought of it, the name did ring a bell somewhere, though she was damned if she knew why. There was just a vague sense of familiarity about the word.
“What about you Beth, you're the guest, tell us about you,” Lily said.
“Lily!” Taylor said again, and Beth could hear the teacherly warning in her voice.
She smiled a little, unsure of how much to say. Stick to the truth, she told herself. No one here knew who she was, and she was determined to keep it that way for as long as she could. The anonymity was like a comfort blanket.
“Nothing much to know,” she said. “Left my job in LA, too much stress. Decided to road trip, to take my mind off things, and ended up here.”
“Ended up crashed down in that ditch up near Pike's Turn,” Skye said.
“I was tired, I should have stopped long before,” Beth said.
Lily was nodding and listening and seemed about to ask more questions and Beth really didn't want her to.
“You went to college,” she said, turning to Skye. “Where did you go?”
Skye shrugged, not looking at her. “Just out of town,” she said sharply.
“Have you heard about Herb's newest project,” Taylor broke in, and began to explain.
Beth got the feeling that she'd said something that she shouldn't have, that she'd broken some secret rule by asking about something outside of Alman. Skye had frozen up, had not wanted to answer her question.
She stayed quiet now, listening to the women gossip as the fire began to burn low and the late afternoon light started to dim. She watched them, animated, laughing, comfortable. She watched Skye, the lines around her face relaxing as she sank into the conversation.
Just once, as the conversation buzzed around her, Skye caught her eye. It was a fleeting glance, no more. But the curve of a smile graced Skye's lips, there was a softness in her eyes, and then she was gone, back to talking to Lily about the state of the potato market, and whether snap beans would go up or down this year. And Beth was left with a warmth in her stomach.
For an hour or so she stopped being anyone other than just Beth. She wasn't Cara's widow, she wasn't Harmony Grey, she was just herself, sitting and bathing in the warm friendship of the women of the book-club. And it felt... right, good, nice. It was, she realized, something that she'd been looking for without even knowing it. Staying in Alman was starting to look even more tempting than before.
“Come on then, hon.”
Lily had shuffled her chair closer. There was the ting of porcelain as Taylor and Skye collected the cups onto a tray.
“Give me your hand,” Lily said.
Obediently, Beth stuck out her hand. “Why?”
“I said I'd tell your fortune, so let me take a look.”
Lily peered down over her hand, the grey roots of her hair clearly visible. She smelled a little of the diner, but it wasn't unpleasant.
“Well, well,” she said after a moment or so.
“What?” asked Beth.
“There's not much here that I can tell you,” Lily said, still looking closely at her palm.
“Really? But... isn't the point of telling someone's fortune the actual telling part?” asked Beth, amused.
Lily gave her a steely-eyed look. “Most of it you wouldn't believe, and some of it you already know.”
“Like what?” Beth asked.
Lily took a second, watching Skye usher Taylor out of the room with the plates and cups. Then she looked back at Beth and grinned.
“You already know,” she said again. She looked down at Beth's hand. “There is one thing that I'll say though.”
“Mmm?” Beth was distracted now at the thought of Skye. At the thought of Lily thinking that there was something, anything between her and her host.
“You've had sadness. More sadness than someone your age should have to carry. You need to put it down, stop carrying it, the weight isn't yours to bear forever.” Lily stroked her hand gently. “And be yourself, hon. No point in being anyone else in the long run.”
They were interrupted by the return of Taylor and Skye. Lily dropped Beth's hand.
“I'd better be off to Rachel's then,” she said.
“I'll give you a ride,” said Taylor.
With a flurry of goodbyes, they were gone. As the shop bell dinged behind them, Skye sighed.
“Let me guess, Lily told your fortune,” she said.
Beth nodded.
“And...” Skye squinted like a child trying to elicit a memorized poem. “There wasn't much she could tell you. Most of it you wouldn't believe and some of it you already know. And... Um... Oh yes, be yourself, because there's no one else to be?”
Beth laughed. “Pretty much.” She didn't mention any of the rest, about loss, about watching Skye leave the room.
“She's mad,” Skye said. “But harmless. We humor her, but don't be too quick to judge. Lily's sharp as a tack when she needs to be, and there's no one I'd rather have fight in my corner.”
She was pushing chairs back into position and Beth tried to help.
“I wasn't judging,” she said. “I quite enjoyed it. In fact, I enjoyed book-club altogether. Thank you for letting me in, and thank you for persuading me to stay. It was fun.”
“It's a gossip circle,” Skye said. “Especially when Diane isn't around to curtail our fun. But it's the one afternoon a week that I really look forward to.”
They were close to each other now, closer than Beth had intended on getting. Somehow the logistics of moving the chairs had ended up with them no more than a step or so apart. Close enough that Beth could see each individual long black eyelash surrounding Skye's deep blue eyes. Close enough that she could see how soft the skin of her lips was. Close enough that her breathing hitched just a little.
Skye appeared not to notice. Her smile slipped a little. “Ignore Lily,” she said.
“Hmm?” Beth asked, still more than a little distracted.
“Ignore Lily. That thing about being yourself. You be whoever you choose to be. No point in being yourself if you don't have to be, is there?”
And then a hand was reaching out, a hand was resting on her shoulder. The touch lasted only a millisecond. But it was long enough for a surge of warmth and need to rush through Beth's body. Long enough for her to feel it, and then to regret it, to push the feeling away again.
A vibration in her jeans pocket pulled her out of the moment. A jingly, metallic tune started. Skye ripped her hand away, stepping back as Beth pulled her mobile out of her pocket.
“The studio usually gets reception,” Skye said. “Better than in most of Alman.”
She wandered off into the back of the book store, leaving Beth alone. She ignored the phone in her hand, staring after Skye long after she disappeared.
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She'd carried her mobile with her all day out of habit. But it hadn't rung. The sheriff had been right about one thing, Alman was a huge black spot when it came to cell phone signals. As Skye had promised though, there was reception in the small studio. And Beth had put this off for long enough.
She closed the studio door behind her and hit the missed call icon to call Brooks back. Leaving her agent out of the picture for too long wasn't going to be a good idea. The tabloid headline this morning must have been down to him, and if she waited much longer he'd have search parties out.
“Lyon.”
Brooks Lyon had an attitude. But it was that attitude that made him one of the hottest agents in LA, one that Beth knew she was lucky to have. Still, she wished he could be a little more polite.
“It's Beth,” she said, though she knew that he preferred her to call herself by her stage name.
“Harmony, my God, where have you been? I've been fielding calls all day and I was seriously considering calling the cops. Tell me, where are you?”
“Out of the city,” she said, not wanting to give him more detail.
“Out of the city? In Tennessee? Harmony, what is it? Tell me. You can tell me anything, you know that. I'll fix it. What do you need?”
“Nothing, Brooks, I'm fine.” She hesitated a second, then added: “I'm not in Tennessee.” The last thing she wanted was for him to turn up at the Tennessee house bothering the neighbors.
“Then where the hell are you?” he asked. “Never mind. Listen. I've got an interview set up with NME at the end of the week. Your side of the story. What do you think? Could be good damage control. Actually, spin it right and you could come out of this looking like an angel. Too sensitive to sing your top hit, get a bit of mystery going, hint at a break-up.”
“No.”
It was an instinctive answer. As soon as he mentioned the interview she'd felt a shiver running down her spine, a sickness in her stomach.
“Harmony, darling, you know this business. Sure, breaking down on stage wasn't exactly glorious. But worse things happen, we can work with this. I need you to trust me.”
She took a deep breath and blew it out. “No,” she said more calmly. “I need you to trust me. I need the papers off my back. I'm taking a time out.”
“A time out?” His voice had risen in pitch. “For how long?”
She'd spent the day in Alman. Her car could be fixed by tomorrow. The day after at the latest. She should tell Brooks that, shouldn't let him worry. But the idea of not being here was... difficult. She'd spent less than twenty-four hours in town. Yet she couldn't imagine not being here.
“I don't know,” she said.
“You don't know? How can you not know? How long, Harmony? A week? A month? Talk to me. Give me something to work with.”
She didn't answer, couldn't. “Just get the papers off my back,” she said. “Give me a couple of days. I'll call you back.”
“Call me back tomorrow.”
Beth sighed. “Fine. Tomorrow. But no more headlines, okay?”
“I'll do what I can,” Brooks said.
He hung up and she knew that he was mad but didn't particularly care.
“He's an asshole.”
Cara stood leaning against the door. She'd never liked Brooks and Beth had done all she could to keep the two of them apart. But they could agree on one thing.
“He's an asshole,” Beth said. “But an effective one. And a great agent.”
Cara ignored this. She raised an eyebrow. “So, you're staying in Alman then?”
Beth closed her eyes. She just couldn't answer that question. Not right now.




Chapter Five
“You should stay.”
Beth opened her eyes to the watery light of morning. It had rained in the night and she could feel a damp chill in the air. Fall. Always her favorite season.
“You should stay,” Cara said again.
Beth struggled out of the blankets and pushed herself so that she was sitting up. Cara perched on the end of her bed. She was wearing red today. A dark turtle-neck sweater that complimented her dark hair and dark skin. Sometimes Beth's brain amazed her. She could barely remember what she'd worn yesterday, yet she could remember Cara's favorite outfits as though she saw them every day.
“Why?” she asked.
“Because it's good for you here. It's calm, quiet. It's nice. A lot like Tennessee, but not Tennessee. Which is probably a good thing.”
“It is?”
Cara nodded. “Good to make a clean break. You can't live in the past.”
It was hard not to when the past followed her around. These conversations, these visions, they happened more often over time. For a while she'd thought she was going completely nuts. But she hadn't done anything, hadn't gone out naked or tried to shoplift or acted any crazier than normal. Other than breaking down on stage, of course. And her initial panic at seeing Cara, hearing her, had turned into a vague unsettled feeling, a feeling that it wasn't quite right but not so wrong that she wanted it to stop.
“I have a career,” she said now.
“So?” answered Cara. “There's no saying that you have to stick with it. Do something else. Or do nothing. You've got the money. Or, I don't know, commute. You could live up here and just go down to LA when you need to. That's an option, isn't it?”
Beth sighed. “I don't know.”
“Do you miss singing? Playing?”
“I don't know,” Beth said again.
She honestly didn't. Music had been part of her life for so long that if she'd had had to guess she'd have said she'd be lost without it. Yet here she was, not having sung for days, not having picked up a guitar for days, and she didn't feel lost. Quite the contrary. She felt content. Happy. Or as happy as she got these days.
“Alman is nice. The people are friendly. You feel good here. Tell me you don't. Tell me that you don't feel better here than you've felt in months,” said Cara.
Reluctantly, Beth nodded. She did. And she had absolutely no idea why. No idea what had changed to make her feel any different.
“There's no expectations,” Cara said, answering her unasked questions. “There's no expectations, you can be whoever you feel like. No one knows about me, but then no one shouldn't know about me, there's no secrets. You're free to say what you want, or not say it. You cried.”
“I cried?”
“Up on the trail yesterday. You cried. That's good. You're letting things out.”
“I need to get up.”
“You need to make a decision,” said Cara, getting up off the bed. “Think about it. But in my opinion you should stay here as long as you can. This is a healing place, a good place, don't leave if you don't have to.”
Beth climbed out of bed and turned to fix the pillow and blankets. When she looked back, Cara was gone.
Stay in Alman. She couldn't say she wasn't tempted. And as she climbed into the shower she started to hum. Before long she was singing. She just couldn't help it.
It wasn't, she thought, that she was unhappy because she wasn't singing every day. It was more that she needed to be happy to sing. The thought made perfect sense to her. More to the point, she was just as happy singing here in the empty shower as she was in a crowded arena. That had to count for something.
✽✽✽
 
“You've got quite the voice.”
Skye was holding open the door to the diner so that Beth could walk in, which meant she couldn't see the flash of fear that Beth felt go over her face.
“Thanks,” she mumbled.
“Don't be embarrassed,” Skye said, grabbing a booth just as three older men were leaving. “You sounded good. Thin walls,” she explained.
“What'll it be, ladies,” said Lily. She appeared, pencil poised.
“Full breakfasts, I think,” said Skye, looking at Beth who nodded in approval.
It had been Skye's idea that they hit the diner to eat, and Beth figured that the least she could do was buy the woman breakfast. Not in any kind of... meaningful way. Not like a date or anything. Just as thanks for the spare room, the bed to sleep in. But the idea of eating at the same table, of conversing one-on-one did appeal to her.
“Thanks again for letting me stay,” she said as Lily slid a coffee in front of each of them.
“Not a problem. You haven't exactly been a demanding house guest.”
“I'd still like to pay, if you'll let me,” Beth said. “I mean, I'd have paid for a motel, so it only seems fair.”
“No.”
There was no explanation, nothing more. Just one, flat word, harsh enough that Beth didn't try to argue about it. Maybe money was a touchy subject. For a second she remembered the touch of Skye's hand on her shoulder.
Breakfast came and Beth searched for something to talk about. The problem was that Skye was so closed off. The only time personal things had been mentioned, Beth felt like she was being shut out. Talking about her parents, about college, about the store or money or staying, all of those were closed doors. She had the feeling that any sort of intimate question wouldn't be welcomed. Which left... the weather?
“Getting cooler, isn't it?” she said, cutting into a sausage.
“Mmm,” agreed Skye. “It's nice up here in the autumn. My favorite season.”
“Mine too,” Beth said. “I love that burning smell that the air gets.”
“It's that feeling of everything settling down to sleep for me,” said Skye. “The idea that we all need rest, all need to relax just for a while, so that we can wake up renewed. Plus, the cold weather and long nights mean lots more reading.”
“Good for business,” said Beth.
“Mmm,” Skye said, but the familiar distance was coming back. Beth's comment had hit too close to home.
She was rescued by a man in oil-stained overalls stopping by the table.
“Hi, Herb,” said Skye.
“Skye,” the man answered. Then he turned to Beth. “Just wanted to let you know your car's all fixed up, ma'am. You can come pick it up whenever you like. Garage is just down the bottom of the hill at the end of Main Street. Someone'll point you in the right direction.”
“Thank you so much.”
He rubbed his nose and smiled then walked away.
“Oh no!” Lily slid into Skye's side of the booth. “You can't be leaving already!”
“My car's fixed,” Beth said. She was deliberately not looking at Skye.
“But that doesn't mean that you have to go, does it? We were just getting used to having you around. Why don't you stay for another few days?”
“And do what?” asked Skye. “She's already taken in all the sights. There's not exactly a lot to see around here.”
“And... I don't know. Eat at the diner, read books, take walks,” Lily said. “It'd be a shame to leave so soon.”
“I'm sure the lady has a job to get back to,” Skye said.
“Doesn't,” Lily said.
Beth frowned and even Skye turned to Lily.
“She said that she left her job in LA because it was too stressful and she was taking a road trip,” Lily said. “Which means that if she wants to stay around here for a few days then she can.” She looked across at Beth. “And you should. Alman's a good place, a healing place, you should stay.”
A healing place. That was what Cara had said. And it wouldn't do any harm to stay a few more days. She wanted to stay, honestly did. She was about to say as much when Skye spoke.
“You can't persuade strangers to stay just for your own amusement, Lil. Let Beth go, a road trip doesn't mean staying in one place.”
A stranger. The lady. Skye spoke of her as though they had no connection, as though she was nobody. Which she was, she supposed. Maybe she was right, she didn't belong here. And staying would only make it harder to leave in the end. Not that she planned on going back to LA. Not that she had a plan, other than getting in her car and driving again. Her lips were dry and she took a deep drink of coffee.
“Breakfast was lovely,” she said. “But Skye's right. I should probably get out of everyone's hair.
✽✽✽
 
She didn't want to stay because Skye didn't want her. It hurt. Stung in a way that she didn't think it should, not that she could stop it. She walked down Main Street, letting the cool fall air caress her face.
“'Morning!”
Across the way she saw the newspaper man smoking a quick cigarette outside his store. She raised a hand in greeting and he tapped the side of his nose as though to say that her secret was still safe with him. She smiled. This town really was a magical kind of place. Not that she believed in magic. Stay in Alman long enough though, and maybe she could.
The jingling vibration of her mobile broke her thoughts. She pulled her phone from her pocket. She'd hit one of the areas on Main Street that actually had reception.
“Brooks here,” said her agent quite unnecessarily. She'd seen his name on the screen. “Listen, Harmony, that interview with NME. You sure about it? It's a good thing, I don't want to turn it down without you considering it.”
She took a breath. “I'm sure,” she said. Time to stand up for herself. Time to get what she needed for a change. “In fact, I'm taking a sabbatical, Brooks.”
“A what?”
“A sabbatical, a break. I'm not working. No concerts, no interviews, no recording. For at least...” She thought for a second. “For at least two months.”
She could almost hear his panic over the phone. “Harmony, that's really not necessary. So you had a little break down, so what? The press has forgotten about it already, trust me. You're old news now. There's nothing to be worried about. Come back to town and you'll be as popular as ever.”
“No,” she said firmly. “I'm taking some time out. Some 'me time.'”
“And what exactly am I supposed to say to the press? To your producers? To anyone?”
“I don't know, I don't care,” she said, not knowing and not caring. “Tell them I'm in rehab. That should be LA enough for them.”
There was a pause, then: “Are you?”
“Am I what?”
“In rehab?”
She nearly laughed, then shrugged. “In a way. Kind of. Not exactly the kind of rehab you mean. But I need this, Brooks. You're going to have to trust me on this one.”
He sighed. “Two months?”
“Two months. Minimum.”
A groan. “Fine. Two months. I'll rearrange all your appointments and reschedule.”
“Thank you,” she said. “Really, Brooks. Thank you.”
It was the most he'd ever done for her. Not that he was a bad man, just... business focused. Even after Cara's death he'd been pressing her to get back to work, telling her that the best thing would be to bury herself in her career, give herself less time to think. And she'd believed him. A decision that she was only now realizing had been wrong.
Still, she had time now. Two months of it. The only question was what exactly she was supposed to do with that time.
✽✽✽
 
She pulled the car into a space next to Skye's battered truck. It drove just fine and the bill had been less than she'd expected. She'd even dared use her credit card, but Herb hadn't even looked at the name on it. Her guitar was still safe in the trunk, undamaged as far as she could see. All she needed now was to pick up her bag and say her goodbyes.
A heaviness came over her as she walked into the bookshop. It was already starting to feel like home here, though there was really no reason that it should. She'd miss it. Miss the smell of the books, the sound of the shop bell. Miss... other things.
And one of those other things was standing behind the desk. Skye looked up as she walked in. This was for the best, Beth told herself. She liked Skye, and now that she was leaving she could admit that the liking could grow into something more. And she didn't want something more. Definitely didn't.
“Beth...”
“I'm just here to get my bags,” she said, managing a smile.
“You don't have to.”
Beth frowned. “I'm sorry... I...?”
“No,” said Skye. “I'm sorry. I didn't handle things real well back at the diner. I thought Lily was pushing you into staying. It never crossed my mind for an instant that you might actually want to stay. I mean, who would want to stay here?”
“I would,” Beth said without thinking. “It's lovely. Relaxing. Quiet. Just what I need after LA.”
“See?” said Skye. “That's what I didn't think about. It wasn't until Lily scolded me for being insensitive that I realized. I wasn't trying to throw you out. If you want to stay for a while longer, you're more than welcome. A week, a month, whatever you like.”
“Wouldn't you mind?” Beth asked, stepping closer.
“It's not like I'm using the studio for anything else. Besides, it gets lonely up here once winter starts to set in. So you can keep an old spinster company.” She smiled at this.
“A spinster?” Beth said. “I'm not sure you qualify for that.” She looked around the shop. “Not enough cats.”
Skye laughed and again the openness of her smile took Beth's breath away.
“Hmm, something I'll have to work on.”
“I'll pay,” Beth said now. “I mean, if you don't mind me staying a little longer. I can pay.”
“No.”
Again, just that one harsh word. But Beth couldn't take it this time.
“I can't just stay here for free,” she said. “It feels like I'm somehow taking advantage of you. I'd like to pay. It'd make me feel better.”
“No,” Skye said again, a hard obstinacy in her blue eyes.
There was a heart beat of silence and Beth forced herself to look Skye in the eye, not to drop her gaze.
“But, I guess you could help out around the store,” Skye said finally. “I mean, if it would make you feel better, less of an imposition. Not that you are. I mean...”
“I know what you mean,” Beth said. “And of course. If that's what you want. I'd be happy to work in the store.”
“It's not glamorous,” said Skye.
And it was only later that Beth thought about what an odd thing that was to say. Now she shrugged and smiled. “I don't need glamor.”
“Then we have a deal?”
Skye was holding out her hand over the counter. Beth took a deep breath before she took it, before she touched that warm skin, felt the roughness of callouses on the palm, felt the tingle of excitement flush through her body.
“We have a deal,” she said, voice barely trembling.
Skye grinned. “Then welcome to  Alman.”




Chapter Six
Beth found a rhythm to Alman. By her third day she was unsurprised to find Cara sitting on the end of her bed when she woke. And even more unsurprised to hear Cara's take on what was happening. Cara was pleased she'd decided to stay, and Beth couldn't help but agree with her.
Breakfast at the diner with a little gossip from Lily, a long walk down one of the mountain trails in the crisp, fresh air. A few tears as she walked, thinking of times with Cara, times she treasured and would never get back.
And then a sniff, wiping her face on her sweater, and a steely determination to get back to town with no signs of what she'd been doing. It was a comfortable rhythm, one she thought suited her, one she could settle into.
“There you are,” Skye said, as Beth pushed open the door to the shop.
“Here I am,” said Beth, voice still a little husky from crying.
“Listen, I need your help this afternoon.”
As far as Beth could tell, other than the book-club members, no one ever set foot in the shop. She'd been idly wondering just how Skye made a living at all.
“Anything you need.”
Skye beckoned her over behind the desk. “There's a town meeting tonight. I assume you're going to come?”
Beth shrugged. “I don't know. I mean, I didn't know about it. And I'm not really part of the town, right?”
Skye chuckled a little and a web of lines creased in the corners of her eyes. Beth's stomach twitched and she had to swallow.
“You're a part of town as long as you're staying,” Skye said. “And anyway, do you have anything else to do this evening?”
Beth shook her head.
“Besides, it'll be fun. Seeing Diane in action presiding over all the macho farmers is what counts for entertainment in these parts.” Skye was clicking on her computer. “And I need to get over to the town hall and help set up. Which means you're going to have to watch the shop.”
Beth looked around at the shelves so stuffed with books they might tumble at any second, and then at the empty sidewalk visible through the dusty windows. “Okay.”
Skye smirked. “It's not as easy as you're thinking. Here.” She turned the computer screen so that Beth could see it. “There's a list of books here, I need you to find them.”
“I'm pretty sure I can handle that,” said Beth, looking again at the stuffed shelves slightly doubtfully.
“They're online orders and I need to send them out tomorrow, so it's important that you track down as many as possible.”
Aha. Online orders. That made sense. More than made sense actually. She could finally see how Skye might be able to eke a living out of the store.
“Got it.”
Again that brilliant smile that made Beth's heart feel funny.
“Come on, I'll help you with the first few, I don't need to head out just yet,” Skye said.
For a while they worked together companionably, the only sounds the sliding of books being pulled from shelves and the odd grunt of satisfaction when a hard to locate volume was found. It was brainless work, but something that Beth started to relax into. She was just pulling a small book of poetry when Skye spoke.
“I'm good at listening.”
“Sorry?”
“I'm good at listening,” Skye said.
She was on the other side of a set of shelves and Beth couldn't see her face.
“I mean, if you decide you want to talk,” Skye added.
“About what?”
“About anything. Why you're here. Why you left LA.”
“I've already said...”
“I know. But...” Skye appeared around the corner, leaning up against the edge of the shelf. “But I can see there's more. And if you ever want a listening ear, a shoulder to cry on, whatever, I'm here. That's all. I know I don't seem like the most sympathetic person in the world, but it's obvious that you're hurting about something. If it would help, I could listen.”
“Obvious?” Beth said, faintly. Was it really that obvious? Was grief etched onto her face? Was 'widow' tattooed across her forehead?
Skye sighed. “For the second time today you've walked into the shop with your eyes red-rimmed and a shiny nose. You were crying. It's absolutely none of my business at all, and I'd understand if you don't want to talk about it. But if you do, then you can. That's all.”
Strangely, Beth found herself smiling. Skye was trying hard but was uncomfortable with the conversation. It was sweet in a way.
“I'm just fine,” Beth assured her.
“You're not. But you don't need to talk. It's okay.”
Beth pulled a book and added it to her pile. “What about you?” she asked, looking for a way to deflect the conversation. One more push and she might just tell Skye everything. And she didn't want that. She didn't want to be the widow, didn't want sympathy, didn't want to change the way Skye looked at her or smiled at her. Telling her about Cara would do all those things.
“What about me?” Skye asked. She disappeared back around the corner, talking through the shelf.
“Well, you live up here all alone running a bookshop. How did that happen?”
“It just happened.”
There was a shortness, a bluntness that told Beth she should probably stop talking. But she didn't.
“Aren't you lonely?” she asked. “Living all alone here must be tough.”
There was a long silence, long enough that she thought she'd asked too much, pressed too hard. She bit her lip.
“You don't have to answer that,” she said finally. “It was rude to ask, to say anything. I'm sorry.”
She pulled yet another book and was adding it to her pile when she felt a prickling on the back of her neck. She turned to see Skye watching her. Those blue eyes narrowed a little, but her face was otherwise neutral.
“Being out in a small town is no joke,” she said slowly. “It's not exactly something I discuss with people.”
“You're saying... No one knows?”
And Beth wondered how she'd known. Just a sense maybe.
“No one knows, and I'd prefer to keep it that way. Small towns are small towns, you've seen already how fast gossip travels. I don't fancy being the talk of the town, and it's no one's business anyway. The only reason I said anything to you is...”
“Because you guessed that I was gay too?”
Skye nodded.
“Do you honestly think people would care?” asked Beth. Living a lie, keeping yourself hidden away had to have a cost, had to be lonely. “I've only been here a couple of days, but these people don't seem intolerant.”
“It's none of their business,” said Skye. “Besides, it's not like I have a host of girlfriends coming up to the shop. It's none of anyone's business and I prefer being alone anyway. So can we let this lie?”
Beth nodded. Skye disappeared again, back to her work. Beth found that she was humming. It took a few minutes to figure out why. Then she realized. Skye had shared something with her, had let that guard down for a second. And it made her happy. Made her happy that Skye wanted her to know, wanted to share with her.
She grinned and hummed as she settled back into work.
✽✽✽
 
The store was so quiet it was like being wrapped in a comforter. It was warm and safe and outside the weather had turned grey and cloudy. Beth couldn't shake the idea that she was home. Even though this place was far from her chrome and white LA apartment, or the comfortable high-ceilinged house that she'd shared with Cara.
There was something about being here that spoke to her, calmed her. And Skye was a part of that. She was a mystery. Cold one minute, laughing and smiling the next. But being a part of her secret made Beth understand a little more.
She of all people could understand having to keep her sexuality a secret. She who had appeared in public on the arm of men she barely knew just to keep the public happy. She who had bowed to Brooks Lyon's orders that she should keep her marriage a secret because... Because it was less trouble that way. And because what she did was none of anyone's business. Even public figures deserved a little privacy. Something to call their own.
She was stacking books into shipping boxes when the door bell rang and a flush of cool air swept over her.
“Hey there, hon.”
“Lily,” Beth said, grinning at the waitress. “What brings you here? Shouldn't you be up at the town hall?”
“Thing doesn't start for ages yet,” Lily grinned back. “And I thought I might come in and buy that damn book we're supposed to be reading. Diane will have my head if I don't at least make an effort. Is it any good?”
“Jane Eyre?” Beth said. She walked around the counter and scanned the classics section, pulling out a battered copy of the book. “It's alright, I suppose. I read it in school.”
“Over-educated the damn lot of you,” Lily teased. She accepted the book.
Beth looked over at the shipping boxes. They were mostly done. “Feel like keeping me company for a while?” she asked. “I could track down some coffee.”
“I thought you'd never ask.”
Lily settled herself into one of the shop armchairs with her book and Beth pushed back the curtain behind the counter.
Behind it she found a small kitchen, just large enough to keep the shop supplied with coffee and other drinks. The main kitchen must be upstairs, she thought. A dark green door stood next to a small fridge. The door to Skye's living quarters. A door that was closed. One that Beth suspected wasn't opened to anyone other than Skye herself.
She made instant coffee, burning with curiosity about the green door, wanting to open it, wanting a glimpse of the private Skye. Reluctantly, she dragged herself out of the kitchen to find Lily engrossed in her book.
“This isn't half bad,” Lily said, putting her Jane Eyre down to take a cup of coffee. “I might actually finish this one.”
Beth sat down, taking the weight of her feet with a groan.
“Long day, huh?” asked Lily.
“Not as long as yours, I'm betting.”
“No kidding. Up at four to get breakfast whilst the men are out checking the farm over, then in at the diner by six. It's not exactly an easy life,” Lily said. She blew gently on her coffee before looking up at Beth. “Easier than yours right now though, I expect.”
“What do you mean by that?”
Lily quietly drank a mouthful of coffee, smacking her lips in appreciation before answering. “Half the town thinks I'm crazy with my horoscopes and fortune telling,” she said eventually. “But that don't mean that I can't see what's right in front of my eyes. You're grieving, hon. Who was he?”
A cold shard of ice stabbed through Beth's stomach. She swallowed. She should say nothing, keep her secrets safe. But Lily was there and her eyes were kind and Beth wanted to talk about it, wanted to say Cara's name out loud. And something told her Lily wouldn't treat her any differently if she knew.
“She,” she said. “Not he. Her name was Cara.”
Lily nodded. “Girlfriend?”
“Wife.”
If any of this shocked Lily she showed no sign of it. “How long has she been gone?”
“Almost a year.”
“She must have been young.”
“Thirty-three.”
Lily took another swallow of coffee. The light in the store dimmed a little, evening creeping in with soft feet.
“What happened?”
The question was so simple and it caught her off guard. No one asked. No one was ever so blunt.
“She fell,” Beth said, just as simply. “Down the stairs.”
There was no emotion in those words. Nothing to show what she really felt. Anger and amazement about something so stupid having such life-changing consequences. Something so ridiculous taking away the one thing she loved. Guilt at not being there, at not being the one to find her. Shame that she didn't know how long Cara had been lying there alone because she hadn't been able to face the answer. And deep, scorching, aching grief that Cara, beautiful, full of life, bubbling Cara had been alone. All alone when the end came.
Lily nodded. “It's difficult.”
“An understatement.” But she hadn't said sorry, hadn't apologized for something that wasn't her fault, hadn't assumed that she needed to say the expected word. Beth liked her more for that.
Lily drank a little more coffee. “You haven't grieved, hon.”
And now there was more anger. “What?” The anger showed in her voice.
Lily sighed and put her cup down. “There's nothing anyone can say that makes anything any better. I wouldn't presume. But you haven't grieved. You tell me all this with a blank look on your face that looks like shock if anything. No tears, no emotion. Not that it isn't there, mind you, I know it is. But you're not showing it. You're bottling it all up inside.”
“What good would crying do?” spat Beth, ashamed already of her anger but not able to hide it.
“It would let you move on,” said Lily. “As long as you're holding on to your grief it will tie you down. You'll live in the past until you can let it go.”
“She was my wife!”
“I didn't say let her go, I said let it go,” Lily said reasonably. “And as hard as it is, as difficult as it is, there is a future for you, Beth. You just have to be able to welcome it.”
As suddenly as it had appeared, her anger was gone. A heaviness took its place. The same heaviness that she felt every day, the one that weighed her down, that made everything seem impossible.
“A future,” she said. “I'm not sure if I want a future.”
Lily looked around the store. “You sure about that?”
For just a tiny moment Beth thought about Skye, about her standing behind the counter when she walked into the shop.
“Because I'm getting the feeling that there could be a future right here for the taking,” Lily said. “If you want it. If you want her.”
“Skye?”
Lily shrugged.
“Wait, you know about her? I mean about...”
“About her being gay,” Lily said, all innocence. Then she cracked a grin. “The whole damn town knows. Just because we don't talk about it doesn't mean it doesn't exist. We all like Skye too much to take her secret away from her. If she doesn't want it out in the open, well then, we'll keep our mouths shut. Plus, we're all just a bit afraid of her.”
“Afraid?”
“Oh, you'll see tonight,” Lily said. “Wait until you see her go head-to-head with Diane at the meeting.” She drained her coffee cup. “Skye's a tough nut. She's got her share of secrets. But the two of you would make a cute couple.”
“Are you matchmaking?” Beth said, a little humor coming into her voice.
“Could just be,” Lily said. “There are worse things in the world than making two unhappy people happy.” She clattered her cup down on the table. “And I'm getting out of here. I'll see you later at the town hall.”
It wasn't until she left that Beth realized she hadn't even paid for the book. A great shopkeeper she made. She cleared away the coffee cups and tidied around the kitchen.
Telling Lily about Cara had made her feel... better. Just for a minute or two. It was nice to have someone to share things with. And Skye had been right, Lily was smarter than she appeared. But that didn't mean she was right about everything.
As much as the idea of starting something with Skye was attractive, Beth knew it was nothing more than a fantasy, an idle pondering. There would never be room for anyone other than Cara in her life. How could there be?
She glanced around anxiously, but Cara was nowhere to be seen. Maybe staying in Alman hadn't been the greatest idea. Things could get complicated here. But if there was one thing she was sure of it was that she loved Cara, would always love her, whether she was here or not. Skye would never fit into her heart, there was simply no space for her.




Chapter Seven
The town hall was a grand name for what looked an awful lot like a high school gymnasium. Rows of uncomfortable looking chairs stood in front of a small platform and Beth was eyeing them suspiciously, wondering whether to hide at the back, bury herself in the middle, or be up front and proud.
“Coffee first.” Skye gripped her elbow and pulled her towards a table across the back wall. “Trust me, you're going to need some caffeine.”
“If it's going to be that boring, why did you get me to come?” Beth asked, chuckling.
“So that I wouldn't have to go through the pain of the next couple of hours alone,” Skye answered.
They helped themselves to coffee and plates of cookies, finding a place in the third row. Lily threw them a wave from across the room.
“That's her husband,” Beth said, nodding at the man Lily was talking to. “Which means the farm's in the hands of their eldest, Eddie. Expect a fire service call out anytime soon.”
“That bad?”
Skye shrugged. “He's a little clumsy. Lily always says it's because he's 'growing into himself,' whatever that means.” She nudged Beth and Beth felt the warmth of skin on skin as Skye's elbow caught her forearm. “Watch out, here comes Diane.”
Anxious for a glimpse of the famous Diane, Beth craned her neck. She was rewarded with the sight of a petite woman, blonde hair finely waved, skin fragile and pale looking, a whip of scarlet lipstick across her mouth. She was dressed in a suit, which Beth guessed was appropriate for a mayor, though pretty much everyone else she saw was in jeans.
“She doesn't look that scary.”
Skye snorted. “Just wait until she opens her mouth. And who told you she was scary?”
“Lily,” Beth said, blushing at the memory of her conversation with the woman.
“Lily's afraid of her own shadow.”
More people piled in until the room was bursting at the scenes. Skye hadn't been kidding when she said that this was what passed as entertainment around here. Small children wove between the legs of adults, a comfortable hum of chatter filled the air. More women than men, she saw. And as a handful of people that she guessed were the city council took the platform she saw that a solid two thirds of them were women.
“Got yourself a little female-run Utopia here?” she teased Skye.
Skye rolled her eyes. “This is farming country. The men are busy. It's the women that have time for the idiocies of town government. Excepting those that actually run their farms themselves, and there are a fair few. Probably five or six female-led farms in the area.”
Beth digested this news and watched as those on the platform shuffled their chairs and those in the rest of the room took their own seats. The level of chatter dimmed a little but didn't silence. Not until Diane stood up.
The woman didn't even open her mouth. She stood, surveying the crowds with creased brow until everyone shut the hell up. Only then did she smile.
✽✽✽
 
“...could represent significant savings to the township,” Diane was saying.
Beth shuffled in her chair. Her butt was getting numb and she wished she'd helped herself to more cookies. The last hour had been filled with the minutiae of town life, and she supposed that this stuff was interesting if you actually lived in Alman. As an outsider, well, she could think of more thrilling evenings.
Skye, on the other hand, was sitting bolt upright paying full attention to what Diane was saying. Something about closing the school down. It made sense, Beth thought. After all, Taylor had said there were less than forty kids in the place. Keeping a school up and running must be expensive.
“What about the kids?” shouted out a voice from the audience that Beth recognized as Taylor's.
“They'll be bussed over to Amity,” Diane said smoothly. “The costs of transport will be picked up by the town, obviously.”
Beth could feel the pulsing of anger coming from Skye. She could feel a bristling sensation emanating from her. And suddenly, her interest was perked. From the corner of her eye she saw Skye stand up. Things were about to get interesting.
“Are you serious?” Skye said. “You want to bus close to forty kids all the way to Amity and back every day?”
“Less than forty children,” Diane said. “Which is somewhat the point here. Forty was the limit that the town placed on the number of children required to make the school financially viable. Now that we've fallen below that number...”
“Horseshit,” Skye said. “First of all, it's thirty eight. I don't see how two warm bodies makes much difference in this particular case. But if it's so important to you than I'll go enroll myself in the school tomorrow morning, that'll give you thirty nine.”
“Hardly helpful.”
“And second of all, you can't ship five year old kids more than an hour's bus ride every morning. What the hell are you thinking? They'll be leaving here before dawn and not getting back until bedtime.”
“The solution isn't a perfect one...” Diane began.
“There doesn't need to be a solution because there's no problem.”
Skye was standing, her cheeks flaming red and Beth's heart beat a little harder as she watched her, as she saw the fire in her eyes.
“The school is the heart of our community, and as long as there are children that need to be educated in it, and a teacher willing to educate those children, we keep it open. Whatever other sacrifices we have to make. We don't send children on hour long bus trips through the mountains twice a day just to save a buck or two. The motion is a ridiculous one, and one that shouldn't even be considered.”
“Ms. Perry, the township has a certain amount of money to spend, an amount that is dwindling every year, and we must prioritize where that money is going.”
Beth couldn't remember if she'd heard Skye's surname before. It seemed like another little piece of the puzzle, one more nugget of information to hoard. And information about Skye was thin on the ground.
“Prioritize?” Skye spat. “And what exactly are you prioritizing over Alman's children? We have a duty towards them. Or do you not consider that important, since they're not old enough to vote?”
Diane opened her mouth, but no words came out. The room stirred, Beth could feel the atmosphere shifting as people began to side with Skye.
Perhaps sensing that this was a battle that couldn't be won, a council member on the platform stood up.
“I move that this motion be tabled until next quarter,” she said.
Diane bowed her head a little and Skye sat down.
“So we can have the exact same conversation three months from now,” Skye grumbled as she sat.
But Beth could tell that Skye thought she'd won a small victory. And perhaps she had. Saving the town money was all well and good. But not at the expense of shipping little kids off to the other side of the mountains every day.
The flush was slowly fading from Skye's cheeks and Beth couldn't help but glance at her from time to time. Her mouth dried up when Skye caught one of her glances and flashed her a wink.
✽✽✽
 
“The town's dying,” Lily said, shaking her head.
“You say that after every meeting,” Skye said. “And we're not circling the drain quite yet.”
“I'm not so sure,” said Taylor, shuffling in to join the little group in a corner at the back of the town hall.
“Meaning?” asked Skye.
“Meaning that I'm pretty sure we're about to lose two more kids in the next couple of weeks,” Taylor said with a sigh. “The Brighams are selling up, getting out of town. That brings us down to thirty six.”
Skye laid a hand on her shoulder. “We'll figure something out.”
Taylor flashed her a grateful smile just as a small blonde girl threw herself at the teacher's legs.
“Ms. Breckenridge, come tell momma 'bout my picture.”
“Come tell momma about my picture...” Taylor prompted.
“Please,” finished the child obediently.
Taylor waved her goodbyes as the child pulled her away.
“I'd better be going too,” Lily said. “Early start in the morning.”
“Better head off to check that Eddie's still got all his fingers,” Skye said.
Lily pouted. “He's not as bad as you make him out to be. Just because that one time he fell off his trail bike...”
“And shattered my shop window,” Skye put in.
“He paid for it!”
Skye shook her head. “He's a good boy,” she allowed.
“Damn right he is,” grunted Lily. “And I'm getting out of here, else there'll be no one to serve eggs in the diner in the morning. 'Night ladies.”
She walked away, leaving Beth and Skye alone.
“Alman is important to you, isn't it?” Beth asked.
She knew the answer to that question. It was clear from the way Skye talked about the town, the way she defended it from Diane. What she didn't know was why.
“It's my home,” Skye said.
“But Lily might have a point. The town doesn't exactly look prosperous now, does it? What happened?”
Skye sighed and shrugged. “What always happens,” she said. “Modern life. Not much money in farming these days. People don't want to stay. They prefer the bright lights of the city.”
“The convenience of the city,” Beth said.
“Right. Convenience,” said Skye. “They forget what's great about a place like Alman. They forget how safe it is, how everyone knows your name, how anyone can help you anytime. That community is like a... a...”
“A blanket.”
“Right, a blanket. Warm and cozy and safe. And those are good things. But I guess maybe they're things people don't want anymore.”
“There are some businesses up here though,” Beth said. “The diner, Herb's garage, the store, your place.”
“The only reason I make a living is from online orders,” Skye said. “But yes, there are a few businesses. All that we need to survive, I suppose. Once those go, once there's no store, no garage, no diner, well then, we'll really be dead, won't we?”
The town hall was starting to empty out now, the double front doors open to the cool night air. Beth shivered and pulled her jacket closer around her. Skye saw her movements and drained her coffee cup.
“We'd better walk back to the shop,” she said.
They went out into the darkness, walking around the back of the town hall.
“Where are we going?” Beth asked.
“It's better this way,” said Skye. “Trust me.”
They walked down a small trail, away from the road, away from the others making their way home. It was crisp and fresh, the stars looking cut out from the sky, the branches of trees overhanging their path. It was innocently beautiful in a way that made Beth want to stay forever. She could understand why Skye had brought her this way. But her mind just wouldn't let go of the idea of Alman dying.
“It can't always have been like this though,” she said. “At some point the town must have been profitable. Was there like, I don't know, a factory or something? A mine?”
“Nothing like that,” Skye said, feet crunching through the dried leaves. “For a long time farming was a profitable enterprise. You don't realize that now. But well up until the seventies a family could make a good living on a farm. But smaller farms make less profits nowadays, the big bucks, the government money, go to help the super-farms in the mid-west. The family farm just isn't the secure living that it used to be.”
Beth thought on this as they walked. The air smelled a little like burning, like fall. She walked close to Skye, not wanting to get lost in the darkness. So close that their hands brushed. And for an aching second she almost took that hand, almost laced her fingers in with Skye's. Then she realized what she was contemplating.
There's no room in her life, in her heart, for Skye, she told herself. It wouldn't be fair.
“And what about after that?” she asked, to distract herself from the idea of holding Skye's hand. “You said up until the seventies. But Alman hasn't been going downhill for that long, surely?”
Skye stopped in the middle of the trail. “Seriously?”
“Seriously what?” Beth asked, stopping beside her.
“You've never heard of the festival?”
It took a few seconds. It took the mention of the word festival and the vague familiar feeling she'd had about the name Alman, and the idea shook lose in her head. Of course.
“The Alman Festival.”
“Beloved of hippies and rock fans alike,” Skye said. “How the hell do you think I got a name like Skye?”
They started walking again. “Well, how?”
“Both my parents were hippies who came for the festival and never left. Ended up taking over the town bookstore. Used to happen a lot in those days. The festival was at the beginning of summer, so people hung out here, stuck around. And by the time winter rolled in it was too late to leave, so they stayed.”
“Sounds... cozy.”
Skye laughed. “It was, I guess. It was also a money maker. The festival itself brought the town cash, but it was more than that. There was tourism attached to it, people who just had to come see the place where their favorite band or singer had played. There were hotels and camp grounds and shops and cafes. It was a one time event, and yet sometimes it seemed as though it went on all year round. Between the actual festival and the planning for the next there was never a quiet moment.”
“So why did it stop?”
Skye shrugged again. “It just did. I was too young really to ask questions. But it stopped one year and never happened again.”
Beth stopped this time. Around her there was the rustling of wind in the trees. Why not? It seemed so simple to her, so easy. “So, let's start the festival again,” she said.
Skye laughed. “Who has those kind of contacts?” she said. “Nice idea, but just a pipe dream.”
She continued walking, but Beth stayed still. Who had those kind of contacts? She did. She definitely did. This was something she could do to help, a way she could give back, a way she could stay connected to Alman. Skye was striding ahead and she was about to shout after her, about to confess everything, when movement caught her eye.
A small brown dog was sitting by the side of the trail. And standing next to it, hand on its head in comfort, was Cara.




Chapter Eight
Cara was sitting on the end of the bed as usual when Beth woke. For once, she wasn't the first thing that Beth looked at. She found the warm patch on the bed next to her, dark hairs littering the blanket. But there was no sign of the dog.
“Out in the shop,” Cara said, noting her attention.
The door was cracked open and Beth could hear the sound of paws, the click clack of nails on wooden floor boards, and the soft voice of Skye. She relaxed a little. The dog was still here, still okay.
Last night she and Skye had bathed it, dried it off, fed it. Skye had called around, asked if anyone was missing a puppy. But no one appeared to know the dog at all, so with a sigh, Skye had said the dog had better stay. And then Beth had insisted on having it sleep in her room. There was a connection here, she wasn't sure what, but it was no accident that Cara had shown up at exactly the same time.
“I think the festival is a great idea,” Cara said now, stretching her arms so that her shirt rode up and Beth could see her stomach.
Beth grinned. She'd always liked that move. “Really?” she asked. “I'm not so sure now that I've had time to think about it. I mean, it's gotta be a lot of work. And I assume they stopped holding it for a reason. Probably it wasn't as profitable as Skye thinks. And...”
“There's a lot of ands and buts around,” Cara said. “And I don't think you really know what you're talking about.”
Beth frowned.
“I'm just saying, maybe you could talk to a few people, do a little research. I don't know. Why not? It's not like you have to tell anyone what you're doing.”
“I guess,” Beth said doubtfully.
“You don't have to tell Skye,” Cara said.
The name on her tongue sounded strange and Beth couldn't tell if it was jealousy or teasing or anger or something else.
“There's no need to be like that,” she said. “There's nothing between me and Skye.”
“Right,” said Cara.
“There's not.”
“Right.”
Beth sighed. “Cara.”
Cara grinned at her. “I'm teasing. And why shouldn't there be anything between you and Skye? She's hot. And smart. And she likes you. And she's available. All good reasons for there being something.”
“She likes me?” Beth regretted the words as soon as she said them. “There shouldn't be anything between me and Skye. And you know why not. Because of you. So stop. I don't want to talk about it.”
From the shop there was a quiet bark and a laugh.
“The dog,” Beth said. “Was that you? Some kind of present? Some kind of reminder of you? Like... I don't know, like your spirit's inside it or something?”
Cara raised an eyebrow. “Are you serious? When the hell did you get so superstitious? And just how exactly would I go about putting my spirit into a dog? It's not like a can of Coke that you can just pour wherever you like.”
“Not exactly what I meant,” Beth said. But in truth, the words had sounded stupid as soon as she'd said them. It was just... seeing Cara there, the dog beside her, she'd thought... Crazy. The dog barked again.
“You have responsibilities now,” Cara said. “That dog will need a walk soon enough. And some dog food. Can't lie around in bed all day.”
And she was gone. Beth blew out a breath. When Cara was in one of her moods, nothing was ever the right thing to say. It was as though she enjoyed being contrary. But she was right about the responsibilities. Beth threw back the bed covers and let her feet touch the cold wooden floor.
✽✽✽
 
After singing her way through a shower and brushing her teeth and pulling on jeans and a shirt, Beth felt slightly more human. She pushed her way into the shop to find Skye sitting on the rug by the fireplace, the dog lying in front of her.
“So, does this mutt have a name?” Skye asked.
Beth frowned, then grinned. “Stevie,” she said.
Skye rubbed Stevie's belly and was rewarded by a healthy panting. Then she looked up at Beth.
“You do realize that Stevie's a girl, right?”
Beth hadn't given much thought to the matter, she'd chosen the first name she could think of, the name of one of her favorite musicians, one of her heroes. “Stevie after Stevie Nicks,” she said. “You know, Fleetwood Mac?”
And Skye was laughing now, the dog rolling on the floor over-excited by the attention.
“There's coffee on the table,” Skye said, when she'd collected herself.
Beth helped herself to a cup and sank into one of the armchairs, watching Skye play with Stevie.
She was so gentle, so engrossed in what she was doing. Her guard was down, she was relaxed, Beth realized. And she saw the way the sunlight caught in her hair, the way a stray tress fell over her face, saw the way her fingers moved, the way her smile made a dimple in the side of her cheek. She saw Skye as she was, not the Skye that Skye wanted her to see.
It was that sudden.
From one moment to the next, whilst she was sitting there drinking coffee and watching quietly and doing nothing else. It happened then. Maybe it was because of what Cara had said, maybe that was just the moment that the universe chose for her to know. Maybe she'd just been blind before.
There was no action, nothing that suddenly provoked the feeling. It was just there. She'd felt it before, she knew what it was. There was no point denying it to herself, not in her own head.
Okay, there had been some kind of feeling before. But that could be written off as lust. There was nothing wrong with lust, it was perfectly natural. As long as she didn't act on it.
This wasn't lust though.
Watching Skye roll around on the rug with the shaggy little dog, the sunlight breaking through the dust, the fire cold and ashy in the grate, coffee warming her hands, Beth knew.
She was falling in love with Skye.
The truth shocked her more than she could ever have expected. She was frozen in place, mug in hand.
How could she have let this happen?
“Hey, you okay there?”
She jerked a quick breath in. “Fine, why?”
Skye was staring at her. “Because you're crying.”
Only then did she feel the wetness on her cheeks. She took another shuddering breath.
“I'll get some tissues,” Skye said.
What was she supposed to say? What was she supposed to do? This wasn't supposed to happen. Love was... wonderful. Fulfilling and warm and beautiful. But this, this was accompanied by such guilt, such weight, that there was nothing wonderful about it at all. This was just... confusing and awful and terrible.
She wiped her eyes on her shirt sleeve.
How could she do this to Cara?  How could she betray her in this way? She would never have chosen this. But her heart had decided, without logic, without consideration for her real feelings. This... this couldn't happen.
“Here you go.”
Skye handed her a clutch of white tissues before sitting down in the chair opposite her.
“Want to talk about it?” she asked.
And Beth looked at her. Really looked at her. Saw the deep blue eyes, the long lashes, the faint marks of laughter lines. She saw the earnestness, the hurt in her eyes, saw the genuineness there. And she couldn't do anything, couldn't say anything. She blew her nose, cleared her throat and stood up.
“Stevie needs a walk,” she said.
She could feel Skye's eyes on her back as she walked out of the shop, whistling at the dog to follow her. She didn't turn back though. If she had, she might have said something. And instinctively, she knew that saying something wouldn't help. It would only make things worse.
No, the only thing she could do was to keep this feeling buried deep down inside. Never let it out. Lock it away. If she hid it well enough she might forget that it existed at all.
✽✽✽
 
“What can I do for you today?”
“Got any dog food?” Beth asked.
The shopkeeper looked down over the counter and saw the dog then smiled. “Sure thing, I'll grab a few cans for you.” He disappeared into the back for a second, then came back with cans of dog food and a paper bag. “What's the dog's name?” he asked, ringing up the purchases.
“Stevie,” said Beth.
He paused for a second. “Um, you know that Stevie...”
“...is a girl,” finished Beth. “Absolutely.”
“Well, that's just fine then,” said the shopkeeper.
He took Beth's money and she took the bag and then she and Stevie walked out of the shop, bang into Lily.
“Hi Beth, oh, what a cute little puppy.”
Lily bent to scratch Stevie's ears, and the dog panted in a paroxysm of delight.
“What's its name?” Lily asked, looking up at Beth.
She was beginning to catch on to this one. “Stevie, and yes, I know she's a girl.”
“That's a fine name,” Lily said. “Gotta run, just need to pick up some salt. How does a diner run out of salt?”
And she was gone.
Beth walked slowly down the pavement, Stevie following behind her, the bag heavy in her arms. Maybe the smart thing to do would be to leave, to walk away now. She could admit to herself that she had feelings for Skye, could admit that they were wrong. The perfect solution was leaving.
“Hi, Beth!”
Taylor Breckenridge waved at her from across the street and Beth waved back.
The smart solution was walking away. That didn't mean it was what she wanted to do.
Alman was a healing place, no matter how foolish and superstitious that might sound. The calm, the peace, the people, it was just that kind of place. A place you could come and let your soul relax. Which was just what she needed.
These people had welcomed her. They hadn't questioned her, one at least had kept the secret of her identity. They'd befriended her, invited her into their lives. They didn't have to do that. And walking out now seemed... rude.
No, she couldn't just go. The Skye stuff she'd deal with. Just like she'd dealt with Cara's death. Push it away, ignore it, bury it. She could do that. At least temporarily. It would give her enough time to heal. Enough time to help. Because she needed to help. She needed to give something back here.
She reached the town hall and turned around, seeing Lily in the distance crossing the street back towards the diner. These people deserved something. And she had something to give, didn't she? Give back and then she could leave with a clear conscience. Then she could move on. People were always talking about moving on.
A small bench sat by the side of the street in front of the town hall, a tiny patch of grass around it. Beth pulled out her mobile and sat down, Stevie snuffling in the leaves around her feet.
“Brooks, it's me.”
“Harmony, thank the Gods. I assume you're over this... whatever it is, and on your way back to the city?”
Beth hesitated for a second. How exactly to phrase this? Brooks was the obvious person to ask for help. He knew everything, knew everyone, and had a nose for the business. If she could get Brooks on-side then the rest should be easy.
“No,” she said, honestly, then hurried on with: “What do you know about the Alman Festival?”
“Big deal. Anyone who was anyone played there in the seventies and early eighties,” he said. “But there won't be a slot for you, there's been no festival there for years.”
“Any idea why?” Beth asked, curious.
“Some scandal. The main sponsor ended up bankrupt for reasons completely unrelated, and the organizer... Dell Roberts, heard of him?”
“Vaguely.”
“Well, he was starting to get into trouble, accusations were flying around from women who weren't his wife and he decided to keep a low profile. You know how these things go. I don't think it was the festival's fault, I think it was just bad luck.”
Okay, that was a start. A good start. She took another deep breath, watching Stevie roll in the dead leaves and wondering whether she'd need another bath. “What about resurrecting it?”
There was a long moment of silence, then Brooks' booming laugh over the line. She waited for him to finish.
“I'm serious, Brooks. Alman was a big thing, and retro is big now too. I think holding a festival here could be a very profitable enterprise if done correctly.”
She could hear him sigh. “Harmony, what I need, what you need, is for you to come back to LA. I've got promoters on my back, I've got journalists and TV shows that want interviews. You can't just keep your career on hold forever.”
“What about the festival?” pushed Beth.
“No, it's crazy, of course not. Why the hell would I be interested in holding a dead festival way up in fucking Canada or wherever the hell Alman is?”
Beth waited a heartbeat, two heartbeats. There was a way to convince him, she knew that. She just wasn't sure how far she wanted to go with this. She looked all the way down Main Street, seeing the diner, the store, the bookshop. She closed her eyes.
“Could be good for my career,” she said, carefully not promising anything specific. “I mean, being the one that brought Alman back. Look at Woodstock and Lollapalooza. Festivals are big money.”
He was calculating, looking at the idea from every angle, she knew that, could practically see his face in her mind. Then after an age of crackling quiet, he spoke.
“Let me talk to some people, get some feedback,” he said. “I'm not saying yes.”
“But you're not saying no.”
“I'm not saying no.”
From Brooks that was as good as a seal of approval. He didn't even talk to people unless he knew he was going to be making money out of the deal. Beth felt herself relax. She thanked him and hung up the phone.
This is what she could do for Alman. For the whole town. She wasn't doing this for Skye, this wasn't because Alman was so important for Skye. This was for the whole town. This could really work. They could hold a festival, make Alman famous again.
And then...
And then she could leave. Obviously. Walk away. Pretend that she'd never met Skye. Pretend that those feelings just didn't exist.
“Come on, Stevie,” she called, standing up. “Let's get some breakfast.”
Diner first, let herself calm down a little. And then she'd go and tell Skye. Her heart skipped a little as she imagined the look on Skye's face when she told her.




Chapter Nine
The sign in the shop window said 'Back Soon,' but Beth sat for a solid two hours before the bell rang and Skye walked in. Even from the way she walked Beth could tell that something was wrong. She just hoped that it was nothing she'd done.
She'd had time to think in the clear quiet of the bookshop. She was over-reacting was all. These few days with Skye had been the first that she'd spent with another woman since Cara's death. It was, perhaps, only natural that feelings started to grow. Take herself out of that proximity and things would change, the feelings would subside. She was sure of it.
“God dammit,” Skye said, tripping over a pile of books and send them skittering across the floor.
Beth bit her lip. Now didn't seem the time to share her big news. “Problem?” she asked, bending to slide the books back into a pile.
“The whole world's a problem,” said Skye.
She disappeared through the door behind the counter, leaving Beth alone. Stevie snored gently by the fire. At least someone was happy. She sank back down into her chair, still warm from her wait. Someone should look after the shop, she figured.
Skye re-appeared a half hour later, carrying two mugs, one of which she handed to Beth.
“Sorry,” she said. “I'm better off alone when I'm in a mood like that. I lash out otherwise.”
Beth accepted the mug and the explanation. “Care to share?”
Skye sank into a chair and Stevie's tail beat on the rug for a second. “Diane,” she said, finally.
“Diane? I'm probably going to need a little more information than that...”
This got a half-smile at least. “She's putting up the taxes on the shop.”
“Ah.”
The fired crackled. “She says it's across the board, that if we're going to keep the school running then the money has to come from somewhere. But I kind of doubt it. I haven't heard anyone else complaining about taxes.”
“She's out to get you?”
“Sounds ridiculous, doesn't it?”
It did. But it also didn't. Beth had seen the look on Diane's face as Skye had challenged her at the meeting. “What's Diane's story?” she asked. “I mean, is she from around here?”
Skye sighed. “Yes and no. She was born here, grew up here, left for college. Apparently she married some hot-shot lawyer up in Portland and played the rich housewife for a while. Then she got divorced and rolled back up here with big ideas in her head. Took over her mother's house and got to work.”
“As mayor.”
“Well, old Mayor Delaney died on the job, and frankly, no one else wanted the position. So she stepped up. We were grateful at first. We're still grateful, I guess. But... I don't know. I just don't always see that she has Alman's best interests at heart I suppose.”
Beth took this in and nodded. “And the taxes?” she asked.
“I'll just have to sell more books,” Skye said. She smiled. “I'll get over it. I was just mad is all. It was the last thing I needed.” She stared into the fire. “Just for once I'd like some damn good news.”
And that was her cue. Light from the fire was flickering over Skye's face and Beth tried desperately not to watch, not to see the flames stroking her cheek as she'd like to do, not to see the sparks in her eyes. Not to watch the rounded plumpness of her lips. She cleared her throat.
“Actually, I might have some good news.”
Skye turned to her, one eyebrow lifted. “Really?”
She took a deep breath and nodded. Okay, Brooks hadn't technically said yes, but it really was a technicality. Even without him she was sure she could call in a few favors. This was going to work. This had to work.
“I think we might be able to put the festival on.”
There was an age of silence as several expressions flashed across Skye's face fighting for control. She settled on disbelief. “You can't be serious.”
How much to tell her? She wanted to tell the truth, honestly she did. But just like with the truth about Cara she couldn't stand the idea of Skye treating her differently. And if Skye knew she was really Harmony Grey, well, how could they continue like this, sitting quietly by the fire?
“My old job in LA gave me a few contacts,” she said. “Friends of friends, that sort of thing. It's the real deal though. I mean, I really think we can do this. It'll take some work, but we'll get a decent line-up of bands, I promise you that.”
Skye was staring at her with her mouth open and eyes wide. She stared for so long that Beth shifted in her seat.
“If you want to, I mean,” Beth said. “We don't have to.”
But Skye was standing up, yanking at her arm, pulling her up too and smothering her in a hug. And Beth tried not to like it. Tried not to feel the softness of Skye's flannel shirt against her cheek, tried not to smell the citrus-scent of her, tried not to sense the warmth of her. But her body refused to obey her brain. A deep warmth flooded her stomach and her legs wanted to shake. Her breath began to come faster.
Skye pulled back and for a millisecond they were face-to-face only an inch separating them and those lips were soft and pink and inviting and Beth was drawn to them, her head moving infinitesimally closer, longing for a touch, longing for... something.
“That's amazing,” Skye said, pulling away.
Please God, don't let her have noticed anything. Please. But Skye wouldn't look her in the eye. Beth swallowed, mouth dry.
“I'm sorry.”
“What for?” Skye asked, sitting down again and not looking at her.
“For that. For...” She wanted to say for almost kissing you, but couldn't bring herself to do it.
“For almost kissing me,” Skye said, filling in the blank for her. And now she did  look up, her cheeks flushed scarlet. “I should be apologizing, not you. I touched you, I hugged you. I started things. I'm sorry.”
Beth sat back in her own chair, legs definitely shaking now. “It's just... Nothing can happen here,” she said. “I mean nothing like...”
“Nothing like a you and me kind of something,” Skye said. Her face was serious, pale now that the flush of embarrassment was gone. “I agree. It would be... unwise.”
All those promises to herself to keep her feelings buried down deep and what had she done at the first opportunity? Beth cursed herself. Now she'd ruined everything. But Skye was watching her, those eyes deep and blue and fathomless.
“Beth, let's not spoil what we have,” she said. “I think maybe it's time that you and I were a little more honest with each other. Got to know one another just a little better. Don't you?”
Scared of what would happen if she said no, Beth nodded.
“Tell me what happened to you, Beth,” Skye said gently. “Tell me why you're so sad. I'm here, I'm listening. And I promise that in return, I'll be as honest with you as I can be.”
“I don't know if that's the best idea.” She was starting to panic now at the thought of her spilling herself in front of Skye.
“You just offered to help save my town,” Skye said. “For which you've earned my undying gratitude whether your plan works out or not. But let's just say it does, let's just say that we're in with a chance of holding the festival, then we're going to be spending plenty of time together. Something almost just happened. But we're both sure that nothing can happen. Perhaps it would be best, clearer, if we were honest about why nothing can happen. That way there can be no misunderstandings.”
It made sense. It truly did. But more than that, Beth didn't want to keep it inside anymore. She wanted to talk, just like she had with Lily. She wasn't being honest about who she was, she didn't want Harmony Grey to be in Alman. But this, this she could do. Skye needed to understand. This wasn't something personal, she wasn't turning Skye down because she didn't like her. She had good reason.
“My wife died,” she said. “A year ago.”
There. Done. The words were out there, floating around the room, said and heard and again Beth felt just a little of the weight on her shoulders lift.
Skye said nothing. She didn't apologize, didn't say sorry. Her face softened a little, but that was all. Spurred on by the feeling of lightness, Beth found herself continuing.
“I had a breakdown. At work...” Careful now, careful. There are things that don't need to be said. “In front of everyone. About, oh, a couple of weeks back now. Which is why I'm here, I suppose.”
“A breakdown?”
Beth nodded. “It was... strange. I mean, why wait so long? Why then? But then I think that maybe that's the way it always happens.”
“What do you mean?”
“Grief. It's not a punch, it's not a one time thing and then it slowly starts to get better. It's like... it's like the ocean. The waves constantly beat over you. Sometimes they're bigger, sometimes smaller, but they're constant. Always there. It's not the first wave that breaks you down, though God knows that one's bad enough. You keep standing, partly out of shock, partly because you don't know what else to do. But the waves keep coming, and eventually, inevitably, one knocks you off your feet.”
Skye nodded.
“So here I am,” said Beth. “And that's why nothing can happen here. And that's why I wanted to stay here. Alman is... special. It's healing. Quiet. Calm. I feel better here. And I'd like to bring the festival back, I'd like to give back.”
“That I can understand,” Skye said. “Alman is definitely special.”
“And now it's your turn.” Beth straightened up a little in her seat. She felt better for having spoken, though how wise it was to speak she wasn't sure yet. She did know that she'd shared, and now Skye needed to.
“There's little to tell,” deflected Skye.
“No, you said we should be honest, so let's do it. Why are you here, Skye? Why are you alone?” There was silence, so Beth took a stab in the dark. “You went to college, left town. But talking about it makes you uncomfortable. Something happened?”
Skye turned towards the fire, the light etching her profile, and for a long time said nothing. But Beth could feel her building to something so she let the quiet go on until Skye broke it.
“I left Alman when I was eighteen. Never planned on coming back.” She smiled sadly. “I thought this was the most boring place on earth.” The fire spat. “I went to college. While I was there, during my second semester, I was assaulted.”
Beth didn't speak, didn't question. The pain was an old pain, dulled with time, not sharp and fresh, but Skye was still marked by it. She didn't cry, she'd accepted what had happened, that much was clear.
“It was a friend, a supposed friend anyway.” She waited for a heartbeat or two before going on. “I finished out the school year, then I came home for the summer. And I suppose I found the same thing that you did. That this is a healing place, a quiet and calm place. Suddenly it wasn't the boring cage that I'd thought. It was a comforting and safe place. So I didn't leave again.”
It made sense, Beth could understand that. Skye stared into the fire for a second longer, then turned back to her.
“So, you see, I don't really do relationships. I don't... I don't trust people. Not usually. Not strangers anyway. The people here, I've known them my whole life, I know that I can trust them.” She grinned a little now, the sadness washing from her face. “And I like my independence. I'm sure you've noticed that. I'm too old now to start letting someone into my life. Too set in my ways.”
“Neither one of us is looking for anything,” Beth said. “So we've got no argument here.”
“Agreed.”
Stevie stirred on the carpet, standing and circling around once before lying down again.
“But we could be friends, couldn't we?” Beth said.
Now everything, almost everything, was out in the open, why not? She'd like to be friends with Skye. She wanted to be friends with her. You want to be more than friends, her heart whispered. But she ignored it.
“I don't see why not,” Skye said. “After all, it looks like we have a festival to plan, don't we?”
✽✽✽
 
It was easier, somehow, to like Skye now that they'd shared some of their secrets. And harder not to want to touch her. They'd spent the afternoon boxing books and dusting shelves and every time Skye brushed past her Beth had wanted to reach out to her.
It was guilt stopping her. She'd tried to remember how she'd felt the first time she'd seen Cara, how they'd danced around each other, how slowly, slowly they'd fallen into each other. But this was so different. Different because she was constantly around Skye. Different because she'd forbidden herself from getting involved.
Skye was set in her ways, and it was easy to understand why. Enough so that she carefully instructed Beth where to put books and how. Beth bristled with irritation but pushed it down, biting her tongue until she snapped.
“Either you want my help or you don't,” she pointed out in the late afternoon. “I'm not an idiot, I'm perfectly capable of shelving books alphabetically.”
Skye opened her mouth to speak then closed it again and nodded. “Right you are,” she said.
And Beth had thought that she was shocked at being spoken to in that way, surprised that someone had stood up to her.
She let Skye take Stevie for an evening walk, hearing the shop bell ring as they came back again. Stevie came running over to her, but Skye didn't appear. Beth could hear her footsteps behind the shelves, but couldn't see her.
“Goodnight then,” Skye called from the counter.
“'Night,” Beth said, hearing the door close behind Skye and the creaking of stairs as she made her way upstairs.
Stevie nuzzled her hand. “Looks like it's bedtime, Steve.”
The dog yipped and she stroked her head. Carefully she turned off the lights in the shop, letting moonlight trickle through the windows. Then she pushed open the door to the studio.
Cara was standing in the middle of the room. And she looked furious.




Chapter Ten
Stevie jumped up onto the bed, turned in a circle, and then settled down with a sigh. Beth kicked off her shoes.
“I know why you're mad.”
“You have no idea.”
Beth stripped off her shirt and went to the bathroom. There was no point in rushing this. She knew exactly why Cara was hurt and angry and what was going to be said. And she couldn't blame her. Barely a year since she'd been gone and already Beth was chasing someone else. Not that she was chasing exactly.
She brushed her teeth then flossed, taking her time. She wasn't chasing Skye. A small incident had almost occurred, but like adults they'd talked about it and decided nothing further could happen. That was it. So why did she still feel so guilty?
Bathroom stuff finished, she took herself into the bedroom and climbed into bed, pulling the covers up over her legs.
“You have every right to be angry,” she said. “But I'm not following through on this, you know that. I can't say anything to you except that I'm sorry. Truly sorry. My heart is yours, Cara. It's always been yours. I'm not about to hand it to anyone else.”
“And why the hell not?”
“Because... wait. What?”
She'd been ready to defend herself, ready to beg and apologize and do whatever it took to stop Cara feeling betrayed. Now she was wrong-footed. Cara still stood, eyes gleaming, staring at her, angrier than Beth thought she'd ever seen her.
“Why won't you give your heart to someone else?” demanded Cara.
“Because... I... Because it's yours.”
Cara blew an impatient puff of air that made her bangs rise and then fall again, a gesture so familiar that it pierced Beth's soul with pain.
“So you don't know why I'm angry,” said Cara. “You have no idea.”
“You're right,” Beth said, confused. “I've got no idea what the hell is going on here.”
“You're using me as an excuse, and I hate that.”
“An excuse? An excuse for what.”
Cara sat on the edge of the bed and Beth missed the shifting of the mattress that was supposed to happen.
“You're using me as an excuse not to be happy, Beth. And that's not fair. For either of us.”
“An excuse not to be happy?”
“You heard what I said. You're using me, my... going, as an excuse not to have a future, not to find someone else, not to be happy. And it's not fair.”
“I don't understand. I love you, Cara.”
“I know that. And I know that will never change. But you can't go on only loving me. That's too much for me to bear. And using me like this, making an excuse out of me because you're afraid, because you're too scared to follow what your heart wants, that hurts me.”
“So... You want me to, um, you know?”
“To move on?” She shook her head but not in response, more in despair. “Beth, I want you to be happy. Every day, everything that we did, every moment we had, all that I wanted was for you to be happy. And now you're doing everything you can to ensure that you're not happy, and you're blaming it on me.”
Beth blinked then swallowed. “What if I don't want to move on?”
Cara laughed and her nose wrinkled a little. “You have no choice. At some point you'll have to. Or I guess you could become a reclusive old spinster with lots of cats. Or dogs, I guess,” she said, shooting a glance at Stevie. “But this is what I want for you, Beth. Please. Please try. For me.”
It had always been hard to say no to Cara. From the second that Cara had walked up to her in a smoky bar after a gig and asked her for a drink Beth had been entranced. She'd have moved mountains if Cara had asked her to. When they'd married she'd wanted to shout it from the rooftops. It had been Cara that had talked her out of it, Cara that had said they should keep their private bubble, not allow her career to interfere. But now, this, she didn't know if she could do this.
“Cara, I don't know if I can.”
“If you can let someone else in? If you can try again? Why not, Beth? You have feelings for her, I can see that. And there's nothing wrong with those feelings. Skye is a good woman. Why can't you love her?”
Tears began to cloud her vision, filling up her eyes until they dripped down onto her cheeks. “Because my heart is full of you,” she said. “Because there's no room for anyone else.”
“Do you love Stevie?”
Beth frowned and looked down at the little dog curled up next to her. She laid a hand on her head and felt her softness and her heart pulsed a little. “Yes,” she said. “But it's not the same.”
“Of course it is,” said Cara. “Your heart stretches to let in as much love as you will give it. It's not a finite vessel. You can fill it as far as you like. Your love for Skye doesn't have to displace your love for me. You're allowed to have both. You're allowed to mix and mold and form your heart in any way you want. It's up to you.”
Beth stroked Stevie's ears, sniffing and pulling the tears back. “I just... I don't know if I'm ready.”
Cara snorted. “No one's ever ready for anything. Look who you're talking to here. Did you think I was ready? Did you think I wanted to be gone? We take what life throws at us and do our best with it. That's all we can do. And right now, it seems to me like life is giving you one hell of an opportunity. An attractive woman, smart, financially stable, one who likes you back. You couldn't ask for more, Beth.”
“But she doesn't want anything to happen either.”
Cara snorted again. “Right. Because love lets you pick and choose that way. You two will figure things out.”
“And now you're giving me relationship advice.”
“Is there anyone better qualified?”
Beth smiled a little. “Guess not.”
On the nightstand her phone beeped. She picked it up out of habit, seeing the message was from Brooks. It simply said: All systems go. Her stomach tightened with excitement. He was agreeing, he was behind the festival. She was half-laughing as she turned back to Cara. But Cara was gone, leaving only her words behind.
✽✽✽
 
Footsteps crunched in the leaves behind her and for a moment Beth's breath stopped. Her hand tightened on Stevie's new leash. Then she remembered where she was. Alman wasn't LA. If someone was coming up behind her, chances were it was someone she knew, or someone harmless at any rate. She slowed a little and turned to see who was following her down the wooded trail. Stevie barked once in greeting.
“Skye?”
Skye jogged the last few feet to catch up with her. “Saw you from the road as I was coming out of the town hall,” she gasped. “Wanted to catch up with you.”
Beth slowed to let Skye catch her breath. “Town hall?”
To her surprise, Skye spat into the leaves by her feet and growled. The hairs on the back of Stevie's neck rose and the dog growled back in response.
“Diane?” guessed Beth.
“That... Ugh. I can't even bring myself to call her a bitch,” Skye said.
They walked on and Beth could sense Skye shaking with anger. She remembered what Skye had said the last time she'd been angry. She'd disappeared and then returned, saying that she was better off alone when she was like that. Yet here she was. It seemed like a good thing, a hopeful sign. But Beth said nothing, not wanting to stir the situation.
“So,” Skye said eventually. “It looks like the festival isn't going to happen at all.”
Just that morning they'd been celebrating in the diner. She'd told Skye about Brooks' message, not letting on that the man was her manager, painting him as a famous LA agent, a contact, a friend. And Skye had been delighted and so had Beth, seeing the happiness etched onto her face, seeing those dark blue eyes shine with joy. As the pancakes sizzled on the grill she'd thought about what Cara had said, had felt her heart stretching just a little. Maybe she could do this, maybe she could let Skye in.
“And why not?” she asked now.
“Because Diane refuses to give us town permits to hold the festival on public land,” Skye said. “She went on and on about safety concerns and tax breaks and all kinds of other excuses. But what it comes down to is that she doesn't want us to hold the festival at all.”
“That makes no sense,” Beth said, Stevie tugging at the leash. “I mean, it would be good for the town, wouldn't it? Bring some money in, bring visitors in. Why would the mayor not want to hold the festival?”
“Doesn't make a lick of difference. If she won't do it, she won't do it. She seems determined to stand in my way, to... I don't know, to piss me off, to hurt me.”
They walked side by side. Skye said nothing more, but Beth could feel her anger seething and roiling around them. And underneath that something else, a deep sadness, a disappointment that made Beth's heart hurt. She hated this, hated seeing Skye unhappy. All she wanted was to fix things, to make them right.
Then she stopped. Stevie yanked at the leash again.
“What?”
“We can't get a town permit,” Beth said slowly. “So we don't hold the festival on town land.”
“Right... Uh, what?”
Beth looked up at her. “We hold the festival on private land. On a farm or something, I don't know. But there's gotta be plenty of places like that. Once we're outside the town limits then Diane doesn't hold any sway, right?”
“I guess not,” Skye said thinking. “I mean, I think we'd need some kind of county permit or something, but...”
“But I'm right,” said Beth. “We just have to think outside the box. We'll ask around, do some digging, there'll be a place somewhere. The town is too small anyway, where the hell would we put on a whole festival? On main street?”
A smile was cracking across Skye's face, she was nodding. “Damn right,” she said.
And she was so happy that Beth was relieved and Skye's hand was coming out to take her arm, to squeeze it, to thank her. But Beth moved towards it, taking Skye into a hug instead. And the sweet smell of her, the warmth of her, the feeling of a body pressed against her own was so perfectly beautiful that it took her breath away.
Cara was right. Cara was always right. She had to be more open to this, more accepting. Cara wasn't an excuse. If she denied this, if she stopped herself from being happy then that was the betrayal. Her heart had room for more, there was room for Skye. She knew it as soon as those arms clasped around her.
Her heart thudded in her chest, her mouth went dry and her blood started to race through her veins. She wanted this, wanted it badly. She lifted her head just a little, angling it up and almost feeling the soft brush of Skye's cheek against her lips.
But Skye was pulling back, away, stepping back.
“No,” Skye said.
“I was wrong,” Beth said. “I was wrong to use Cara as an excuse for not letting anything happen. I've had time to think about it.” Time to talk to Cara, she didn't say. “I need to have a future. I need...”
“It's not you, it's me,” Skye said. She smiled a little at the cliché. “Actually, maybe it's both of us.”
“Both of us?”
Skye sighed and looked up into the distance. “I have a hard enough time trusting people, Beth. You know why.”
She did know why. “And you can't trust me?” she asked in a small voice.
The blue eyes looked into hers now. “How can I trust you when you haven't been honest with me, Beth?”
There was the slightest hesitation before Skye said her name. Just long enough for the pieces to fall into place. Long enough for Beth to realize.
“You know?”
Skye said nothing. Beth took a deep breath and nodded.
“My name is Beth,” she said. “But most people know me better as Harmony Grey. I'm a singer. A country singer. I'm... I guess pretty famous. I should have told you before, but, but I was enjoying being anonymous I suppose.”
“I can understand that.”
“How did you find out?”
Skye grinned and Beth was taken aback again at how quickly her face could change with the openness of a smile. “Find out? Sweetie, your face is splashed over magazines, TV screens and newspapers nearly every day, not to mention the internet. Did you really think that we were so out of touch out here that no one would recognize you?”
“I... Yes. I suppose I did. What an idiot. Shit, you mean...”
“Yes, everyone knows.” Skye laid a hand on her arm again. “But we're discrete. Nobody would ever say anything.”
Beth felt like the wind had been knocked out of her. All this time she'd thought that she was just being Beth and the whole time everyone had known. Just like everyone knew that Skye was gay. She decided that now was not the time to bring that little fact up. She straightened up a little.
“Alright then, cards on the table,” she said. “Since we're being honest and truthful. You know who I am, and I'm sorry I tried to hide it from you. But the honest truth is that, like it or not, I have feelings for you. And I think you have them for me too.”
“We decided nothing could happen,” Skye said.
“I've reconsidered. I'm allowed to do that. I feel guilty because of Cara. But I can't keep using her as an excuse. She would want me to be happy. And I'm not saying that all this is going to work out, or that we're going to live happily ever after or anything. I'm just saying that there are feelings here. Or am I wrong?”
Skye's hand was still on her arm. “You're not wrong,” she said softly. “I just... I don't know if I can have a relationship with anyone. I'm too old, too independent.”
“I'm not sure either,” confessed Beth. “I'm still hurting, still grieving, I don't know what the hell is happening with my career. I'm far from sure about a single thing. But does that mean that we can't try?”
Without thinking, Beth's arm was snaking up, her hand resting on Skye's shoulder, pulling her slowly closer.
“Try?” Skye said.
“Just try,” said Beth. “Maybe it'll work, maybe it won't. But we won't know until we try. The only thing I do know is that I like you, Skye. I more than like you.”
“I don't know if I can love anyone.”
“I don't know if I can love anyone again,” said Beth. “But I'm willing to take the risk and try. Are you?”
In answer, Skye's head bent just a little closer. Beth closed her eyes as soft lips touched hers. The world stilled around them. Beth's lips parted, her hand tangling in Skye's short hair. Skye's hand went to Beth's waist, pulling her in closer. And right there in the woods Beth felt her heart get bigger, felt Skye slowly slipping into it, and knew that she could love her.




Chapter Eleven
Cara was conspicuous by her absence the next morning. But for the very first time, she wasn't the first person that Beth thought of when she awoke. Somewhere above, Skye was walking around, getting ready, Beth assumed. And the footsteps made her smile.
Their kiss hadn't been repeated. Not yet. But the memory of it was treasured, Beth held  it close to her heart. If nothing else it proved that she could do this again, she could fall in love, she could kiss someone else, she could live. For that she was strangely grateful.
Stevie whined and Beth laughed.
“Alright, alright, I'm getting up.”
They spent the day in the shop, ordering things, shelving books, doing whatever was necessary. It was companionable. Every now and again one would brush against the other. There was no intimacy, but Beth could feel the promise of something in the air.
Skye dropped a book and Beth stooped to pick it up, their hands brushing as she passed it to Skye. She felt herself blush a little.
“Thanks,” Skye said, and a half-smile was on her lips.
She rounded a corner to see Skye bending over a box of books, jeans molded tight against her body and Beth's hands ached to grasp her by the hips, to... She took a breath.
“Need some help?” she asked.
A copy of some ancient text in her hand she looked around for the appropriate shelf and found it down a narrow alley. Skye stood in her way, eyes scanning the shelves for something. She took a breath and stepped towards her.
“Excuse me.”
“No problem,” Skye said, stepping in toward the bookshelf.
Beth squeezed past her, her body pressed against Skye's, rubbing against her until she wanted to stop moving, wanted just to stay there, the two of them pushed together. But she shelved the book.
By the time Skye went out to drop off the garbage Beth was hungry with need. Her whole body ached for it.
“This is ridiculous,” she said to Stevie who was eyeing her. “It's like being sixteen again.”
“What's like being sixteen again?”
Skye was leaning against the counter, one hip cocked, a hand on it. And Beth's control broke.
“This,” she said, huskily.
She walked towards Skye, not slowing, not stopping, putting one hand on her waist and pulling her in. She closed her eyes, letting their lips meet in a deep kiss, one that made her legs tremble and her heart pound. For a moment Skye was still, then her hands cupped the back of Beth's neck, pulling her closer. And they kissed until Beth could see stars.
“I've been waiting all day for you to do that,” Skye said, finally pulling away.
Beth laughed. “You know, you could have done it yourself.”
Skye frowned for a second then smiled. “I suppose I could have, couldn't I?”
Beth nodded. “Anytime you like, just go for it.”
“Uh-huh.” Skye leaned back against the counter. “This whole... thing... it's going to take some getting used to.”
“Which part?”
“All of it,” Skye said. “But especially the part where there's something that I want and I can just...”
“Take it?”
“Yeah, something like that.” Skye scratched her head, then her nose. “Um, just so we're clear, on the same page and all. We're taking things slowly, aren't we?”
Beth was going to laugh, but then she saw the vulnerability in Skye's eyes, so she nodded instead. “As slowly as you like,” she said. “There's no rush. Besides, we have a festival to plan and a bookshop to run, and... other stuff to do. One step at a time.”
Skye smiled and a look of relief passed over her face. “One step at a time. I can do that.”
Beth was going to kiss her again wanting to reassure her when the shop door opened and the bell rang. A shiver of cold air came in followed by Lily's voice.
“... so I said, not on my watch, and then...”
Beth turned to see Lily and Taylor standing in the doorway, both looking slightly confused.
“We're not terribly early, are we?” Taylor asked, a look of concern crossing her delicate features.
“Nope, we're not,” said Lily. “They all just damn well forgot we were coming.”
“Did not,” said Skye.
“Did too,” Lily said. “And it's just as well 'cos I still haven't finished that book and Diane made some lame excuse like she doesn't want to be here, and Rachel's still home with the kids. So the whole book club thing is a washout anyway.”
“You want to cancel?” Skye asked in surprise.
The door clipped closed behind Lily. “Well, I didn't say you couldn't still feed me coffee and cakes,” she said with a grin. “Not unless you've got something better to do?”
Skye laughed. “Alright, alright. It slipped my mind that we were meeting this afternoon. But I'm glad you're here anyway.”
Beth, Lily, and Taylor arranged seats around the fire while Skye went off to search for sustenance.
“You're looking happier,” Lily whispered to Beth as she pulled the coffee table closer to the circle of seats. “Something I should know?”
Beth didn't have a chance to answer as Skye appeared carrying a tray of cups and a coffee pot.
Soon they were all sitting sipping coffee and munching on cookies that Skye had produced from somewhere. Lily stretched her legs out and sighed.
“You know, there's nowhere that I'd rather be right now than sitting right here,” she said. “This shop's a real oasis of calm, I hope you realize that, Skye.”
Skye sighed. “That's what I always wanted it to be,” she said. “But I'm not sure how much longer I can keep going.”
Beth sat up. This was news to her.
“What do you mean?” Taylor asked.
“I mean that Diane has put up property taxes and I'm just not sure I can pull it off. I thought I could, I don't know, increase online sales somehow. But the more I look at things, the more I think I might be better off just closing down for good. I mean, things aren't likely to get better. This year it's property taxes, what will it be next year?”
“No,” Lily said. “You can't close. I won't allow it.”
Skye smiled. “I wish it were up to you Lily. But Diane's pulling the strings.”
“That damn woman,” said Lily. She settled back into her chair. “You know, there's something not right about her. Something's off somewhere. She's got too much money, for a start.”
“Too much money?” Beth asked. “How do you figure that one out?”
Lily leaned forward a little now. “Well, she's getting cash from somewhere.”
“Probably alimony or whatever from that rich lawyer ex-husband of hers,” said Skye.
“But that's just the thing,” Lily said. “It's not from him. I distinctly remember when Diane first came here and started re-doing her mother's house. She said she was paying for the renovations with her divorce money. She took a one-time payment rather than alimony. So the cash isn't coming from there. And the only thing she seems to do is be mayor, and that's not paying for her new clothes or that fancy car now, is it?”
“Lily, you can't speculate about things like that,” said Taylor.
“I damn well can if I please,” Lily countered. “And as much as we needed a mayor, Diane always seems to be the first one to suggest closing some place up. Hardly in the best interest of the town.” She darted a look at Skye. “You'd be a better mayor than Diane. You should run.”
“Mayor of a town that you're constantly telling me is dying?” Skye asked. “No thanks.”
“Well, what if it's not dying?” Beth said.
“Meaning?” asked Lily.
Beth shot a look at Skye who shrugged in return and then took a deep breath and told Lily and Taylor about the festival plan.
For the next half hour they were engrossed in both celebrating and planning.
“We'll hold the damn thing on our land if Diane won't give us permits,” Lily said stoutly. “Top couple of fields should do it. Nothing planted there now anyway.”
“Strange that Diane won't give permits for something that would be such a big money-maker,” Taylor said.
“Exactly,” said Lily. “That's what I'm trying to say. There's something off there. You should do some digging.” She looked over at Beth. “Taylor was a big city journalist before she quit to come teach up here.”
Taylor rolled her eyes. “I interned at a city paper for six months,” she told Beth. “While I was studying for my undergraduate degree and before I decided to get my teaching certificate.”
“You're still better qualified than any of us to go snuffling around after information about Diane,” Lily said. “Go on. For  us. For the town. Just have a look-see, talk to some people.”
Taylor hesitated, but then nodded. “Alright. I'll see what I can find out. But I'm not as convinced as you are that she's up to no good.”
“I'll wait and see what you find out,” Lily said, sitting back in her chair again.
“Fine,” said Taylor. “But I'm going to ask for a favor in return.”
“From me?” asked Lily.
“Actually, from Beth,” said Taylor, turning a dazzling smile on her.
“Name your price.”
“I couldn't help seeing you carry a guitar case in here when you collected your car,” Taylor said.
Beth's heart skipped a beat.
“I'm the only teacher, which means I get to cover all the bases. It's fine for most things since the kids are young. But music is where I really can't hold my own. My father used to say that I had a tin ear. I was wondering if maybe you'd come in and, I don't know, sing with the kids, play them some tunes. Just for a morning. Unless you liked it, then you could come back any time you liked.”
Beth could feel Skye's eyes on her, could see the mocking humor in them. Her heart was beating hard, her cheeks were starting to flush, and then she laughed. There was no point holding it in any longer.
“Do you really want me to come?” she asked Taylor innocently. “Or are you more interested in having Harmony Grey teach the kids?”
Taylor's eyes widened and Lily cackled with laughter.
“I didn't mean...” Taylor started.
“I know you didn't,” Beth said, smiling at her. “But the secret's out now. And I know you all knew. Thank you for leaving me in peace. Thanks for letting me be just a little anonymous. I needed it.”
Taylor smiled back. “I want Beth to teach the kids,” she said. “Out there, out in the world, you can be Harmony Grey. But here in Alman, you're just Beth.”
Beth felt a wave of lightness at her words.
“She's right,” Skye said. “Here you just get to be yourself. Nobody else. The nice thing about small towns is that everyone might know your secrets but they all keep them as though they were their own.”
Beth grinned. “Actually, I feel kind of better that everything's out in the open.”
“Not quite everything,” Lily said. She gave Skye a pointed look.
“Lily,” warned Taylor.
“There's a time for secrets,” Lily said. “And you're damn right that I'll keep yours like I'll keep my own. But there's some things that don't need to be secret. Especially when a secret might stop someone from doing something that needs to be done. Being happy, for example.”
“Lily, I don't think that now is the time or place,” Beth said.
“No,” said Skye. “No, she's right. I've never had a reason before to not keep this a secret. Now I do.” She looked at Lily, then at Taylor. “I'm guessing you already know?”
“That you're bent as an old nail as my old grandfather used to say?” Lily asked.
“Lily!” Taylor and Beth said simultaneously.
But Skye just laughed. “That about sums it up.”
“That's old news,” Lily said. “But I can take a stab at the new news. The two of you are.. what did we use to call it? Walking out?”
“I think the kids call it dating nowadays, Lil,” Taylor said.
Beth looked at Skye, waiting for her to say something, not wanting to presume.
“We're... seeing each other,” Skye said, shifting uncomfortably in her seat. “But could we not make this a big thing? I'm telling you because we're friends. I'd rather it weren't the talk of the town.”
“Good luck with that,” Lily said. “But my lips are sealed. Promise.”
✽✽✽
 
It was late when she pushed open the door to the studio, Stevie at her heels. Lily and Taylor had stayed until after dark. Then she and Skye had sat by the fire, talking,  laughing, being together. Beth yawned and closed the door gently behind her.
“What are you doing here?” Cara asked.
Beth rolled her eyes. “I sleep here, remember?”
Cara sat on the edge of the bed. “She's afraid,” she said. “Terrified actually.”
“Who?”
“Who do you think? Skye. She scared and she doesn't know how to do this. You have to show her.”
Beth kicked her shoes off. “Show her what? I'm too tired for this, Cara. What are you talking about?”
Cara sighed. “Beth, get your ass up those stairs.”
Beth froze. “What?” she croaked.
“You heard me. That woman is lying up there right now wishing she had the courage to invite you into her life. She doesn't. And you know why she doesn't. Because the last time she did, she got hurt. So it's up to you to invite yourself in. If you want to be there, of course.”
“Cara, I can't just walk up into her private apartment like that.”
“Do you want to?”
Beth stopped. Yes. Yes, she did. But that still didn't mean she should do it.
“I'm not saying there needs to be any... funny business,” Cara said. “But she wants you there. She's scared and thinks she might lose her shop, she's come out to her friends, whether they knew already or not is irrelevant. And now she's up there thinking all this through on her own. That's not how things should work. You have to show her that you share things now. Troubles, worries, a bed even. You have to make the first move Beth.”
Beth sank down onto the bed. “You always made the first move for me,” she said sadly.
“So, I'm telling you what to do now.” Cara wavered in front  of her. “Go upstairs, Beth,” she said, more softly. “Go ahead.”
And then she was gone. Beth looked down at Stevie. “What do you think, Steve?”
The dog wagged her tail.
Slowly, Beth got up. She turned off the lights in the studio, Stevie following her as she groped her way through the darkened bookshop. Behind the counter, into the kitchen, and then the dark green door was in front of her.
To her surprise, it wasn't closed. It was cracked open an inch or so, enough to see a dim light and some stairs. She closed her eyes. She could turn back now, pretend this had never happened. But... but she didn't want to. Yes, she was scared too. But she needed to be the brave one right now.
With shaking legs she crept up the stairs. Another door greeted her on top of the landing. She hesitated for only a second before she knocked.
The wait was agony. A second, two, three at most, she stood there, heart in her stomach, legs trembling, breath coming fast. And then the most beautiful two words she'd heard in forever.
“Come in,” Skye said.




Chapter Twelve
When Beth woke up, Skye was gone. But there was still a warm impression in the bed where she had been, and the citrusy scent of her lingered. Beth stretched and smiled. Nothing had happened, they had simply slept in the same bed, but the memory of Skye's arms around her, the intimacy of Skye's head on her chest was enough to make her heart pound.
“Come on, lazybones.”
She was just sitting up when Skye pushed the bedroom door open carrying a breakfast tray, Stevie trotting at her heels.
“What's all this in aid of?” asked Beth, leaning back against the wall so the Skye could put the tray across her lap.
“Your first day of honest labor.”
“Huh?” She cracked the top of an egg.
“Um, you did tell Taylor that you'd go in and teach the kids some music this morning.”
Beth groaned. “Was that this morning?”
“This morning.”
“And here was I hoping to laze around in bed with you all morning.”
“I have a bookshop to run,” Skye said. “At least for the time being.”
A look of sadness crossed her face and Beth reached out and took her hand. “It's going to be fine,” she said. She took a deep breath. “And this, us, this is fine too, right?”
Skye nodded. “You know, I've never actually slept in the same bed as someone else before.”
“Really? Well, for a first time, you did a remarkably good job.”
“I'm just that talented of a sleeper,” Skye said, laughing.
Beth squeezed her hand. “I know it must have been hard for you to let me in. I mean, to let me invade your privacy. But I'm glad you did. And I meant it when I said we could move as slowly as you like. I'm perfectly happy sleeping downstairs again tonight. We don't have to do this every night.”
Skye squeezed back. “Let's see where the day takes us, shall we?”
That had to be good enough. It was good enough. She had to give Skye time. Still, when she walked out into the crisp, cool morning she still wished she was back inside in Skye's arms.
✽✽✽
 
“Here you go, you look like you could use it.” Taylor thrust a cup of coffee into Beth's hands and grinned.
“They're a lively bunch, aren't they?” Beth said. Sweat was sticking her t-shirt to her back, a product not only of the school's stellar heating system.
“They're always excited to see a new face,” said Taylor. “And frankly, I was surprised that no one called you out for being Harmony Grey.”
“I think people see what they want to see.”
“Especially kids,” agreed Taylor. “But they loved you. And you're welcome to come back anytime you like. This really was a big deal for me, and I'm more grateful than I could say.”
Beth smiled. “You're more than welcome. And you can make it up to me by digging into Diane's past. The more I think about it, the more I think Lily might have a point. She just doesn't add up.”
“You've been in Alman too long once you start buying into Lily's conspiracy theories,” Taylor said. “But I'm on this, don't worry.” She started stacking papers on her desk, the screams of children playing rang through the windows from outside. “Are you going to be sticking around in Alman then?” she asked.
Beth listened to the sounds of children playing, the quiet ticking of the radiators and closed her eyes for a moment. “I'd like to,” she said finally.
She made her escape as the children flooded back into the classroom. And as soon as she saw the bench by the town hall she flopped onto it. It had been an exhausting morning. But there was more. It had been exhilarating too. Energetic. Full of life and laughter. Her fingers had found chords she'd thought long forgotten, her voice had risen up into the room like a bird taking flight. And it had all felt so... natural.
“You miss it. Admit it.”
Beth sighed. Cara was next to her on the bench. “No.”
“Beth, don't lie to me. I'm your wife. You miss playing, you miss singing, and that's normal.”
And she did. She'd been trying not to think about it, but now it was right there in front of her. She wasn't a musician just because she was good at it. She was a musician because it filled her soul, it made her happy, because she loved it. Or had loved it. Right up until that moment on stage when everything had come crashing down.
“Fine. I miss it. Sometimes. But I'm not ready to do it again. I can't go on stage again, Cara. Not yet at least.”
“You will one day,” comforted Cara. “You will. And in the meantime, you have plenty to keep you busy here, don't you?”
“Yes,” said Beth, smiling as she looked out over the town. “Yes, I do.”
✽✽✽
 
Skye was scowling at her computer screen when Beth walked in. Sensing that Skye was in no mood for talking, Beth deposited her guitar in the studio and gave Stevie an enthusiastic greeting before heading to the small kitchen to get more coffee. As she boiled the water she heard a groan from Skye.
“Not good?” she asked, popping her head out into the shop.
“The rate things are going I'll need to be closed before the end of the year,” Skye said, frowning at her computer. “I just need to figure out a way to stay solvent until spring, until we can hold the festival. Assuming that we can.”
“We can,” Beth said. She went back and poured two coffees before bringing them back out. “And you can stay solvent.”
“Once tourists and visitors start coming in it shouldn't be a huge problem, I can cover the tax increases. Until then...” Skye trailed off.
Beth rubbed at her eyes. She'd thought about this, thought hard. Not that the decision required that much thought on her part. It was more Skye that she was worried about. Her reaction, at least. But this was silly. Skye shouldn't need to worry about money like this.
“Listen, I'd like to help,” Beth said.
“You're already helping,” said Skye, attention on her screen. “You're helping with the festival. And you help out around here. There's really nothing else you can do.”
“Yes, there is.”
“There really isn't.” Skye's mouse scratched across the counter.
Beth sighed. “Skye, look at me, please. Just for a minute.”
Skye swiveled on her chair and looked Beth right in the eye and for a second Beth fell into the blueness of her, sinking deeper, wanting to kiss her lips. She restrained herself. This was important.
“Skye, I have money. I know you don't want to hear this, but I do. I've got more money than I know what to do with, I was never a big spender. I don't have a mansion or fancy cars. I do have a healthy bank account.”
The eyes were narrowing now, the face going blank.
“I'm not giving you charity. I want to help out here. I have money and we need money, both for the festival and the bookshop. I'm offering you a gift, a loan, whatever it is you need.”
“No.”
“And I know that you're going to be stubborn about things, but really, Skye, I have what you need and I'm offering it to you. People are always so stupid about money. I...”
“No,” Skye said again. Beth could see her swallow, see her try to put her words in order, she could tell how difficult this was. “Thank you. I know you mean well. But... I have to be independent. It's important to me, at least right now. Maybe later things will change, I'll change, I don't know. But right now I'm doing all that I can to let you into my life, so please don't ask me to accept money from you as well.”
With a sigh, Beth nodded. There was still a door open there, sometime in the future maybe. And it wasn't as though Skye was closing the shop tomorrow. Maybe when things got worse she'd be more willing to accept help.
“As for the festival, you've done enough with your contacts. The only thing left for you to do is the natural thing.”
“Meaning?”
Skye looked at her again. “You'll be singing, won't you?”
Fear struck deep in her heart, a panic that made her pulse race and her mouth dry. “No,” she said, quickly. “I'm not ready for that yet.”
There was a second of silence. “I'm sorry, I just assumed...”
And Beth could see disappointment in her face, could see that she'd said the wrong thing, but she didn't know how to say the right thing. The shop phone rang and she took the chance to walk away, to go into the studio.
It hurt that she'd disappointed Skye, she hadn't wanted to. She'd never said that she'd sing, that hadn't been part of the deal. She guessed she could see how maybe Skye had assumed she would. But she couldn't, not yet, really couldn't.
“You're being an idiot, you know?”
Cara was draped across the bed, twirling a long of dark hair in her fingers.
“An idiot?”
“Not singing. You'll be fine once you get up there, you know you will. And offering money to the woman. She's told you she's independent, finds it hard to let others in, and you offer her a cash hand-out. Hardly smart, Beth.”
“Thanks for the input.”
Beth plumped herself down on the bed and put her head in her hands. She had the sense that she'd screwed up here, but how to fix it? Finally, Cara took pity on her.
“Apologizing would probably be a good start,” she said. “I mean the money thing was kind of offensive.”
“I didn't mean it to be. It's stupid that it is.”
“But that's the way people are. They don't like hand-outs.”
Beth frowned. “What if it's not a hand-out? What if it's like... a donation?”
“A donation?”
Beth nodded. “I was thinking, I could sell the house. The Tennessee house. Make a donation in your name.”
Cara's eyes rolled so far back in her head that Beth was worried she'd hurt herself.
“What?” asked Beth. “You'd like that. You'd support the festival, I know you would.”
“Fine, I guess,” Cara said. “But it's not really solving the problem, is it? She wants you to sing. Lots of people are going to expect you to sing, come to that. Make all the donations you like, but I'm not sure that's going to fix things.”
“It's a start,” Beth said, getting angrier now. “And besides, isn't is part of moving on? Everyone's always telling me to move on, to put the past behind me. Well, selling the house would be part of that, wouldn't it? So it'd be good on two fronts.”
The house. She'd never been back. Not after that last time. Not after the bright autumn day when Cara had been lowered into the ground. She hadn't been able to bring herself to go there, to face the memories.
“The house is just a thing,” said Cara now. “It's not the past, it's a thing, an object. It holds no meaning.”
“It holds memories.”
“Not the same,” Cara said. “Sell it if you like, in fact you probably should, but I'm not sure it qualifies as truly moving on.”
“What would qualify as moving on then?”
Cara looked at her for a long minute, then said: “I think you know the answer to that, Beth.”
And she was gone, the room colder, emptier, lonelier.
Goddammit. What had started out as a fantastic morning was rapidly turning into a shitty day. Just when she thought she had stuff figured out, something new raised its ugly head. Yes, she wanted to sing, no, she didn't want to sing on stage. Yes, she wanted to help Skye, no, she didn't want to offend her. And now even Cara was talking in riddles. Beth lay back on the bed until Stevie came in and jumped up to join her.
“I think I'm bad luck today, Steve,” she said. “I wouldn't sit too close.”
The dog eyed her then licked her cheek and settled down beside her. Beth was just considering taking a nap when her mobile rang.
“Brooks,” she said, picking up.
“The one and only. And I gotta hand it to you, Harmony, you know which way the wind's blowing. I've got sponsors out the kazoo wanting to put money into the Alman festival. I've got eight acts lined up already. You might not realize this, but you've hit on something that everyone wants. This damn festival is going to be the highlight of next year.”
At last, something was going right. Beth grinned. “Good to hear,” she said.
“And I'm also warming to this sabbatical idea of yours,” Brooks continued. “I mean, I've got the press on my back and all, but I think you could be onto something here.”
“Great,” Beth said, surprised at his change of mind but not wanting to question it.
“I mean, laying low for a while isn't a bad idea. It makes people want you more. Then, when you finally make your reappearance, your come-back, they'll be all over you. It's genius. I really should have thought of it myself.”
“My come-back?”
“Hell yes,” said Brooks. “I've been touting the festival as your big return to public life and sponsors have been lapping it up.”
Beth's stomach clenched again. But she wasn't doing this, she wasn't going to be dictated to by Brooks Lyon. Not again.
“No,” she said, more sharply than she'd intended.
“No?”
“No, I won't be singing at the festival, I never said I would. You just assumed.”
There was a pause, then: “Harmony, you need to get on top of this. I've been patient, but you have a career. Keep going the way you are and you're going to lose everything.”
“Fine.”
“You don't mean that. Listen, keep your sabbatical. It's six months until the festival. By the time it rolls around you'll be ready to get back out there, trust me. We all burn out from time to time.”
“No!”
The word echoed around the studio.
“I said no, Brooks. I'm not promising something that I can't keep. I'm not performing. End of story.”
“Then end of festival,” Brooks said and his voice was harder with a stinging edge.
“I won't be blackmailed.”
“I'm not blackmailing you. Sponsors and acts agreed to this because they thought you were headlining. You were my draw. Without you, then I have no selling point, and I'm out.”
“Brooks, I–”
“No, Harmony. You sing or there's no festival.”
The phone buzzed in her hand and Brooks hung up.




Chapter Thirteen
How had she overlooked this? Now that everyone was assuming she was going to sing at the festival, Beth could completely understand why. Why she hadn't bothered to clarify that she wouldn't or couldn't, on the other hand, she just didn't know. Perhaps because she'd gotten too used to her supposed anonymity. Perhaps because she'd been distracted by her growing interest in Skye. Nevertheless, she found herself in a near inescapable situation.
“I could fund the festival myself,” she told Stevie, as they walked along Main Street. “Sell the house, put that money in, bolster it with more if need be. Though I've got no idea how much a festival like that costs and I've a feeling it's more than I can really spend.”
Stevie's claws clattered on the sidewalk. Every now and again deep brown eyes would stare up at her as if in understanding.
“It'll be tougher without Brooks,” she continued. “But I think maybe I could pull it off. Ask around, call in some favors. Whether I can get all that together fast enough, I've got no idea.” She sighed. “Or I could just sing.”
Stevie came to a stop, tugging at the leash and then sitting firmly on the sidewalk. Beth looked up to see that they were in front of the diner. She laughed.
“Fine, but one piece of bacon, that's your limit.”
She opened the door and let steamy warmth pour out. It was early in the afternoon, and the place was deserted.
“There's my girls,” Lily said, wiping her hands on a cloth. “Give me a second, Stevie and I'll get your bacon.”
Which was why Stevie had stopped here in the first place. Lily made a point of having a treat ready for the shaggy dog. Beth pulled herself up onto a stool at the counter.
“You've got a face like a wet weekend,” Lily said, coming back in and dropping a snack over the counter for Stevie. “What's up?”
“Everyone wants me to sing at this damn festival.”
Lily's eyebrow arched. “And you're not comfortable getting back on the horse, so to speak?”
“Precisely.”
“Can't no one force you to do what you don't want to do.”
“But if I don't, a bunch of sponsors will pull out and my agent will stop helping us and I'll have to start doing things alone, and...”
“So sing,” Lily said, picking up her cloth again and polishing a glass. “One song. Whatever. Consider it the price you have to pay, the sacrifice you have to make.”
“But–”
“Now don't 'but' me,” Lily said, waving the cloth at her. “We all gotta do things we don't like. You think I like dragging my butt outta bed to feed the men then get down here to open the diner? Think I wouldn't like the option to stay in bed once in a while? That's life. It's just how it is. You want something, you gotta be prepared to sacrifice for it.”
Beth rubbed at her eyes. “I get a feeling Cara would have said much the same.”
“Smart girl, then.”
Beth looked down at the counter. “I talk to her sometimes,” she said.
What prompted her to make the admission now, she didn't know. She did know that seeing and hearing Cara had made her doubt her own sanity for a long time, and that now, maybe, she'd like a little reassurance. And that Lily, with her love of tarot cards and fortune telling and horoscopes, could be the person to give it to her.
Lily sniffed. “My mother passed a good fifteen years ago now,” she said. “And I still talk things through with her from time to time. Ain't nothing wrong with that.”
Swallowing, Beth wanted to say nothing more, but she couldn't help herself. “I see her,” she said in a small voice. “I see her and talk to her. Sometimes she's just there when I wake up, sitting on my bed. Sometimes she's in the car next to me...”
A snort came from Lily's direction. “And you're expecting me to say that seeing ghosties is all normal as well, eh?” she said. “Just because I read the odd palm?”
Beth felt a small smile pass over her lips. “Something like that,” she admitted, daring to look at Lily.
The old waitress leaned over and put her elbows on the counter. “There's nothing haunted about this,” she said. “This is your mind, it's your head, filling in spaces with familiar forms. It's you making Cara, not Cara appearing to you, if that makes sense.”
“I guess.”
“And the only thing keeping her around is you yourself. You need to grieve girl, and you need to let her go, let her move on to whatever's next.”
Beth shook her head. “Everyone keeps telling me to grieve, everyone wants me to dress in black and walk around wailing all the time.”
“Grieving isn't about crying,” said Lily. “It's about acceptance. You don't have to like what happened, in fact, your feelings don't really come into it. But you do have to accept  it, for better or for worse. Sounds harsh, but that's what it is.”
“I don't know...”
“I know, hon.” Lily put a warm hand on top of Beth's. “Not saying it's easy. Not saying it's fair. But you'll get there, one day. We all have to. You're taking steps.”
“Taking steps?”
“This little dalliance with Skye, or whatever I'm supposed to call it, that's a step, wouldn't you say?”
“Cara told me to do it,” said Beth, defensive now.
Lily laughed. “No, you told Cara to tell you to do it. That's how all this works.” She squeezed Beth's hand. “You'll be alright, trust me. It all takes time, a whole bucket-load of time, and you've only had a year. And what's a year in the grand scheme of things?”
“Lily, I don't know what to do. About anything.”
“Nobody ever does, hon. Life is just a series of best guesses.”
On the floor, Stevie whined and gave a little bark. Lily laughed again.
“Sounds like someone agrees with me,” she said. “Now, you look like you need feeding up. A full belly makes life look better. Let me whip something up for you.”
Stevie barked again.
“No,” Beth said. “I mean yes, something to eat would be great. But nothing for Stevie. She's had enough human food for today.”
“Just as well I've been keeping some dog treats especially,” Lily said.
She disappeared into the back for a second, then came around the counter to deposit a handful of treats on the floor next to Stevie, who anxiously snuffled them up. For a brief moment Beth felt the comfort of a warm hand on her shoulder and she smiled. Maybe things weren't so bad after all. All she needed to do was make a decision, guess what was the right option. But she wasn't about to do that on an empty stomach.
✽✽✽
 
“Going to Tennessee, huh?”
Cara appeared, walking alongside her on Main Street like it was just nothing.
“Cara, I know you're in my head.”
“So, make me go away.”
Beth bit her tongue. In truth, she didn't want Cara gone. She never wanted Cara gone. If she could keep her here forever then she would. But what about Skye, asked a voice in her head.
“Yes, I'm going to Tennessee,” she said eventually.
“Good call,” Cara said. “It's what I'd do.”
“Listen,” Beth stopped. “I need you not to be there.”
“Not to be?”
“In Tennessee.” As much as she wanted Cara to stick around, to be with her, this was one thing that she wasn't sure she could handle. “It's going to be hard enough as it is, seeing the house, seeing where...”
“Seeing where I fell down those damn stairs,” Cara filled in.
“Yes. So, if you could, I don't know, just not appear. Just for the weekend. Just while I'm at the house.”
Cara sighed. “Beth–”
“For me. Please.”
Stevie whined and then Cara was gone. Fantastic. Beth blew out an irritated breath and kept walking. Time to confront Skye. Time to tell her what she'd decided.
The shop bell rang as she opened the door and she unhooked Stevie's leash, letting the dog make a bee-line for the warmth of the fire. Beth shrugged off her own coat and then looked around for Skye.
“Back here,” shouted a voice. “I'll just be a minute.”
Beth sat down in one of the armchairs and waited until Skye came around the corner, a pile of books teetering in her arms. She unloaded the books onto the coffee table and grinned at Beth.
“You okay?”
“Are you okay?” Beth asked. “I realize that I... um, offended you earlier. Offering money and all. I wasn't tactful, and I'm sorry. I didn't mean to. Also, I disappointed you. Not singing at the festival, I mean. Again, it wasn't intentional. I honestly didn't realize that everyone was just going to assume that I'd sing.”
“It's a pretty natural assumption,” Skye said, sitting down too. “I guess I can understand why you wouldn't want to, but I do wish you'd reconsider.”
“I have to be honest. Brooks Lyon, he's my agent, says the same thing. In fact, he says that if I don't sing, then he won't support the festival.”
A high flush started in Skye's cheeks and her eyes glittered. “So the whole thing's off if you don't agree?”
“No, no, not at all,” Beth said quickly. “I can pull in some favors, talk to people, invest money myself. It would just be more... complicated is all.”
“Just what my life needs, more complication.”
“Skye, I wish I could tell you that I'll do this, but I can't. I don't know if I can get up there. I don't know if I want to do this anymore. My career was awesome, I loved it. And I miss some parts of it. But I just don't know if I want to go back to concerts and touring and... all the rest of it. What if it happens again? What if I lose it again in front of thousands of people? It was bad enough the first time.”
“You're just nervous, and that's normal,” said Skye, a pleading note in her voice. “But I think once you get up there, you'll be fine.”
Beth swallowed, tried to stay calm. She didn't want to argue. She really didn't.
“I'm going away for the weekend,” she said.
“Okay.”
“I'm flying to Tennessee. I'm going to check out the house, pack a few things, things I want to keep.”
“Alright.”
A pause. Tell her. Just do it. “And then I'm putting the house up for sale,” she said.
There. That had to be something, right? She was still sure that this was helpful, that this was part of moving on, whatever Cara said.
“Alright,” Skye said again.
“I'm donating the money from the sale to the festival. In Cara's name.”
The spike of irritation was back, the high spots of color in Skye's cheeks again.
“It's not a gift, I'm not giving you money for the sake of it, because I'm... because I'm rich or whatever,” Beth said. “I'm doing this because I want to, because Cara would have wanted me to. Because this is a good cause.”
Skye just shook her head. Beth got up, moved to a chair that was closer, put her hand on Skye's leg. But Skye just shook her off.
“This is the problem with relationships,” Skye muttered. “This is why I don't do them.”
“Why exactly?” Beth said carefully.
“Because it's always about compromising. You expect me to accept money, charity from you, to compromise my ideals. But you're not willing to compromise yours and get back on stage. You make promises to save my town, but then you're not willing to follow through with them. That's a crappy thing to do, Beth, and you know it.”
“I haven't said no.”
“But you mean no.”
“Give me this weekend. I'll give you a solid answer on singing when I get back, okay? Just let me think about it for a little longer?”
“I don't want to be dependent on you, can you see that?” Skye said in a steely voice. “I don't want to have to rely on you. I hate that. Fine, the money's for the festival not for me personally, but I'm still going to be beholden to you. You're still doing this at least in part for me. You're still chipping away at my independence.”
Beth took a deep breath and stood up. “That's not how any of this is meant. And I'm sure that if you think about things over the weekend, you'll see that.”
She walked away, going into the studio. With shaking hands she started to pack a small bag, just the necessities. She could, she figured, be out of the mountains inside of two hours, on a plane by late evening, a red-eye flight that should get her to Nashville in the early hours of the morning.
This was a good thing, she told herself. Both she and Skye needed a little breathing space, a little room to think. Skye was right that they were going to need to compromise, but what she didn't understand was that compromise didn't have to be a bad thing.
“What about Stevie?”
Beth jumped. She hadn't heard Skye come in. “I, uh, I'll need to leave her here.”
“So you want me to look after the dog as well?” Skye snapped.
Beth wanted to be angry, she wanted to shout. But she couldn't. She knew that Skye was mad, that she was confused and needed breathing space to figure a few things out. She couldn't ruin that by speaking too quickly, without thinking, by snapping.
“If you wouldn't mind,” she said, calmly. “I could ask Lily if it's too much trouble.”
Stevie was already sniffing at Skye's hand and Beth saw Skye's face soften a little as she looked down at the dog.
“I'll look after her,” Skye said, finally. “Just like I should look after everything else. I can look after myself, Beth. Look after my shop, look after my town. I don't need you or hand-outs to do anything for me.”
Beth straightened up. “I'm well aware of that,” she said. “I think the problem is that you're confusing 'need' with 'want.' You don't need me here, you don't need my help. But do you want it? That's the question.”
She picked up her bag. It was lighter than she'd expected.
“Think about it, Skye. Think about what you want.”
And she was walking out, her steps calm and measured.




Chapter Fourteen
She went in through the back door. Early morning sun was gleaming through the high windows and sheen of dust covered the kitchen surfaces. But it was the smell that got to her.
The smell of home, the smell of Cara, the first thing that she always noticed walking through the door late on a Friday evening when she made it home. A smell that once this house was gone would also be gone, a scent she'd never be able to recapture.
And in her mind's eye she could see Cara dancing in the middle of the kitchen in glee on the very first visit they'd made to the house. Could see her turning around and saying “yes, this is perfect, this is the one.”
She could see Cara standing over the stove, heat flushing her face as she made pancakes in the morning.
She could see Cara screaming in frustration as she tried to put together the dining room chairs, could see the scratch on the floor where they'd moved the table too quickly. The blanket on the couch was from Mexico, a vacation that had ended with both of them sick and groaning in a hotel bed.
And upstairs... upstairs there was the study that Cara had painted pink and then hated. There was the bathroom with the fancy soaps that Beth wasn't allowed to touch, let alone use. And by the bed, the bed where they'd laughed and yelled and cried and cuddled, there was the one picture that she wished she didn't have to see.
Their wedding day had been rainy and grey, a dawn so grim that Beth's heart had sunk at the sight of it. But Cara's smile had lit the afternoon brighter than the sun. That moment, as she heard the music, when she knew that Cara was walking down the aisle towards her, when she'd turned and her heart had filled so full it had almost burst. The picture had been taken a minute later, when Beth had lifted Cara's veil, when she'd been afraid to talk or breathe or move until she saw Cara's eyes and smile and had fallen in love with her all over again.
She turned the picture face down on the nightstand.
✽✽✽
 
It was late afternoon before she could face the front stairs. The stairs where it had happened. She knew she had to do it, had to see the place. A warm cup of tea in her hands, she went from the top landing and seated herself on the very top stair, looking down. And for a long time she was numb.
“Long way down, isn't it?” asked Cara conversationally.
Beth groaned. “I thought I told you not to come here.”
“I'm only here because you brought me here,” Cara said. “Further down than it looks, by the way. Especially when you're falling.”
“I didn't bring you here.”
“Of course you did. And that's something we need to talk about.”
Cara sat on the next step down, elbow on the top stair, looking up at Beth with dark eyes, the tiny chip on her front tooth showing as she half-smiled.
“So,” Beth said, exhausted with emotion and lack of sleep. “Talk.”
“You have to stop this.”
“Stop what?”
“I'm  proud of you for being here, Beth. The house shouldn't stand empty. If you're not living here then someone else should, this was a happy house, and it should stay one. I'm proud of you for facing it and finally coming down here. But you have to stop bringing me out.”
“Cara...”
“No, listen to me.” Cara put her hand on Beth's knee but there was no warmth, no pressure from  it. “Let's not kid ourselves about what's happening here. I'm in your head, Beth. That's all. A... what do they call it? A figment of your imagination. Nothing more. But you have to stop doing this. You have to stop conjuring me up like this.”
“Why? I don't see what harm it does,” Beth said. “And I can't believe you of all people are saying this. Everyone seems to think I should just move on, I should, I don't know, forget about you. But I can't, Cara. I can't, and I don't want to. I don't want to be without you.”
“You have to. I'm gone, Beth. I'm not coming back. You still have a life. Don't give up on it, not yet. Skye is a good woman, and one that I think could make you happy if you let her. I'm not telling you to forget about me, I'm telling you to close a chapter. The book isn't over yet, the story isn't finished. But this chapter of it is.”
“Why?” Beth asked again.
Tears were prickling in her eyes and her throat felt tight.
“I'm not me,” Cara said. “I mean, this, what you're seeing, it's not me. It's your memory of me. And every time you bring me out, every time you see me, I become a little less like me and a little more like your memory. It's like... it's like a knife. Every time you use me I become a little less sharp. Over time I become worn, I become what you wanted me to be and not myself. Does that make sense?”
Beth nodded and let her tears fall.
“I'm here when you need me, Beth. I swear to you I am. But you have to let me rest. You have to preserve what's left of me. Keep what I really am close to your heart.”
“Why now?” Beth asked, tears streaming down her face. “Why go now? Stay longer, just a little longer.”
“Because it's time, Beth. You could be happy now. Before you couldn't. Now you have everything there for the taking. You just have to decide whether you're going to take it or not.”
“I still need you,” said Beth, choking with sobs. “I can't do this without you. I still need you.”
“You don't. You really don't.”
“I can't do this alone.”
“You're not alone. You have Skye. And none of this is fair to her. You have her if you want her, but you have to give her all of you, you can't share parts out between her and I. You have to lean on her, love her, trust in her, just like you did in me. And you can do that. I believe you can. As for the festival... That's really on you. You just do what you think is right and everything will turn out fine.”
“Cara...”
“Goodbye, Beth.”
The evening started to darken, the light in the grand staircase dimming and softening, tears blurring the sharp lines of the banisters and treads. And Beth was alone.
✽✽✽
 
The phone rang as she stepped out of the shower. The mirror was steamed over, clouds of perfumed heat floating over her head. God knows how long she'd been in there. She was drained, tired, and had no more tears left to cry. She certainly didn't have the energy to go running for her phone.
Instead, she took her time toweling off, brushing her hair, putting on an old t-shirt to keep herself warm. And back in the bedroom she took a long look at the big double bed. Her and Cara's bed. She couldn't do this, couldn't sleep in it.
She wanted to be happy, she truly did. And Cara was always right about these things. If she was going to be happy, if she was going to move on as everyone wanted her to, then she had to give things a chance. She would give things a chance, she'd already decided that.
Sleeping in their marital bed was too much though. Too many memories, too much happiness. She scooped up her phone and made her way down the hall to the guest bedroom. As she opened the door, the phone rang again. This time she answered it.
“Hi.”
“Hey.”
Even without a name, even through the crackling signal, even from just one word, she knew exactly who was calling.
“Is everything okay?” she asked carefully.
“Pretty much. But I think Stevie misses you. She's crawled up onto the bed in the studio eight times now, and clawed a hole in the rug. She also might have snacked on an old copy of Gulliver's Travels. Though that could have been mice, I suppose.”
Beth smiled. She'd known that Skye needed a little time, and apparently she was feeling more like herself now. “So, you called to tell me that Stevie misses me?”
“Yes.”
“And that's all?”
There was a long silence. “No,” Skye said eventually. “I miss you too.”
Beth let out a breath that she didn't know she'd been holding and smiled so hard there was a chance her face was going to crack in two. “You do?”
“I do.” She heard Skye sigh. “I was kind of an asshole. More than kind of. I was. I... I just find this a bit difficult is all. Getting help, accepting help, all that. I'm not used to it. And I know that it's something I need to work on. I'm hoping you'll help me with that too.”
“I'll help you with anything you like.”
“And... about that whole compromising thing. That was wrong too. Compromise is good, can be good, I mean. At least I think it kind of is. I don't know.”
Beth laughed. “I miss you too, Skye.”
“Really?”
“Really, truly.”
“I was thinking about what you said, about wanting and needing. I want your help. Maybe I don't need it, maybe I do, I'm not sure about that. But what I do know is that I want it. I want you to be there, I want to plan this festival with you. I want to... Jesus, this all sounds like I'm asking you to marry me or something. I just mean...”
“Skye, no one knows where this is going. No one knows the future.”
“Except Lily.”
“Except maybe Lily,” Beth said, laughing a little. “But I'd like to give this, us, a try. I think we could be good together. We've both got our baggage, but I'll help you carry yours if you help me carry mine. Deal?”
“Deal.”
The silence was comfortable this time. Beth wished she could hold her, wished she could see her.
“Are you coming home?” Skye asked.
Home. Beth looked up at the guest room ceiling. This had been home for so long. But it wasn't the house that was home, it had been Cara that was home. Without her the house was nothing but an attractive building. A building she was more than ready to let go of, she realized.
Maybe she could have another home. Maybe she wanted another home. She thought of the night she'd spent in Skye's bed. She thought of the smell of her, the dimples in her cheeks when she smiled. She thought of the way her heart sped up when Skye brushed past her.
“Yes,” she said. “Yes, I'm coming home.”
✽✽✽
 
It was mid-afternoon before Beth finally claimed her car from airport parking. She'd packed what she wanted from the house and arranged to put some boxes in storage. And then she'd locked the door and walked away. She'd put the house up for sale as is as soon as she could arrange it. She took one long look back from the windscreen of her rental car and then drove away. The chapter was over, closed, just like Cara had said.
And then she'd gone to the airport, flown for God knew how many hours, and arrived in Oregon feeling dirty and smelling of plane. It was still a hefty drive up to Alman though. A drive that she was determined would end a lot better than the last one.
She drove slowly, carefully, and completely alone. She spoke to no one, and Cara's face appeared only in her imagination from time to time.
And as she got up into the mountains she had time to think. This really was like coming home. She liked Alman. Liked it a lot. If someone had told her ten, even five years ago that she'd be happy living in a small town she'd never have believed it. But she did. She'd made friends. She was comfortable there, it was safe. She liked it enough to stay.
A house in Alman. She could do that. Become a real part of the town. Make herself a home, one that didn't necessarily have to be dependent on another person. Not that she didn't want Skye to share her home. She did. But Skye had the shop, and, well, she couldn't tell the future.
She was surprised how easy she found the decision to stay in town. Which left only the problem of her career. It was, she knew, over in the way she had known it. The touring, the concert schedule, she didn't want those things anymore. Recording maybe, song writing definitely, but the public side, that she didn't want. She wanted a private bubble, somewhere, something that was just hers.
The road curved upwards and she was close now. She began to recognize the landscape. Her career was over. She didn't want to be a big star. But there were other things she could do. Except there was one last thing that she needed to do first.
She'd sing at the festival.
It would be her... swan song. Her last real appearance. She owed everyone that much. Herself, Skye, Alman, even Cara.
She sped up now, zooming around the narrow road until it opened up into main street and she could pull into a parking space. Skye's truck was as crooked as ever and she had to squeeze out of the door so as not to ding the truck. But she didn't care. She cared that she was here, that she was home, that she'd chosen to be happy, chosen a future.
The shop door pushed open easily. It was evening already, the light grey and dusty, the shop like some magical labyrinth of books. No one was there. Beth could almost hear her heart beat in the silence.
Then there was a scraping at the back door, and a barking, and a voice telling Stevie to hush now. And a brown ball of fur flung itself over the counter and landed at Beth's feet. She bent and petted the dog, trying to calm her for a long minute before she looked up.
Skye's eyes were burning blue, her hair was mussed, her cheeks red from the cold. She was so familiar and so new all at the same time, and seeing her took Beth's breath away. Skye said nothing, though her feelings were clear on her face. Beth stood up awkwardly.
“I'll sing at the festival,” she said.




Chapter Fifteen
The words hung in the air between them for a second. Then Skye was stepping forward, and Beth was rushing to meet her, and their lips were brushing and then crushing and Skye's body pushed against her own and Beth felt herself getting lost in the sensation of it all.
Then Skye was moving, clinking closed the lock of the front door, then pushing Beth against it. A deep warmth started brewing in her stomach, radiating outwards as Skye pressed against her. She could taste sweetness, could feel Skye's breasts through her shirt. Her legs were starting to go, starting to tremble, her head was spinning.
“Stop!”
She managed to pull herself away, but only a scant millimeter.
“What?” asked Skye, voice husky.
“Isn't... Isn't this too fast?”
Skye shook her head and Beth desperately wanted to believe her.
“Skye, you said...”
“I know what I said. I'm allowed to change my mind, just like you are. I want this, Beth. Please. I've never been so damn sure of anything.”
And her lips were moving to Beth's neck, littering small, gentle kisses there that sent trickles of desire running down Beth's spine.
“Are you sure?” she managed to squeak.
In response, Skye stooped a little, lifting at the same time until Beth's legs were wrapped around her waist. And then Beth felt herself being carried across the crowded store. She took Skye's face in her hands, seeing the faint wrinkles, the laughter lines, the long dark lashes, peppering kisses over her cheeks, over her forehead. Until Skye bent to deposit her on the rug next to the fire.
Beth's hands went to Skye's shirt, nimble fingers opening buttons.
“No, let me.”
And Skye was pulling the shirt off over her head, was yanking at a white bra, was baring herself completely in the golden glow of the firelight. Flames danced over the smooth curves of her breasts but Beth could think  only of sensation. She was already wriggling  out of her jacket, out of her sweater, struggling out of her bra, desperate to feel the touch of Skye's skin against her own.
She reached for Skye, but those long-fingered hands were already dusting over the curve of her waist.
“Please,” Skye said again. “Please let me do this.”
And Beth understood. Understood that Skye, broken as she was, needed to control this situation. She needed to take back intimacy, to reclaim it, to turn it into something good. So she laid her hands by her sides, lay quiet and still as Skye stroked her body, as fingers reached for the button of her jeans, as hands slid those jeans down her legs, until she was still in the firelight, waiting, beating, wanting.
“So beautiful,” murmured Skye.
Beth stayed silent, let Skye take her moment. She felt the deep blue eyes on her, she felt Skye's fear and anxiety. But there was more than that. There was a resounding sense of desire. She was there for the taking, Skye just had to decide to take her.
A hand was moving down her stomach now, was caressing at the join between her legs. Beth let herself fall open.
She was ready. She didn't know when it had happened, had never had it happen so quickly. But she could feel herself, already wet and swollen, begging for Skye's touch. She bit her tongue, saying nothing, letting Skye's hands explore.
And when those fingers finally found her, finally tickled their way up over her folds a shiver of wanting ran over her. She gasped, but still said nothing. And Skye leaned over her, her fingers setting up a steady rhythm until Beth had to close her eyes, until nothing mattered but the feeling of Skye touching her.
Eyes closed, her hips started to move against her will. She began to ascend, soaring up into the sky, her breath coming faster, waves of desire crashing and washing over her. Skye's fingers worked and worked until Beth could think of nothing else. Until she was as high as she could be, until the only consequence was the inevitable one. Until she came crashing down over the apex, breath coming in snatches as pleasure washed over her again and again.
Skye kept her hand pressed against her center until Beth's body stilled and her eyes flickered open.
“Come,” Beth said, quietly. “Come to me.”
Obediently, nervously, Skye lay down beside her. Beth could sense the fear on her, could feel her tightening up. Carefully, she drew Skye closer, wrapped an arm around her until Skye's face was buried in her breast, until that blue gaze was shut off. Then she deftly started to stroke down over Skye's body.
For what felt like hours she slowly, slowly coaxed Skye into opening up to her. The fire crackled and the light grew dim as she touched every inch of the woman's body. Skye didn't say a word as Beth slid her out of her jeans.
Skye was long and lean, more muscular than Beth had suspected. The warmth of her, the touch of her, the scars both physical and mental, were all so beautiful she was hesitant to touch her. Afraid of breaking her, afraid of hurting her, afraid of spoiling all this.
She moved slowly, positioning herself between Skye's legs, bending over her, letting the tresses of her hair caress Skye's stomach as her hands moved downward. She stroked the inside of soft thighs, could feel the warmth, the readiness. But she didn't approach, continuing to tease, to stroke, to be patient. Until Skye could take it no longer.
“Please,” Skye said, barely audible, eyes still closed.
Beth's hand hesitated.
“Please,” Skye said, louder this time.
Her hips shifted, bringing her closer to Beth's hands.
“Please,” she said, a final time.
And Beth's fingers finally plunged into the hot dampness beneath her, finally touched where she'd been longing to touch for hours, for her whole  life. And Skye bucked beneath her, so close to the edge after so long that she needed barely a touch before her thighs clamped around Beth's hand.
Beth took long, deep breaths, feeling herself swell again as Skye's back arched, as her sharp profile was illuminated by the fire, as she cascaded over into desire that left her breathless and moaning and shuddering.
When she was still, Beth returned to her side, pulling her in close, letting her head rest on her chest. The fire popped and heat washed over them,
“Thank you,” Skye said, after a long while. “Thank you.”
“I think I should be thanking you,” said Beth, grinning. “That was.... pleasantly unexpected.”
Skye propped herself up on one elbow. “Was it too fast?”
“Not at all.”
“I just...” Skye looked away, heat flushing her cheeks. “I missed you. I suddenly realized that I was lonely. I don't think I'd realized before because I had nothing to compare it to. But then you came, and you were gone again, and I missed you. I...”
She stumbled for a minute, swallowed, and Beth waited, not speaking, not interfering.
“I was afraid of this,” Skye admitted. “Of the intimacy. I was shit-scared to tell you the truth. And I just sort of... needed to get it over with. Needed to face the fear, you know?”
“Aha,” Beth said in mock seriousness. “So this was getting it over with?”
Skye laughed. “You know what I mean. Just the first time. Just the scary time.”
“I know what you mean,” Beth said.
What she didn't say was that it was her first time too. The first time since Cara. She tried to examine her feelings about that but couldn't. This was so different, so thankfully, deliciously different than it had ever been with Cara. And that was a good thing, there could be no comparison.
“I like you, Beth. And I want this to work. Which means changing myself a little, I suppose. But I'm willing to do that, willing to try. I want... I want this.”
“Good.”
“I'm serious. For a second there I thought I'd lost you, I thought you might not come back.”
“I didn't mean for you to think that,” Beth said, feeling guilty.
“I panicked,” Skye said. And she flashed a grin at Beth. “You know, you might be my only chance. Do you have any idea how many attractive, single, and available women walk into my shop every day?”
“Oh, a fair few, I'd guess,” Beth said. “At least a dozen.”
“More like two dozen,” said Skye. And she was snuggling closer.
“We got the first time over with,” Beth whispered. “So there's no pressure. I think we should probably double check though. Give it another go, just make sure that we're really compatible.”
Skye's  head moved slightly and then she was suckling at Beth's nipple. Beth gasped. A gasp that turned into a moan as Skye rolled over on top of her, inserting a leg between her thighs.
✽✽✽
 
“Smells like snow,” Skye said, sniffing the night air.
They walked hand in hand toward the town hall. It was the beginning of November, a little late in the year for the first snow. Not that Beth would have noticed if an avalanche had hit Alman. For the last two weeks she'd been busy.
Busy with festival planning, sure. Busy talking to Brooks, talking to sponsors, talking to the older folk around Alman who remembered how the festival used to be. And on one memorable evening, busy talking to Lily's thick-fingered giant of a husband about holding the festival on his land.
But the festival wasn't the only thing that had kept her busy. For two weeks she and Skye had been getting to know each other. In every way possible. Beth could sketch Skye's body from memory now, could recall her taste, her scent. They had explored each others' bodies endlessly, had laughed and talked and cried.
Beth's heart was full. She was loving again, and it astonished her every time she woke up next to Skye. The hole that Cara's death  had left in her soul wasn't filled exactly, but it was patched over, it was weatherproof. It had been a long, long time since she'd imagined that life could be so good.
The only real fly in the ointment was that she'd yet to tell anyone that the festival would be her goodbye concert. Everyone had been so excited, so overjoyed that she was making a come-back that she hadn't wanted to burst any bubbles. Brooks especially was going to be pissed. Very pissed. And she was slightly afraid that if she told him now he'd try to pull out of the festival again.
“Penny for your thoughts?” Skye said, pulling on her hand.
Beth grinned. “Nothing important. Just thinking about the meeting is all.”
“There's nothing to worry about,” said Skye. “It's just a formality at this point. Either the council says that the town will support the festival and get in on some advertising opportunities and make themselves some money, or they say they won't and we'll hold it anyway. It really makes no difference.”
Cold bit at Beth's nose. “I know,” she said. “I just hope that Diane isn't going to pull the rug out from under our feet.”
Skye snorted. “I wouldn't put it past her. Unfortunately for her, I think we've got her cornered this time. She might be mayor, but the rest of the council carry more weight combined, and they all remember the festival and want it back.”
People were stamping their feet clean and walking into the town hall and Skye stood back letting Beth go in first. Beth shrugged off her jacket and Skye took it from her, just as Taylor shouted their names.
“I'll take the coats and grab us some seats,” Skye said.
“Beth,” said Taylor, leaning in and kissing her on both cheeks. “The kids are so excited that you're coming back. They do keep asking after you.”
Beth grinned, she was actually starting to enjoy spending time at the school, though she'd only done it twice now.
“Listen, before this thing starts,” Taylor said, stepping closer. “I've been doing some digging as requested, talking to some people. I've put some feelers out and there's nothing definite yet, but I wanted to pass along a few rumors that I'd heard.”
“About Diane?” Beth said, stretching her neck and scanning the crowd for signs of the mayor.
“Mmm,” Taylor agreed. She came in even closer. “It's only rumor, mind,” she said. “But someone's been buying an awful lot of land around Alman and then selling it off again.”
“Alright,” Beth said, slowly. “I don't really see...”
“The land goes to bankruptcy auction,” Taylor said quickly. “Meaning it sells for less than it's worth anyway. But it's farming land and doesn't have the required permits for development, so it's not exactly worth a ton. Or it's not until it gets those developer permits.”
“And those permits come from?”
Taylor nodded up at the platform where the council were starting to gather. “Where do you think? Signed by Diane herself.”
“Okay,” Beth said, taking all this in.
“Sit on that,” warned Taylor. “It's only rumor, I've got no proof yet. And so far I have no idea what part exactly Diane might play in a scheme like that. I'm still looking. But I wanted you to know that we might be right, there might be something fishy going on.”
“I can tell Skye?”
“And Lily, I suppose,” said Taylor. “But no one else.” People were moving towards their seats. “Come on, we'd better sit down.”
Beth slid into a seat next to Skye, feeling immediately warmer and more relaxed just being beside her.
“What was all that about?” asked Skye as the town hall doors were closed with a thud.
“I'll tell you later,” whispered Beth.
Diane was already standing at the podium, the crowd already quietening.
“As I'm sure you all know,” Diane began. “We're here to discuss resurrecting the Alman Festival. This is an exciting opportunity for the town...”
“Looks like she's going to support us,” Beth whispered to Skye.
“Told you so, she doesn't exactly have much choice,” Skye whispered back. “She can't go against the entire council, no matter what she wants herself. She might even give us the damn town permits if we play nice.”
“...and significant income for the town itself,” Diane continued. “But let us first begin with any dissenting opinions. Is there anyone that wishes to speak against holding the festival in Alman next spring?”
There were mutters and the sound of people shifting in chairs, but no one stood. Diane looked around the room, and was about to speak when the double doors of the town hall clattered open. Every head turned around to look.
Lily clutched onto one side of the door, trying desperately to get her breath. Beth half-rose to help her before Lily finally managed to speak. “Fire!” she shouted.
And the town hall erupted into panic.




Chapter Sixteen
The first flickering flakes of snow were twirling in the sky completely unnoticed. Even from the town hall the smell of smoke was dark and earthy. A faint glow lit the sky over Main Street, and the crowd stood in silent awe as they watched flames paint the horizon. It felt like a long time before anybody moved, before there was any sign of recognition of what was happening.
“Call the fire department,” Diane's voice rang out into the night. “Hey, you, ring the fire department.”
It broke the spell. Feet started to pound on the sidewalk, breath started to come in panicked gulps, as everyone ran towards the source of the light.
She never thought of it as anything other than a tragic event. Beth ran as fast as anyone, but she never thought that this could be something that would affect her directly. Perhaps it was because she'd had so much bad luck in her life that she couldn't fathom that there would be more.
Even as she got closer, even as the acrid smoke started to bite at her throat, she still didn't believe that the fire was hers, could be hers. Even when she was standing right there in front of it, even as she watched the flames lick up the side of the brickwork of the book shop, she still didn't think of it as her fire. Their fire. Hers and Skye's.
And then Skye was hanging onto her arm, her face deathly pale, her eyes reflecting the orange flames. The touch of her, the nearness of her, reminded Beth of where exactly she was, what exactly was happening.
“Skye,” she whispered.
Skye's fingers clutched at her arm, digging in deep. “It's fine,” she said.
“It's not fine, it's not, it's...”
“It's just a building,” said Skye. But her eyes were still on the flames. “Just a building, nothing more.”
Flames were dancing over the roof and smoke was stinging Beth's eyes. From afar she could hear the wailing of fire engines and she knew help was coming. But would it come soon enough? The flames were devouring the studio, leaping higher and higher, it was only a matter of time before they sensed the banquet of dried paper on the other side of the wall. Only a matter of time before the whole place went up like a powder keg.
Her heart was in her throat, her stomach hurt, her eyes hurt. But Skye was right. This was only a building. Only a building.
Then she started to run.
Her legs shook as she launched herself toward the door of the shop. She felt the heat of it on her hands and she pushed and pushed at the door. But the door wouldn't give and hands were pulling her away and she could only manage to choke out one word.
“Stevie.”
She was pulling away from the hands, was yanking herself out of their grip.
“Stevie!”
The thought of Stevie, curled up in a little brown ball of fur on the bed, made her heart ache. The thought of Stevie alone in there, trying to escape, unable to find her way out. Tears were streaming down her face, she pulled at the door, and again the hands were pulling at her, pulling her away.
Then Skye was holding her, clutching her tight, wrapping arms around her and holding her in, forcing her away from the burning building.
“No, you can't, you can't, Beth, you can't.”
“Stevie,” Beth sobbed. “Stevie.”
And Skye was crying with her, hot tears cutting through the smoky grime of her face.
They stood together for so long that Beth didn't know how long it was. The fire service were there, red trucks flashing lights in the middle of the street, high powered hoses soaking the building. Slowly, slowly, the fire was damped down. The flames were quenched, drowned, and the smoke spun lazily in the air. Still Beth clung to Skye and Skye clung to Beth and there were tears.
Until there was nothing.
It was like a switch. Just as it had been before. Just like when the police had knocked at the door of her apartment and told her that there'd been a terrible accident, that Cara was gone.
And it had hurt so badly, had wrenched her guts out, had sliced through her soul. So much pain until she was screaming with it. A police woman had held her then, had kept her warm, had tried to show comfort. But it hadn't helped. The pain had just grown bigger and bigger and bigger until it  overtook everything else. And then it was gone.
Replaced by a numbness, a nothingness, a huge emptiness that wouldn't let her cry, wouldn't let her speak, wouldn't let her do anything.
“Beth, Beth, talk to me, are you alright?”
Skye was holding her at arm's length. All Beth could do was nod her head. Yes, she was fine. As fine as could be. There was just an aching emptiness inside her was all.
“Beth, Skye, I...”
Lily trailed off, looking from one to the other.
“Thank you,” said Skye, quietly. “If it hadn't been for you the whole place would have gone up.”
“Looks like they managed to stop it right enough,” said Lily, glancing at the building. “The studio's gone, but the store itself looks stable. There's water damage, but...”
“But that's better than the alternative,” Skye finished. “Thank you.”
Lily shrugged. “Just as well I was running late. But I'm still sorry, Skye. You know we're going to help you, you know the town will stand with you.”
There was the sound of a sigh, Beth registered it, but couldn't respond. “Maybe I'll just take the insurance money and run,” Skye said.
Lily laughed. “As if you would,” she said dismissively. “Anyway, I come with more than condolences. I come bearing tidings from Herb, who says that if you don't come claim your 'damn mutt' then he's not going to be responsible for his actions.”
“Damn mutt?” asked Skye.
“His words, not mine,” said Lily.
Something stirred in Beth. Some spark, some vague recognition that something was happening that she needed to pay attention to.
“Stevie's barking her head off down there in the garage and he can't shut her up. Even with bacon, and he tried. I think one of you had better go reclaim her.”
“Stevie?”
It was the first word she'd spoken in so long that her mouth was dry and her voice cracked. Lily frowned at her in concern.
“Are you okay? Yes, Stevie. She's at the garage with Herb. Must have made a run for it as soon as the fire took hold. Smart dog you've got there. I thought...” She peered in closer until Beth could see the concern in her eyes. “I thought you knew, I thought someone must have told you, I thought...”
But Beth had no more time for Lily's thoughts. She was already running, feet pounding a rhythm on the wet pavement, snow flying at her face as she raced down Main Street and away from the crowds. She thought she heard Skye shouting her name, but she ignored it.
✽✽✽
 
“Everything alright down there?” Herb said.
He was waiting on his porch as she ran up.
“Fine, fine,” she gasped. Breath was tearing out of her lungs.
“I heard the fire trucks and all,” he said. “But figured someone would come tell me if I was needed.”
“The fire's out,” said Beth. “The book shop...”
He nodded slowly and then sniffed. A loud barking came from the garage.
“Well, just let me know if I'm needed,” he said. Beth could see a beer can on the porch rail and a collection of empties on the ground. “Dog's round the back.”
He picked up his can and Beth did her best to grin and thank him, but her legs were already carrying her around the side of the house toward the garage. And there was Stevie, tied with a fraying rope, looking half mad and half sorry for herself and very, very much alive.
Beth dropped to her knees and put her arms around the dog, smelling the smoke from the fire in her fur, feeling the warmth of her, feeling the numbness fade away as suddenly as it had come. Tears appeared again and for a while she just hung on to Stevie and cried. And when she was all cried out, she untied the rope and slowly led Stevie toward the road.
She was a quarter mile from Herb's, the lights of Main Street already sparkling through the thickening snow, before she stopped dead in the middle of the street.
“I can't do this again.”
Stevie whined.
“I can't, Steve. I can't do this again.”
The realization had hit her like a bullet. She hadn't seen it coming, but now that it was here, it made so much sense. More sense than anything had made in a long time.
“I can't lose anything again, Stevie. I'm just not strong enough. I can't do it.”
The snow fluttered, building up into tiny drifts by the side of the road. And it quietened the world, making an almost tangible silence as it muffled the rustles of the trees, the gentle scampering of animals.
“I just can't do it.”
“Bullshit.”
For one brief millisecond Beth's eyes darted to Stevie who was staring up at her. And then she whipped around.
“Bullshit,” Cara said again.
“No,” said Beth. “No. You're not supposed to be here. You shouldn't be here.”
“The only reason I'm here is because of you. You know that.”
“I didn't ask you to be here.”
“You need me right now. I can see that,” said Cara.
She was wearing a white shift, sleeveless and incongruous in the cold night. Beth could remember her wearing it in the garden on hot, sticky, Southern afternoons, when the bugs were everywhere and the only respite from the humidity was to shower or swim.
“I'm handling this.”
“You're very obviously not handling it,” Cara said.
“I can't do this, Cara. I just can't. I...”
“It all came back to you,” said Cara. “I understand. Seeing that building on fire, thinking you'd lost little Stevie, you got all... weird again. Like you did before. Like after I died. When you couldn't talk to anyone and didn't bathe for a week. But Stevie's fine, just look at her.”
The dog was gamboling in the snow, catching snowflakes on her tongue and panting.
“That's not the point,” Beth said dully.
“Oh, but it is. You were worried, but Stevie is fine.”
“No. It hurt. Hurt more than anything ever should, and that was just Stevie. What if...”
“What if Skye had been inside the book shop?” asked Cara. “But she wasn't. Skye's also fine.”
“She could have been. And if she had been, if I'd have lost her, if I'd have had to go through all of that all over again... It would have broken me for good, Cara. I'm not strong enough to do it all over again.”
“The very nature of having something means taking the risk that you'll lose that something,” Cara said. “That's why having it is so precious, so worthwhile.”
Beth shook her head. She gathered up Stevie's leash and pulled her along as she started to walk. “I've made a mistake,” she said.
“Choosing happiness isn't a mistake.”
“This is all too fast. I thought I could handle it. But I can't. It's too soon. Too soon after losing you. I'm not strong enough to take a risk, to take the risk of losing someone again.”
Cara walked around her, coming to a stop directly in front of her. “You're being an idiot, Beth. When we got married I promised you that I would always tell you what you needed to know. And you need to know this. You're making a stupid, emotional decision because you're afraid. Fear is the mind killer.”
Even now Beth could smile a little at that. “Don't quote Dune at me.”
“I'll do as I like,” pouted Cara. “And you're being so stupid, Beth. Please don't do this. Please don't stop yourself being happy just because you're afraid. Fear will get you nowhere.”
“I'm not afraid. Well, I am. But it's not fear making this decision. It's logic. It's too soon. I can't run the risk of losing someone again yet.”
And she could feel the broken pieces inside her rubbing against each other, sharp and painful. This was what she had to do. She could see that now. That small glimpse of the blackness that she'd had after Cara's death was enough to remind her of the risk she was taking with Skye. And enough to tell her that she couldn't do it. Not yet. Maybe not ever.
“Beth...”
“Enough. You need to leave, Cara.”
She screwed her eyes tight shut and shook her head for a second before opening her eyes again. She blinked against the snow. Cara was gone.
✽✽✽
 
People were still milling around Main Street. Snow was falling and water from the fire trucks was beginning to freeze on the sidewalks. Beth pushed through the crowds.
“You all okay now?” Lily asked, putting a hand on Beth's elbow.
Beth nodded and handed Lily the rope tied to Stevie's collar. “Can you watch her for a minute?”
“Sure.” Lily tilted her head and then sighed. “You'll be looking for Skye. She's round at the back. I think the fire chief is leading her through what happened. They think it was an electrical fault. Just bad luck, I guess.”
Beth gave a bitter laugh. “I seem to have more than enough of that to go around,” she said.
She didn't give Lily a chance to speak again. Leaving Stevie behind she went down the narrow alley next to the book store and found Skye talking with a tall, dark-haired man. For a moment she hesitated. Arc lights glowed and lit Skye's face. There was a smudge of dirt on her cheek and Beth longed to wipe it off. Her heart hurt just looking at Skye. And that was why she had to do this.
“It's for both of us,” she muttered to herself. “It's for the best.”
She had to back off, had to let herself heal better, more, before she could do this. And Skye needed to know that.
The dark-haired man stepped away and Skye caught sight of Beth, her face lighting up a little.
“Hey stranger, find Stevie?”
Beth nodded.
Her throat felt tight and hot. She cleared it and swallowed before she could speak. “We need to talk.”
“We do?”
She nodded. “Skye, I can't do this anymore.”
“Can't do this? What?”
“Us. I can't do us, Skye.”




Chapter Seventeen
The smell was overwhelming. The stench of smoke and damp buried the scent of Skye so that the apartment over the book shop no longer smelled like it could be home. In a way, Beth was grateful. The stranger it all seemed, the less welcoming, the more likely she was to stick to her guns. Even now she was beginning to waver. Just looking into Skye's eyes, seeing the hurt there, was enough to make her think that maybe she was being too hasty.
“So, let's talk,” Skye said.
The night was at its darkest, the black velvety against the newly fallen snow. Through the window Beth could see flakes still falling. Alman looked beautiful under the twinkling lights. Beautiful enough that she could almost stay.
“What's to talk about?” she said sadly. “I've said the worst part, I've told you. Everything else is just window dressing.”
Skye had turned down several offers of places to stay. Lily had been insistent that they both come and stay at the farm, but neither had wanted to. Things had started here, it was only fitting that they ended here too. Upstairs in Skye's private apartment, the place that was safe and happy for her. Maybe it would be better for her here, easier for her to take in what Beth was saying.
“I... I don't get it,” said Skye. She was sitting in the corner of a large sofa, legs crossed in front of her. “I don't understand what's going on here, Beth. You're blocking me out and I don't know why.”
Beth turned now. Skye was trying so hard to remain calm, but the stress was showing on her face. “I can't run the risk of losing someone else,” she said. “I just can't do it, Skye. This whole time I was worried that we were moving too fast for you, but I never gave a thought to the fact that maybe we were moving too fast for me.”
“So... this, all this, us. You don't want that?”
“I do, I want it,” Beth said. “But I can't have it. I'm not ready for it. I can't... Skye, you have no idea what it was like to lose Cara.”
“Because you haven't told me.”
“Because I can't. There are no words for it. There are places that you can't touch, Skye. Memories you can't feel, pain you can't share. And I'm not strong enough to deal with the possibility of losing you on top of losing Cara.”
“Bullshit,” said Skye.
For a moment she sounded so much like Cara that Beth trembled.
“It's not bullshit. I realized tonight that I could lose you, I had a moment where I thought I'd lost Stevie and it reminded me of everything and that... That I can't take a risk right now. I'm not ready to take a risk.”
“Just in case you lose me?”
“Exactly.”
“Still bullshit.” Skye twisted in her seat, facing Beth head on. “You're not leaving because you're afraid I'll die or you're afraid you'll lose me, or any of that stuff. You're leaving because you haven't let go of Cara yet. You haven't grieved, you haven't set her free.”
Anger burst inside her like a balloon, hot and fetid and consuming.
“No! You have no right to say that, no right to ask it. Why does everyone want me to let Cara go? She was my wife. She was supposed to be the one I'd spend the rest of my life with. We were going to have children, going to travel, going to retire together and sit on the porch shelling peas and shucking corn. All that has been stolen from me, just ripped away. And I'm supposed to just forget about it like it was nothing?”
“That's not what I'm saying.” Skye's voice was calm and reasonable. “But I don't see how denying yourself happiness is going to change what you just said in any way. You can't sacrifice yourself like that. You can't pay fate back for what she did to you, have the sadness now and in return she'll give you Cara back. It doesn't work that way.”
“That's not what I'm doing.”
“Then what are you doing, Beth? Explain it to me.”
“I'm protecting myself. Defending myself. I've already been broken so badly that I nearly didn't put myself back together again. And I can't risk that happening again so soon.”
“I'm not going anywhere, Beth. I'm healthy and fine and not accident-prone in the least.”
“Cara was healthy and fine and not accident-prone.”
“So what? You just want to give up on us on the off-chance that one day I'm going to... fall out of a window? Get hit by a tractor on Main Street? Get buried under a fallen bookshelf? That's ridiculous.”
It was. It was ridiculous. Through the window the snow silently spun down and the sky was getting lighter, more grey now. This was all stupid and ridiculous and Beth half-wished that Skye would stop her. That Skye would scoop her up in her arms and tell her that she was never leaving, never going to die, never going to hurt her.
“I can't stop you doing this, Beth. I would never stop you from doing anything that you truly needed to do. I just don't think this is what you need.”
“I think it is.”
Skye shook her head. “You know, I need to deal with all of this. My home nearly burned down, my business. I need to rebuild, need to file insurance claims. I need to plan the festival, I have so much to do right now that I don't have the energy to argue with you. I don't want to argue with you.”
Beth tried to steel her heart against this. Was she not worth fighting for? A little piece of her mind told her that she was acting crazy. If she wanted to stay, then she should stay, no one was forcing her to go anywhere. But then the other side of her spoke up, told her that she'd lost enough already, told her that it really was too soon to be starting something new.
“I don't want to argue either,” she said.
A ray of yellow light pierced through the window. The sun was rising, burning against the white-cold of the snow outside.
“Then let's not,” Skye said. “Let's wait. Talk about this some more. Get some rest. We can figure this out.”
Beth gave her a small smile. Skye looked beaten, so tired that her eyes were fading into her face.
“Okay,” she said. “Go, get some rest. You look ready to fall down.”
Skye stood, came to her, arms slightly raised as though she was going to wrap Beth in them. But Beth took a slight step back, not letting it happen. Skye sighed.
“Come to bed.”
Beth shook her head. “I'm not tired right now,” she said. “But you go. I need to think.”
✽✽✽
 
She had nothing to pack. What belongings she'd brought with her to Alman had burned up in the fire. With the exception of the clothes she was standing up in and her guitar, which had been upstairs, she had nothing else.
The cold outside hurt her face as she stomped through snow to put her guitar into the trunk of her car.
“Miss Grey, Miss Grey!”
A small, blonde haired child was waving so hard with one arm that she looked about to windmill the arm right off. Her other hand was being tightly held by an older woman that Beth didn't recognize.
“So, you're the famous Ms. Grey,” the woman said, smiling at Beth. “Janie just won't stop talking about you. She loves your music classes. In fact, she's been pestering me for days to get her a guitar.”
Beth painted a smile on her face. She remembered the little girl. She was over-enthusiastic and chatty, but she had an ear for music.
“It might not be a bad idea,” she said to the mother. “Janie's a good music student.”
The little girl was practically jumping up and down now. “Are you coming to school today, Miss Grey?”
“There's no school today,” the mother said.
“Tomorrow then? Are you coming tomorrow?”
Beth felt a little piece of her heart breaking off. She stooped so that she was at eye-level with the child.
“I don't think I'll be coming into school for a while,” she said carefully. The child looked so sad. “But I think that you're very good at music and you should keep having lessons.”
The mother shrugged at this. “Tough to find a music teacher around these parts,” she said. “Come on Janie, we need to get to the store before the milk's all gone. It was nice to meet you, Miss Grey.”
They walked off and Beth watched them, the taller figure and the bouncing little girl hand in hand walking down the snowy street. This was what she was giving up. This homely, comforting, beautiful picture.
But it was what needed to be done. Had to be done. It wasn't fair on Skye to keep hanging around here, not when she couldn't be in a relationship. She had to leave, had to go. She turned to close the trunk of the car.
“And where do you think you're going?”
Lily was muffled up to the eyebrows in a maroon scarf and Beth's stomach sank. Saying goodbye to Lily was going to be almost as hard as saying goodbye to... She didn't complete the thought.
“I have to go, Lil.”
“Oh no. No, you don't.”
“I do. It's time.”
“Things between you and Skye get rough, huh?”
She nodded miserably, unable to explain that the only reason things were rough were because of her.
Lily reached out and took her arm. “Things'll get better, Beth. They always do. You belong here, you're a part of town now. Skye just nearly lost her shop. Give her a break. A little time. I know she's scared of starting something serious, but she'll get there.”
“It's not Skye,” Beth burst out.
“Oh.” Lily stepped back. “I see.”
Beth took a deep breath of the biting cold air, but said nothing.
“You're afraid of losing someone again, aren't you?” Lily said softly. She shook her head. “Everything is a risk, everything is a sacrifice. Running away isn't going to help things, you know. But as long as you cling on to Cara, you're always going to be afraid of losing, because you're always going to be reminded of losing.”
Beth turned away. “I can't do this, Lily.”
“Sure you can. You just have to choose to do it.” There was a pause. “I wish you weren't leaving. You don't have to.”
“I do.”
Lily pulled an order pad from her pocket and a pen from behind her ear, scribbling a number on the paper and handing it over.
“Here's my number. You call me whenever you need to, Beth.” She squeezed Beth's hand over the crumpled paper. “There's always a place here for you. There's always a home here for you.”
And Beth saw tears bubbling in Lily's faded eyes before she turned and walked away, crossing the street to the diner.
Trudging back through the snow, Beth kicked her shoes against the doorstep then went into the book shop. The air was still damp and stinking. Upstairs she could hear Skye moving around. She'd told her. Told her that she was leaving. Skye had said nothing, just shaken her head.
A small whine and the padding of feet alerted her that Stevie was around. In a second, the dog was with her. Yet another goodbye.
She squatted down on the floor, taking Stevie's head in her hands.
“You be a good girl now, Stevie,” she said.
Liquid brown eyes looked at her, and the dog whined again.
“I can't take you, Steve. I don't even know where I'm going. You'll have a happier life here with Skye anyway.”
Just like you could, a voice in her head said. Just like you could if you were brave enough to stay. If you weren't being an idiot.
“There's squirrels to chase here and... children to play with, and space, and walks.”
The dog's tail thudded on the floor at the mention of the word walk.
Upstairs had gone silent. She wondered if she dared go up there again. But why? Going to say goodbye would be pointless for the both of them, only increasing the pain. But she couldn't just leave.
With heavy heart she skirted the counter and went into the small kitchen at the back. But the green door was closed. Firmly closed. Skye didn't want her up there. Skye had locked herself away in her private, safe bubble. And Beth had no right to interfere. No right to go up there and turn her world upside down again.
Even now. Even now if Skye came running down those stairs, if Skye begged her to stay, then she would. She knew that. If Skye wanted her that badly that she could ask, then she'd stay. But Skye wasn't about to do that. Because in her heart, Skye knew just as well as Beth did that this was all for the best.
On the counter of the book shop she found a pen and some paper. She scrawled a note, propping it up against the computer.
“I'll be back to sing at the festival,” was all it said.
She wouldn't break her word. Singing was the least she could do.
And then she walked out. Closing the door on Stevie, on the book shop, on Skye.
She climbed into her car, reversing slowly out of her parking space, still waiting for Skye to run after her. Still waiting for someone to stop her from doing this stupid, stupid thing.
“It's not stupid. It's for my own good. For Skye's good.”
Tears were blurring her vision as she edged the car through the snow on Main Street and out of town.
She passed the town limits before she wiped her eyes across her sleeve, sniffing and gaining better control of herself. Alman had been home for a little while. She should be grateful for the time she'd had there. But as she drove down the mountain she wasn't so sure that she could ever find another place that she could call home.
“So, where are we going then?”
Cara's dark hair spilled over the back of the passenger seat, and her seatbelt was dangerously tucked under her arm  instead of over her shoulder.
“I don't know,” Beth said. “I just don't know.”




Chapter Eighteen
“That doesn't go there. It goes by the window.”
“Jesus, Cara, I know. Let it be. I'm allowed to move furniture around, you know.”
The light was bright white, reflecting off the snow outside and through the large living room windows. Bright enough to give Beth the beginnings of a headache as she moved the ottoman an inch further to the right.
“I'm just saying that if you're intent on living in the past, then you should at least do things right,” Cara said. “And that ottoman belongs by the window.”
Beth closed her eyes and sighed, but moved the damn ottoman to the window. “Happy now?”
“Ecstatic.”
The room looked just as it had done, just as it was supposed  to. Beth was relieved that she'd never put it on the market. Going to Tennessee had just seemed natural somehow. She'd found herself driving endlessly. She'd gone to LA, she'd picked up her stuff. But the apartment there had felt cold and empty and damp and she'd been glad to close the door on it. Here at least she could think, could be alone.
“You should get a dog,” Cara said.
Beth shook her head. She'd been missing Stevie. She missed the curled up ball  of fur on the bed next to her, missed the dog's earnest expression. She didn't want to replace Stevie, couldn't replace her really.
“Then get a damn hobby,” said Cara.
Carefully, Beth folded a throw and placed it over the back of the couch, moving a pillow so that it was just so. “I've got enough to do right here,” she said.
“Moving furniture around and completing a million tiny tasks that really don't need doing?”
“That washer needed changing on the upstairs faucet, as I told you a thousand times.”
“You're just trying to keep yourself busy. Trying not to think.” Cara stretched her legs out and propped her feet on the coffee table. “Every time you used to go on tour you'd come here first and get the guttering cleared or drain the hot tub or some other totally useless task.”
“Neither of those things are useless,” pointed out Beth.
“I could have got them done though. But you didn't want me to. You used to kid yourself that you were taking care of me, taking care of the house so that everything would be fine while you were gone. You weren't though. You were just trying not to think about how terrified you were to get back on stage, how antsy you were about a new tour. I knew that, so I let you do your chores. I never needed them done though, you should know that.”
“Why are you so prickly this morning?”
Cara didn't answer. Instead she said: “So is this the plan then? You sitting around here, isolated, cut off from everyone, living in obscurity? Is this what you want?”
It was Beth's turn not to answer. She busied herself raking out the fireplace. What to say? Should she tell Cara that she dreamed of Skye? That she missed the book shop? That she missed getting breakfast with Lily? Or that she longed for the company of Skye's warmth? The way she used to brush past her to get a book? The way she laughed, the dazzling shock of her smile when it finally came?
“You're an idiot, you know,” Cara said conversationally.
“In what way exactly?”
“You left Alman because you were afraid of having something to lose again. But you don't see that you lost just by leaving. That's dumb. If you think about it, it really is.”
“If you don't have anything helpful to say, then don't say anything at all.”
✽✽✽
 
It was freezing outside. The snow painted over the soil and Beth's fingers were frozen as she hammered at the earth.
“Normal people do not plant bulbs when the ground's frozen,” Cara said.
“Normal people live in their houses full time,” said Beth. “I didn't have the chance to do this before. So I'm doing it now. We'll have tulips in the spring. It'll be nice.”
“I don't want damn tulips.” Cara was sitting cross-legged on the snow, the afternoon sun catching in her hair. “And I'm not going to let this go. You're keeping your hands busy in the hopes that your mind won't have time to think about what you've done.”
“And what exactly have I done?”
“You know that. You've ruined your chance of happiness. Of all the stubborn, stupid, idiotic things to do. You get a bit of a fright and then you're suddenly cutting yourself off from everyone. You can't tell me that this is how you want to live your life, Beth. I know that it's not. I was the one that you made plans with, remember? I know what those plans are.”
“And look what happened to those plans.”
“Doesn't mean you can't make more.”
“What if I don't want to, Cara? What if I liked the old plans just fine and want them back? Huh? What if I'm just a little pissed off that those plans got taken away from me?” Her voice was rising an octave, was becoming strident in the cold mountain air, echoing. “What if I just want my whole life back again?”
“Ma'am?”
She flew around to see a delivery guy standing, package in hand, a few feet away on the drive.
“What?”
“Is everything okay here, ma'am?” he asked, voice dripping with a southern accent, face pale and almost frightened looking.
“Of course it is, everything's just fine,” she snapped. “What do you want?”
“Package, ma'am.”
He hesitated before coming a step closer and then stretching out his arm as far as he could reach to hand her the package. The second she took it, he was off down the drive practically running toward his truck.
“You scared him,” Cara said.
“No I didn't.”
“Yes, you did. A crazy lady sitting and yelling at the mountains, all alone as she tries to jam a pathetically inappropriate shovel into the frozen ground. Of course you scared the guy. He thinks you're insane.”
Beth closed her eyes for a second, then threw down her shovel, took the package, and stalked back into the house.
✽✽✽
 
“We're not done, Beth.”
Beth dipped the tea bag into her cup, staring out of the kitchen window, not wanting to face Cara. She was tired, exhausted. The effort of not thinking, the effort of keeping all her sadness and anger and love buried down inside her was immense. But she wasn't going to cry. She wasn't going to weep for a situation that she knew she'd created, where she knew she was making the right decision. Yes, she missed Skye. Yes, she wanted to see those deep blue eyes more than ever. But stopping now, stopping before things got too serious, before there was too much to lose, was the right thing to do.
“Done with what?”
“You were just telling me how pissed off you were. How angry you were.”
“Because all my plans had to change. My future changed.”
“That's not really what you're angry at, is it?” Cara said. “Be honest with yourself. Be honest with me.”
“Yes, yes it is. Who the hell else would I be angry with?”
“You're angry with me.”
And now Beth did turn around. Cara was perched on the edge of the kitchen island, her feet up on a stool. “Why would I be angry with you?”
“Because I died.”
Beth rolled her eyes. “No.”
“Yes.”
“No.”
“Yes, Beth.”
And the pushing, the constant pushing and poking made anger rise in her stomach. “I'm not angry with you!”
“Admit it.”
“I'm not...”
But she was. She was murderously, burningly angry.
“You left me,” she said, spitting the words out. “You left me. You just did. You just went. How am I supposed to feel about that? You just went and left me behind to deal with everything, left everything to me.”
She turned too abruptly, knocking her tea off the counter, shattering the mug onto the tiled kitchen floor.
“You just left, Cara. You left me.”
She was shouting now. Breaking the mug had felt good. Had felt amazing. She looked around. In the middle of the island was a fruit bowl. She picked it up, heavy in her hands, then held it over her head.
“You fucking left, Cara. You left me all alone.”
She let the bowl go, let it break apart on the floor into a million pieces. A set of wine glasses was next, each one a sparkling, tinkling silver bell as it broke onto the tiles.
“How could you? How could you leave me? You promised, Cara, you promised!”
Her voice was high and reedy, her throat getting sore and swollen. Tears were coming now. Not just tears, but hiccuping, wrenching gasps of sobs. Plates were stacked on a shelf by the sink. She took the top one.
“You promised to love me forever, to take care of me, to be by my side, and then you fucking left.”
Each plate cascaded onto the floor. She was blinded by the tears, could only hear as the crockery shattered. She was trying to yell, but the words wouldn't come properly, her lungs wouldn't fill up with air the way she needed them to.
“You. Fucking. Left. Me,” she managed to eke out.
Her knees were wobbling, her legs not wanting to hold her. She sank to the floor, head in her hands now, eyes raw and red, throat hard with sobs. She screamed, words not forming, only sounds coming out, only soul-born screams of pain and terror and anger.
“Fuck. You. Cara. Fuck. You.”
Each word was a drawn out wail, each syllable a scream from her heart.
“Fuck. You.”
✽✽✽
 
She woke up on the cold kitchen floor surrounded by the shards of broken glasses and plates. Her muscles were stiff, her back was agony. Eyes swollen so badly she could barely see, but she could tell it wasn't quite night yet. She dragged herself up, sitting against a cabinet, sweeping broken glass out of her way.
“That was good.”
“Good?” she croaked.
“Cathartic,” said Cara. “You needed that. You need to let the inside stuff out sometimes.”
“Great.”
“I'm fine with you being mad with me for dying.”
“Oh, good.”
“But now I've got another thought.”
“Again, great.”
“You're putting Skye through exactly the same kind of thing.”
Beth rubbed at her face with her hands. “How?”
“You made an unspoken promise to be there. You made plans with her. Plans for the festival, for a start. And now you're leaving her. Do you think she feels the same way as you do about me leaving?”
“I'm not dead.”
“You may as well be. I mean, in a way, me being dead is better. I haven't chosen something else, someone else, I'm simply not here. You've made a decision to walk away from her. I think that might hurt more, at least intellectually.”
“Cara, I don't want to do this anymore.”
“Neither do I.”
“So don't.”
“I don't have a choice. You keep bringing me here, you keep calling me up out of the ether. I warned you about this. I warned you that I'm becoming less of myself and more like you. But you didn't listen.”
“Don't come then.”
“You need me, Beth. Even though you shouldn't. Do you feel a little better?”
Beth thought for a second in the grey light of evening. She did. She felt a little lighter, the deep dark pit inside her was just a little less deep, a little less dark. She nodded. “A bit.”
“Life is short, Beth. God knows, I of all people know that. So short. You've got to take what you want. You've got to take risks, you've got to put yourself out there. You can't go through this world alone. Skye is... wonderful. She's attractive and smart and funny. More than that though, she's exactly what you need. And you love her. Or you would if you let yourself. Can you really walk away from that? Just so that you can live in a house full of ghosts?”
“I'm scared.”
“I know, honey. I'd be scared too. But weren't you scared about us too? Your hands were shaking like a leaf when you asked me to marry you. You downed two shots before you could even talk to me the first time. Risk is scary. The problem is, without taking risks you don't get anything. You can't win if you don't play the game.”
“You can't lose either.”
“But what would be the pleasure in winning if there was no risk of loss?”
“I miss you, Cara.”
“I miss you too. But you don't just miss me. You miss Skye too. And Stevie. And Alman. And even Lily.”
“Even Lily,” Beth said smiling a little.
“You're already losing just by not being there, Beth. You're already invested, like it or not. So you might as well play the game, take the risk, because the payoff is amazing. What we had, you can have again. Maybe not quite the same, but just as important, just as powerful, just as incredible in its own way. Fear is the mind killer.”
“You know, Dune isn't a particularly romantic book.”
“Listen to me, Beth. I need to go. You need to allow me to go. And you need to chase something else. No more ghosts. Real people. Someone who can hold you at night, someone warm, someone who will make you breakfast and argue with you. You have that in Skye, if you can bring yourself to admit your mistakes and go back. You have a chance that I'll never have again. So take it. Take it for me. Take it for yourself.”
Beth nodded slowly.
“And try letting some of that boiling mass of emotions out now and again,” Cara said, her voice fading as she spoke. “It's good for you.”
✽✽✽
 
The house felt empty. Truly empty. Really empty. Beth sat on the bed. The wedding portrait of her and Cara faced her. She smiled at it. It felt good to smile, it felt good to have admitted that anger, to have lost her temper, to have drained some of that toxic emotion away. And it felt good to have made a decision.
She wanted Skye. No matter the risk. No matter what else happened. She needed to give herself another chance. She wasn't replacing Cara. That would never happen. But she had to allow herself to want something else, to make new plans to replace the old, to have a life.
Her phone was in her hands. She'd thought long and hard about calling Skye, about what she could say, should say. But she couldn't do it. No. This wasn't a phone kind of conversation. This was an in-person conversation. She needed to face Skye, to look into her eyes, to explain herself and ask for what she wanted, to be honest.
She dialed a number anyway.
“Hello.”
“Lily. It's Beth.”
“Beth, oh my gosh, oh honey, how are you?”
Beth took a breath. “Good,” she said. “Better. Really good.”
“I'm glad for you hon. Alman's a lonelier place without you in it.”
“Actually, that's kind of what I'm calling about,” Beth said. “I, uh, I need to come back to town. I need to do some explaining, some apologizing, I need to take care of... Of me. Of Skye. Of us. I was just wondering if maybe I could have a bed at your place. I don't want to show up and expect Skye to put me up, not after everything. Feel free to say no, of course.”
There was a long silence on the other end of the phone.
“Really, it's no problem if you can't. I can always find a motel in Amity or just sleep in the car of something,” Beth said.
“No, honey, no. Of course you're welcome to come stay at the farm anytime you like. It's not that. It's just...”
“Just what, Lily?” Beth asked, hairs at the back of her neck rising. “Lily, what is it? Is something wrong?”
There was a sigh. “It's just that, well, Skye isn't here.”
“What do you mean she's not there? Skye never leaves Alman.”
“I know, I know. But honey, she's really not. The shop's all locked up and everything. I'd love you to come back to Alman, and I'd love to have you come stay. But Skye isn't here.”




Chapter Nineteen
Boxes were scattered around the living room floor. Beth folded up the Mexican couch blanket and put it in the donation box. The house was already starting to look emptier. Strange how a life, a marriage could be packed away in boxes like that. Strange how after so long she could finally be alone.
Really alone.
Skye was gone. Wherever it was that she'd gone to, Beth hoped it was a happy place. As far as she knew, Skye had never left Alman again after her disastrous semester at college. So whatever had happened, she hoped that Skye knew what she was doing, that she was stronger, better, happier than before.
And Cara was gone. It had taken a lot not to call on Cara. A lot of will power not to imagine her sitting on the bed, not to turn to her for comfort. Instead, Beth had cried. She'd taken Cara's advice and released a little of the emotion inside. And whilst it hadn't erased the pain of Skye leaving, of her not being there, of her being unchase-able, it did take a little of the darkness away.
A pile of pillows went into the donation box. Cara was right. This chapter was closed. Skye's chapter was closed. Beth had to start anew, write something else, move on. She flung a last cushion into the donation box. The problem was, she had no idea where to start. She'd already had her 'once upon a time,' had already had her ' happily ever after.' It seemed greedy to ask for more than one.
Selling the house was a start. Leaving Tennessee was a start. But where to after that? She had no idea. Not a clue. She needed a new future, she just couldn't imagine one outside of packing up boxes and driving away down the mountain.
There was the crackling sound of gravel under tires. Beth straightened up. The mail probably, it was about that time of day.
She was half-way through the hallway when the doorbell rang and she hurried her step a little. Sometimes Mike the mailman was the only conversation she had all day, and she didn't want to inconvenience him.
She opened the front door and a barrel of energy flashed inside, winding around the hallway, nails clipping on the floor, shaking and wagging with excitement and then launching itself at Beth. Beth let herself be pushed, not understanding what was happening, letting the energy rush at her and take her down until her hands were clasped in dark fur and a wet tongue was licking her face and she was laughing and crying at the same time.
“She missed you,” a voice said from the doorstep.
For a moment longer, Beth let Stevie lick at her face, let her hands clasp that soft fur. But only because she couldn't bring herself to look. Only because... what if this wasn't real? What if this was just like with Cara? Skye was just in her head, that drawling voice, those cowboy booted feet... That presence. Stevie backed off a little and Beth could feel it, could feel Skye. There was someone unmistakeably here, someone real.
She blinked and looked at the doorway.
Skye was leaning against the doorframe. A dark lock of hair trailed down over her cheek, flecks of grey peppered the short-shaved side of her hair. Those deep blue eyes crinkled a little at the corner. A suede jacket was open to show a red and blue flannel shirt, jeans cinched around lean hips with a dark belt. Beth's heart stopped for a second. For a second there was nothing but complete still and quiet. And then Skye looked away.
“Mind if I come in?” she asked.
Beth shook her head and Stevie nosed at her hand for more pets. Skye stepped inside, kicked off her boots and closed the door.
“Off Stevie!”
To Beth's surprise, the dog backed off and sat quietly by Skye's feet, tongue out and panting.
“I know I'm invading your privacy, and I'm sorry for that,” said Skye carefully. “But it didn't seem right to leave things the way we did.”
Beth just looked up at her, amazed that this presence was in her house, amazed at the smell and sight and sound of her. Then a hand was reaching out.
“Pretty cold on the floor, no?”
She smiled a little and took Skye's hand, letting herself be pulled  up.
“You look like you've seen a ghost, are you okay?”
Skye's voice was concerned and Beth had to bite back a laugh. Seen a ghost. If only she knew.
“It's just that... that I didn't expect to see you here. You don't leave Alman. I never thought...”
“That I'd drive fully across the country to come talk to you?” asked Skye, amused. “Neither did I, to tell you the truth. But it's done now and it seemed a good idea at the time.”
“You drove?”
“Truck's right outside,” said Skye. “Didn't know if you could fly with dogs so... Well, here I am. Any chance of a coffee?”
But Beth was looking out of the window, seeing Skye's truck parked as crookedly as ever, skewed across the top of the driveway. She heard a sigh, felt her hair stir as Skye's breath brushed against her.
“I shouldn't be here,” Skye said. “I'm sorry. You must hold your privacy as dear as I do. But... well, Brooks Lyon called. He wanted to get hold of you to talk about the festival and ended up getting hold of me instead and I already wanted to talk to you. So he helped a little and I put the pieces together and I found you. That's all. And I swear to you that all I want to do is talk to you for a few minutes. A half hour max and then Stevie and I will be out of your hair.”
“I–” began Beth. Then she caught up with the conversation and grasped onto the simplest thing that she could. “Coffee, yes, come through.”
She led Skye followed by a still panting Stevie through the house back to the kitchen.
“Sorry for the mess,” she said, thankful that at least she'd swept up the broken plates and glasses in the kitchen.
A pot of coffee stood in the coffee maker and by rote she pulled out two mugs and filled them up before setting down a dish of water for Stevie.
“I just can't believe you're here,” she said. “Seeing you outside of Alman is... strange.”
“You're worth it,” Skye said with a shrug. She reached out to take her coffee and their hands almost brushed but not quite. Skye cleared her throat. “I mean, this is worth it. Clearing things up a little. I felt... bad about how we left things.”
“You have no need...”
Skye held up her hands. “Just give me a second. I... I need to get this out. I've never really done a relationship before, which means I've never really done a break up. I know that break ups happen, I know they're part of the process. But I didn't want to end things the way they ended. We probably both said some regrettable things. I've missed you. I've had time to think. And there are a few things that need saying that should have been said at the time but weren't. So here goes.”
Beth swallowed. She wasn't sure what was going on here. Skye's eyes were clouded and her face was pale, her cheekbones sharp. She was struggling with this, but Beth didn't know how to help her. She was still stuck on the fact that Skye had literally driven across the country to talk to her. She was still stuck on the fact that... that maybe there was hope. That maybe her fear and hang ups hadn't completely ruined this.
“Beth, I should thank you. I was hurt before, so hurt I didn't know how to process it, what to say. But I don't want to be the kind of person that can end a relationship, a friendship like that, by not even saying goodbye. I... I value the time that we had together.”
Beth was leaning against the island in the kitchen now. Maybe she had screwed everything up. This sounded even more like a break up than their actual break up.
“And, uh, well, you were honest and trustworthy,” Skye continued. “I got your note. The one that said you'd sing at the festival anyway, the one that said you'd keep your word. And I wanted to tell you that you really don't have to. That you don't need to force yourself to do anything for me. I get why you don't want to, so please, look after yourself, do what you need to do to stay healthy. You owe me nothing, Beth. But I owe you a lot.”
“That's not true.” The words sounded strange after being silent for so long.
“It is true,” Skye said simply, blue eyes clear and open. “You taught me to believe in someone else, to trust in someone else. And that's a big deal for me. Thank you, Beth.”
Beth shook her head, not knowing what to say, where to go from here, what was happening even. “I guess I owe you too,” she said quietly.
“Really?”
She looked up. “You were right, about letting Cara go. About moving on.”
“Don't say that,” Skye interrupted. “I have no right to tell you to let go of someone that was so important in your life, and I never intended...”
“I know you didn't. And you weren't the only one. But I was having problems, I was...” She took a deep breath and then spat out the truth. “I was having problems dealing with everything. I saw her, I spoke with her, not all the time, but a lot. My head just... just couldn't deal with her not being there. I was holding on far harder than I should have done. It took me a long time to realize that I don't have to lose her, that she'll always be a little part of me, but that I need... I need to keep going, forge a new path.”
Skye looked around the kitchen. “Explaining the boxes,” she said. “Is there a plan here?”
Beth shrugged. “I'm putting the house up for sale. Moving on. God knows where yet. But I'll find somewhere.” She looked at Skye, looked at that soft face, the one she wanted to cradle in her hands so badly. “And I'll sing at the festival. I want to. I need to.”
“You want your career?”
“No,” Beth said. “No, I don't. Not in the same way as before. No more touring, no more concerts. I'm going to try song-writing a little more. I want... I want the festival to be my goodbye. I'll still be kind of public, I guess, but not like before. And...” She paused for a second, she hadn't thought this through, but as soon as the idea had come she knew it was right. “And I'll be coming out. No more hiding. No more lies.”
Skye nodded and stood up stretching. Beth saw just a glimpse of skin at her waistband, and the familiarity of it made her legs shake. The familiarity of a move that was so typically Cara balanced against the new familiarity of a new body that she had kissed, new skin that she'd stroked.
“I should be going,” Skye said. “I've said what I came to say. I want to be friends, if that's even possible? I don't really know how these things are supposed to work.”
Beth felt like sobbing. Skye was leaving. She blew out a breath and then nodded. “We could try, I guess.”
There was a strange look in Skye's eyes, a watery, faded look. She smiled a crooked smile, her dimples appearing. “It's strange,” she said. “Funny really, how we've both improved each other. Made each other slightly better. I didn't know relationships could do that. It's something I'll miss about you, Beth, the fact that you made me a better person.”
Miss. She'd miss the warmth of the fire, she'd miss the sound of Stevie's claws on the wooden floor, she'd miss the smell of books, the comfort of the book shop. She'd miss the smell of Skye, the clearness of her eyes, the suddenness of her smile. And Skye had come all this way just to say her piece, made all this effort to have an element of honesty in her life. And Beth knew she had to repay her, knew she couldn't hide from Skye even if the woman was getting ready to leave, even if there really was no hope.
“I was coming,” she said.
“What?” Skye asked, turning back a little.
“I was coming,” she blurted out again. “I was coming to get you. Coming to tell you how horribly, terribly wrong I was. Coming to tell you that I wanted you even if you didn't want me back. Coming to see if we could try this again, coming to see if maybe I could let some of my baggage go this time. But then... But then I called Lily and she said you were gone and...”
“And you thought I was really gone,” Skye said softly.
She was stepping forward, the white winter light shining across her hair, her hands shaking, her breathing ragged.
Beth nodded.
“I'm not gone. I'm right here,” said Skye.
“I couldn't stand the thought of losing you, and I didn't realize that I was always going to lose you by leaving,” Beth said. Skye's hands were reaching for her. “I didn't realize that I needed to take the chance, that I needed... You. I needed you.”
“I was coming for you,” Skye said, pulling Beth in so that they were inches apart, only warmth separating them. “I was coming for you. I couldn't stand how lonely I was, couldn't stand being in the shop without you. So I took Stevie and I took my keys and I walked out and I drove and drove and drove.”
Tears were stinging at  Beth's eyes, prickling her, but she didn't want to cry, didn't want to miss a second of this.
“And then somewhere in Kansas I lost my way. I started to think... that maybe you didn't want me, that maybe you were letting me down easily. But I couldn't stop, I couldn't stop without seeing you one more time, just to say goodbye. I lost my nerve, Beth. I was coming for you but I was too scared to tell you, too afraid to say the words.”
Beth's heart was so full it stopped beating for a moment. Skye wanted her. Skye was here. Skye was beautiful and afraid and broken. Well, Beth was afraid and broken too. But maybe, just maybe, together they could be a little less broken, a little less afraid.
“I'm afraid too,” she whispered, coming in closer, close enough to smell Skye's scent. “I'm so afraid, but... But I'm willing to take the risk. I'm willing to step over the edge with you. Skye...”
There was a heartbeat of a pause and the sun shone through the window and Beth looked into those deep blue eyes and for an instant Skye was the only person in the world that mattered.
“Skye, I love you.”
And they were in each others' arms and Beth's world suddenly became a little more complete, a little better, a little warmer. Until Skye was pulling away, distancing herself.
“What?” Beth asked, heart thudding with fear. “Too fast? Too soon?”
“Not soon enough,” said Skye. “But I wanted to look you in the eye, wanted this to be the first and only time I've ever said this to a woman.” She swallowed and then defiantly raised her eyes to Beth's. “I love you.”
The three little words hung in the air until Beth picked them one by one, like apples from a tree, and locked them deep in her heart.




Epilogue
It was the smell that did it. That so familiar smell of dirt and canvas and sunblock mixed with the scent of oil and wood. The smell of work, the smell of on-stage, the smell of the festival. Beth's heart flipped upside down in her chest.
“I can't do this.”
Out of sight she could hear the cheers and screams and laughs of thousands of people. How the hell was she going to get out of this? Her legs were itching to run, her stomach was shaking, her lungs wouldn't fill properly with air. The intern that was adjusting her guitar strap looked up and Beth saw the glimpse of fear in her eyes. She forced herself to smile just to calm the girl.
“There you are.”
Brooks Lyon strode through the crowded tent like he owned the place. Actually, he strode everywhere like he owned the place, like he owned the world. Beth took a deep, calming breath and let herself be kissed on both cheeks before Brooks stood back and grinned approvingly at her.
“I gotta say, kiddo, I was doubtful at first, but this was a real stroke of genius.”
“The festival?” Beth asked.
The place was sold out, Lily's husband had made more money renting out camping plots than he'd made in the last five years farming. The festival was the talk of the country, headlining every paper, the tickets the must-have entry for the spring, sold out almost before they went on sale.
“No, you,” said Brooks. “This whole disappearance thing followed up by you coming out. You're the hottest ticket in LA right now, you know that, right?”
“Brooks, we've been through this.” The intern scampered off, leaving the two of them alone. “This is the last time, I'm not touring again.”
Brooks shrugged. “I'd rather you changed your mind,” he said. “But I've had some thoughts on that front. We could premium brand you.”
“Meaning?”
“Meaning you play to smaller, intimate venues and we charge ten times the price,” said Brooks.
Beth rolled her eyes. “We'll discuss it later.” She shot a glance over at the stage wings and her heart flipped again.
“You alright?” asked Brooks. “Don't tell me you're coming down with stage fright now, that's the last thing I need, you canceling out on this gig when...”
“I'll take things from here.” Skye's voice was firm and commanding as she took Brooks by the elbow and steered him around Beth. “Best get to your seat, Mr. Lyon, you don't want to miss the show.”
He grumbled off and Skye smiled. “Thanks,” said Beth.
“You're very welcome.”
Just the sight of Skye was enough to calm her nerves a little. She just wasn't sure if it was enough.
“I don't know if I can do this, Skye.”
“Then don't,” Skye said, taking both her hands.
“Don't?”
“Don't. Walk away. No one will stop you. I'll come with you if you like.”
And Beth was laughing. Skye pulled her into a hug, wrapping her up warm and tight.
“I mean it, Beth. You don't have to do anything you don't want. I'm here. If you need me to help you escape, then so be it.”
“Harmony Grey to the stage please.” The stage intercom buzzed and Beth's heart flipped one last time with the mention of her name.
“I have to do this,” she said, pushing back from Skye. “Thank you, but I've got to go.”
Skye dazzled her with a smile. “I never doubted you for a second,” she said. “Go on then. Break a leg.”
✽✽✽
 
Staring out into the hot white stage lights Beth could barely breathe. Just this one last time, she told herself. Just do it.
But the memory of her last time on stage was strong and powerful, and she was terrified that it was going to happen again, that she'd break down again.
She squinted against the light, trying desperately to see Skye's face in the crowd. But it was impossible to make out anyone through the dazzle of the lights.
“And you're on in five,” said the stage manager through her ear piece.
“Ms. Grey?” The intern was running up to her, a look of importance on her face.
“Four,” said the stage manager.
“Uh, someone called Skye said to tell you,” the intern said.
“Three.”
“What?” asked Beth, legs like jello now.
“Two.”
“She said to watch the monitors carefully.”
Beth barely heard her. The stage manager said 'one' in her ear and then everything was automatic. The chords started, and she knew the song, her legs moved, marching her out onto the stage. The cheers rocked the ground under her feet. Her arms held her guitar up high in celebration as the crowd screamed and yelled her name.
Something in her took over, some deep-buried instinct, and she moved and sang without knowing how or why just knowing that it fulfilled some need inside her, some forgotten hole that was suddenly brim-full.
She sang her heart out and it wasn't until the third song, the final song, when the chords of All You Mean to Me rang out across the stage, that she trembled. The song cried out to her heart and it was all she could do to stumble through the first line. And then she remembered Skye's advice, and turned towards one of the large monitors at the side of the stage.
Cara's face stared back. The chip in her front tooth clearly visible, the light in her eyes shining. And Beth's heart broke and was re-formed in the space of a single second.
She sang and the audience sang with her, and they shared her love and her pain, because they all knew the whole story now. And when she reached the end, when she was crying again, she didn't run, didn't leave the stage. She accepted her applause and bathed in the emotions of her audience. She left only when she was finished, done, when she was healed.
✽✽✽
 
“You can't do fortune telling without a license.”
“I can do what I damn well please, this is my land,” Lily's gruff voice said.
“Lil, please. There are conditions attached to all of this, if we want to make the festival a regular thing, we've got to think about how it's going to be run, what legal restrictions there are, what...”
“Do we?” Beth asked.
“Do we what?” said Taylor, looking confused at the interruption.
“Do we want to make the festival a regular thing?”
Lily laughed and Skye squeezed Beth's hand. “Look around you,” Skye whispered.
The farmland was full, stages and stalls and camp sites littered around as far as the eye could see. Stevie pulled at her leash, anxious to smell all the new smells, and to steal what she could from one of the many grills around the area.
“It seems to be going well,” allowed Beth.
It had been hard work, there was no denying that. The last six months penned up in a snow-bound Alman working and planning and putting things together.
“It's going wonderfully,” said Taylor. “Which is why we're suggesting that it become a regular event. Maybe not annual, but every two years should be doable. All we'll need is the mayor's consent to push it through the town council.”
“Which shouldn't be a problem,” cackled Lily.
Beth felt Skye shooting Lily a look and couldn't figure out why. “Not a problem?” she asked. “So someone's tracked down Diane then?”
“Not exactly,” Taylor said. She shifted her weight to her other foot, looking uncomfortable.
“She's been fired in absentia,” Lily put in. “And about time too.”
Taylor blushed a little further and Beth patted her arm. She knew that Taylor felt guilty about Diane, though nothing was really her fault. The digging that the school teacher had done had turned out to be more like opening a can of worms. The mayor of Alman had been deliberately driving down the prices of land so that she could snatch up the plots using a company owned by her lawyer ex-husband. The two would buy the land for cheap at auction and then sell it off to development companies, padding their pockets very nicely. But as soon as a journalist had shown up asking questions, Diane had disappeared and no one had seen her since.
“Which means we need a new mayor,” Taylor said.
Skye sighed and let go of Beth's hand. “You know, I really was going to wait for a more appropriate time to do this. I didn't want to stress you on your big day and all...”
“But you're going to be mayor?” Beth asked with a squeak of excitement. And she was already throwing herself into Skye's arms.
“Didn't think she'd take it this well,” grumbled Lily, who'd been anxious for some gossip.
Beth pulled back a little. “I can't think of anyone more committed to Alman or more perfect for the job,” she said as Skye blushed.
“There's still the small matter of an election,” said Skye.
“A formality,” said Taylor. “Since it looks like no one else wants to run.”
“And even if they did, you'd win anyway,” Beth said.
“Speaking of spilling secrets,” Lily said. “I think it's about time Beth knew.”
“Knew what?” asked Beth, pulling herself out of Skye's arms.
Taylor and Lily shared a look, then the teacher nodded at the waitress and Lily sighed.
“No fair making me do the touchy-feely stuff,” she said. But she was smiling when she looked at Beth. “Speaking of people that are committed to Alman, you've done so much to help this town that we wanted to thank you.”
“Unnecessary,” Beth said.
“Hold up, that's for us to decide,” Lily said. “We wanted to make our gratitude known, but, well, we didn't think you'd want to make a big deal of it, so we kept everything pretty quiet and we're not planning on any big ceremony or anything. Unless you want one, that is?”
“You kept what pretty quiet?” Beth asked, curiosity burning now.
Skye squeezed her hand. “You know that plot down by the town hall?”
“The one by the bench that's been fenced off all winter?”
“That's the one,” Skye said. “Why don't you take Stevie for a walk and go take a look down there.”
Beth's face creased into a frown as she looked from one beaming face to another. “Just me and Stevie?” she asked, suspicious.
“It might be better to do this alone the first time,” said Skye.
✽✽✽
 
Keeping the festival out of the town itself had been a good idea. The majority of people were up on the mountain, leaving Main Street busy but not over-crowded. Beth felt the familiar feeling of settlement in her stomach as she walked up the street. This was home now. It had always felt like home, and she didn't want it any other way.
The door to the bookshop had been painted and the window displays cleaned. The building work on the studio hadn't started yet, but the plans were drawn up. She and Skye were looking forward to dealing with the extension over the summer, maybe putting in a larger dining room with a bigger kitchen for entertaining, rather than another bedroom that they didn't need.
“Afternoon,” said Bill.
Beth flashed a smile at the store clerk, noting that he was holding one of the new electronic cigarettes rather than his usual traditional smoke. “Quitting?” she asked.
He grinned. “Don't want to go killing myself too soon, not when life's just starting to get exciting again.”
She laughed and kept walking down the street.
“Enjoy your gift,” he shouted after her.
It seemed like everyone knew about this mysterious gift except her. She hurried along a little, anxious to see what was awaiting her.
The large construction fence had been replaced by a waist-high barrier with a small gate. Inside the fenced-off area Beth could see the beginnings of flower beds, rose bushes, and three tidy looking benches in the shade of a large tree. Her hand hovered over the latch to the gate. Surely this wasn't her present? The small park was beautiful, calm and peaceful but open and inviting at the same time.
And then she saw the plaque next to the gate.
The Cara Robinson-Grey Memorial Flower Garden
Her hands shook as she opened the gate and let herself in.
It was the perfect spring day. The sun was yellow and warm but not hot, the breeze was gentle and fresh. And Beth sat on the center bench, admiring the beauty of the garden that the town had given her. She didn't cry, her tears had already been spilled. Instead she felt a deep sense of gratitude toward the town that had accepted her so easily.
Stevie pulled at her leash before settling down in a ball on the ground by the bench.
“You know,” Beth said, laughing softly. “Cara would have hated this. Her name on a plaque and everything.”
“You know, you shouldn't go around putting words into my mouth.”
Beth closed her eyes for only a second before looking around, knowing exactly who she was going to see. It had been so long, but the pouting face was as familiar to her as her own.
“I happen to like this very much, thank you,” Cara said.
“You're here.”
“Apparently so.”
Beth paused and examined her feelings for a second. She wasn't feeling particularly bad or stressed as far as she could tell. There was no reason for Cara's image to appear.
“Don't worry,” Cara said reaching out to pat her hand in a gesture that Beth couldn't feel. “I just came to say that this is perfect.”
“The garden?”
“All of it,” said Cara. “The town, the garden, Skye, the shop, the entire damn thing. I wanted you to know, just in case there was any lingering doubt, that I'm happy for you. Overwhelmingly bursting with happiness for you.”
“I know,” said Beth. “I know.”
“And I came to say goodbye. A real goodbye this time.”
Beth said nothing, just nodded.
“It's time for me to go for good, Beth. You know that. You're standing on your own two feet now, and you've got the support of a good woman and a good town for all those times when you stumble. I love you, I'll always love you. And I'll be waiting for you, for whatever happens next. But it's time to go.”
The two sat quietly side by side in the growing orange of the late afternoon. Birds sang in the treetops above them. There were no words until Beth heard the sound of footsteps on the sidewalk.
“It's beautiful, isn't it?” asked Skye, leaning on the face.
Beth nodded, stood up, walked to the gate. Without speaking she opened the gate, took Skye's hand, and led her into the garden.
“It's beautiful,” she finally agreed, letting Skye pull her into her arms. “Thank you.”
“No, thank you,” said Skye. “For everything. You don't realize it, do you? The way you change things, change people, change places, just by walking into a room? You have this amazing talent, you make someone, someplace, better just by being near you.”
Beth shook her head. “That's not true.”
“Oh, it very much is,” Skye said, holding her tight so that her head was pressed against her chest.
“In that case, you have a talent too,” said Beth, listening to the sound of Skye's heartbeat. “You make every place feel like home.”
“As talents go, not a bad one.”
Beth laughed. “There are definitely worse ones around. I suppose we should go back to the festival.”
“We can always go later,” Skye said, nuzzling into Beth's hair, inhaling the scent of her. “I thought that maybe we could go home first. Get something to eat, rest for an hour or so, before we go back out and face the crowds. What do you think?”
“Sounds good,” said Beth. “Sounds perfect actually.”
She released herself from Skye's arms and picked up Stevie's leash before taking Skye's hand and letting herself be led out of the flower garden.
Hand in hand they walked down Main Street, smiling and talking, laughing and loving. And Beth knew that things wouldn't always be this way, that problems would arise, that there'd be arguments and sickness and life and death and everything in between. But that was just fine. It was the way things had to be, and as long as she kept going forwards rather than moving back she'd be okay in the end.
She turned back only once, looking into the growing shadows of the flower garden.
Cara gave a soft wave as she melted into the darkness.
Beth turned back to Skye. “I love you.”
“Because I just offered to make you grilled cheese?” laughed Skye.
“Because you fill up a space in my heart that I didn't even know I had,” said Beth earnestly.
And Skye took Beth's chin in her hand and tilted her face to land a small, gentle kiss on her lips and Beth felt her heart grow even larger.
“I love you too, Beth Harmony Grey,” whispered Skye.
Stevie barked and pulled on her leash, sensing that home was near. And Skye and Beth let themselves be pulled toward the warm light of the bookshop.
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More than Me: A Hawkin Island Romance
Chapter One
Jane groaned and banged her head slowly against the steering wheel. Why today? Why her? Why now? She sat up straight and took a deep breath. It could be worse, she reminded herself. The car could have failed her on the highway, or stalled at the parking gate at the airport, or... Or any one of a hundred other worse ways of finally deciding to die.
“Oh, Charlotte,” she said, stroking the steering wheel now and feeling bad about hitting it. “I'm sorry. So sorry. You've worked so hard.”
Just how many miles had the little car driven? From temp job to temp job she'd just kept on chugging. It was unfair to blame her for breaking down now. After all, it wasn't like Jane had been assiduous about getting Charlotte serviced. The check engine light didn't even bother to blink anymore, it just sort of sadly glowed and fizzed. She'd had the car for a decade and it had been far from new when she bought it.
She sighed. What now? Looking back towards the house she could see the shadow of Laura flitting around in the kitchen fixing herself her early morning garlic tea. God no. She couldn't deal with that right now. Neither the stench of the garlic nor the pity in Laura's eyes and the way she'd grasp onto the slight problem of having no car and make it into a huge drama.
Laura always seemed to pity her. Laura with her boyfriend and her house and her everything else. Okay, so the boyfriend was a skinny IT guy that never spoke a word in Jane's presence, and the house was decrepit with a roof so bad they didn't have enough pots to catch the rain. And Laura herself was at least fifty pounds overweight and constantly smelled of garlic. But at least Laura had something.
“Be kind,” she told herself. “Be nice.”
She should. She should be kind. Laura had let her into her life, barely charged her any rent, and having a roof over her head was a good thing. Well, most of a roof over her head. Some of a roof over her head. She thought about the leak in her room that managed to drip on her face no matter where she moved her bed.
Right, going back into the house was a no go. She checked her mobile. She could call for a cab. But how long would it take to get here? Besides, it wasn't like she had the cash to spare. The only reason she was on her way to the airport at all was because Mads had picked up the cost of the ticket.
“All part of the maid-of-honor package,” Mads had said, sliding the ticket across the table to her at lunch in one of those fancy restaurants she always chose.
Jane had smiled a sickly grin and wanted to turn her down but knew she couldn't, knew there was no way she'd be able to cover the airfare, no matter how many temp contracts she got between now and the wedding.
Besides, the wedding had seemed so far off, so unreal somehow, that accepting the ticket hadn't seemed to matter. But it wasn't far off now. No, now it was a week away. In a week her sister would be a married woman.
Not that that should come as any sort of surprise. Madison always had her shit together. Always.
Jane opened the door, unclicked her seatbelt and climbed out. There was nothing else for it, she'd have to take the bus.
The morning was damp but already starting to warm. She pulled open Charlotte's rusty trunk and grabbed her bags. She was just clanking the trunk closed again when a car slid to a stop beside her.
“Let me guess, Sandra's died on you.”
“Sandra?” Jane asked.
Mads rolled her eyes. “Sandra, Joanne, whatever the hell you call that rust heap of yours.”
Jane very carefully kept her eyes on her sister as she shrugged and nodded. There was no point looking at the shiny gloss on Mads' Mercedes, no point listening to the quiet hum of the healthy engine. German engineering, Mads would say. Worth paying a little extra for something reliable. Which was probably good advice if you happened to have a little extra. Which Jane didn't. Ever.
“What are you doing here?” she asked.
“Making sure you get to the airport on time. Making sure you don't decide to give your ticket to a bunch of orphans or traveling nuns or whatever.”
“As if.” She wouldn't dream of doing either of those things. Not least because she only had one ticket, definitely not enough for orphans or nuns plural. A single orphan or a single nun, fine. But just the one.
“Making sure you don't miss the flight because someone gives you a sob story about needing to get home to his family for Thanksgiving so you give him your ticket for nothing,” continued Mads.
Okay, that sounded more like something she'd do. “It's not even close to Thanksgiving,” she protested anyway.
“And why the hell would someone need to get to his family on an expensive resort island?” added Mads.
“Fair point.”
“Getting in then?”
Jane sighed and then grinned. Mads always had the best of everything. But then she worked hard. Always had. And she wasn't exactly stingy, she shared her good fortune. It was Jane's problem if she didn't like accepting charity, not her sister's.
“Where's Josh?” she asked as she slipped onto the soft leather seat.
“He's flying in later with the rest of the bachelor party,” Mads said. She checked the rearview mirror and pulled out.
“Nervous?” As if her sister was ever nervous about anything.
“No, it's just a wedding. Everything will be fine.”
Jane couldn't imagine anyone less bride-zilla like than her sister. The chances of there being drama at this wedding were about the same as the chances of her striking it rich and getting a girlfriend and becoming president all in one shot. Which made them precisely zero.
“This'll be you one day,” Mads said, as though reading her mind.
“Chance would be a fine thing. I can't seem to hold on to a girlfriend for more than three months.”
“What about that girl Kelly?” Mads asked, swooping the car onto the highway to the airport. “She seemed nice.”
“Gone to Costa Rica to study birds or something.”
“I thought things were getting serious?”
“They were.” Jane didn't mention the fact that she'd considered moving into Kelly's place, that they'd talked about getting engaged.
“So?”
“I told her to go,” said Jane. “She wanted to, it was her dream, so I told her to follow it.”
Mads sighed. “That's the problem with you, you always put someone else first.”
“What was I supposed to do? Keep her here at home? Have her resent me? Tell her not to follow her dreams?”
“No, of course not. But I bet you never told her that you'd like her to stay. I bet you never mentioned your dreams,” Mads said, sliding into the fast lane.
Jane bit her lip and said nothing. Mads put a warm hand on her knee. “You've got to look after yourself, Jane, or nobody else will.”
“I know, I know.”
It was easier said than done though. Putting herself first wasn't something that she excelled at. Actually, it wasn't something that she did at all.
✽✽✽
 
“I'll drop you off with the luggage and then go and park the car,” Mads said as they drew up to the airport.
“No, I'll park the car,” said Jane, thinking of the shuttle ride back to the terminal. Mads had no patience with things like that. Chances were she'd call a cab to pick her up from the parking lot and then there'd be complaints and drama and...
“Are you sure?” Mads said, pulling the car to a stop. “I'm dying for a coffee. It'd be great if...”
“Not a problem at all,” Jane said.
She helped lift the luggage out of the trunk and left her sister heading for the nearest caffeine as she headed to long term parking. The car drove so smoothly it felt like flying, the engine so quiet it was almost silent. What would it be like, she wondered, to drive a car like this every day?
Not that she was jealous of Mads. Okay, yes, she was jealous of Mads. But in a strange kind of way. In a loving, not mad, not bitter kind of way. If that made any sort of sense at all. She loved her sister, loved her deeply. But it didn't pass her by that whilst Mads was the first to tell her to stick up for herself, Mads was also not averse to letting Jane put herself second when it suited Mads' purposes. Not that she minded. Mads didn't mean it in a bad way. Mads probably didn't mean it at all, Jane thought, she was just used to it. That was the way things had always been. Mads first, Jane second.
It was a good forty-five minutes before she got back to the terminal. Sweaty and stinky from a long wait and a longer shuttle trip she wiped her face on her hands to get rid of the shine before walking into the blessed air conditioning.
It wasn't tough to find Mads. She was the one that looked like a model sitting in a little bubble of calm as the airport crowds raged around her. Jane smiled. This week was about Mads. All about Mads. And she'd do anything to make this the best week of her sister's life.
“Where have you been?” Mads voice was clipped and angry.
“Parking the car,” Jane said.
“Well we're almost late for check-in, get your butt in gear.”
✽✽✽
 
“Here we are,” Mads said, dumping her purse on the seat by the window.
Jane looked down at her ticket and then up at the numbers written on the bulkhead. Clearly her seat was the window seat. She bit her lip and thought about saying something. This was Mads' week, she reminded herself. On the other hand, Mads was likely to fall asleep the second the flight took off and wouldn't enjoy the view anyway.
“Um...”
“Um what?” asked Mads, pulling off her jacket. Then she stopped and smiled, a smile so bright it lit up the whole damn plane. “I'm so glad you're here,” she said. “I'd hate to do this without you. I couldn't do this without you. It means a lot that you agreed to be maid-of-honor, you know. And I didn't just ask you because you're my sister. I asked because you were the person I wanted standing next to me.”
And Jane could feel herself blushing. She reached out and took Mads' hand and squeezed it. “I wouldn't miss this for the world.”
“Want the window seat?” Mads said. “I'm just going to fall asleep anyway.”
Jane grinned and shuffled past, settling herself down next to the window. “Thanks.”
She waited until Mads was sitting next to her, until their seatbelts were buckled and they were both comfortable, and then she took her sister's hand again. “I'm happy for you. Really happy. Josh is a great guy and... And you're getting everything you deserve.”
“One day you'll get everything you deserve,” Mads said. “Don't doubt it, Jane. There's someone out there for you.”
“Well, I wish she'd hurry up and meet me,” Jane grumbled. “Knowing my luck she's walked right past me eight times and decided there's no one for her and that she's going to become a nun.”
“A lot of nuns in today's conversations,” Mads said. “Something I should worry about?”
“Nuns in general, or a nun in particular?”
“You becoming one.”
“I'm pretty sure you've got to be Catholic for that.”
“Hmm.”
She squeezed Mads' hand again as the plane started to taxi. “It's going to be a beautiful wedding.”
“It will,” Mads said confidently. “Don't get me wrong, there'll be a few screw ups, there always are, but it's going to be amazing.”
“A week on a resort island sounds amazing,” agreed Jane. “Even without the wedding as the icing on the cake.”
“Better to have everyone nice and relaxed by the time the festivities start.”
“You're always so logical,” Jane said, already watching out of the window.
“You don't get to plan a resort wedding for a hundred people lasting a week without being logical,” said Mads. “Actually, you don't get to be a lawyer without being logical too. It's one of the qualifications.”
“Along with not having a soul?” asked Jane.
Mads nudged her with a sharp elbow. “That's enough of that. It's my lawyer-ing that paid for your ticket.”
How weird would it to be a lawyer, Jane wondered. Maybe she could go to law school now. Maybe it wasn't too late. She didn't think she could handle it though. She'd never had the sort of defined life that Mads had. She'd never had the faintest idea of what she wanted to do other than to be happy. That was the extent of it. Not too much to ask, she thought on her good days, but absolutely unachievable, she thought on the bad ones.
“It's going to be a great wedding,” she said again. Then she turned to her sister and grinned. “Hey, at least you don't have to worry about the maid-of-honor sleeping with the best man.”
“You'd be surprised,” Mads said, her face tightening a little.
“No way,” Jane said. “I'm not going straight, not even for the traditional 'sleep with the best man' part of the wedding. Not going to happen.”
“There's no best man,” said Mads, smoothing down her blonde hair and picking up the in-flight magazine.
Now that made no sense. Mads, with her flower girls and her caterers and her perfect tiered wedding cake and all the rest. There was no way that she'd let Josh get away with not having a best man. It was tradition, after all.
“No best man?” she asked, suspicious now.
“No,” said Mads, her jaw firm and irritation clear in her eyes.
“But...”
“But nothing. Josh was adamant. There was no dissuading him, and God knows I tried.”
Jane shifted uncomfortably in her seat. Mads could be very persuasive when she wanted to be. “He was adamant?”
“Mmm. So in the end, I didn't have much choice. I mean, he gave me free rein on everything else. So she's coming.”
And now Jane was thoroughly confused. “She?”
Mads flicked through the magazine, her movements sharp and brisk. Jane didn't need to see her face to know that her sister was royally pissed off.
“She,” echoed Mads. She flicked a page so hard the paper tore. “There's no best man because instead there's a best woman.”
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