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Chapter One
“I love you.”
Leo sighed and shook her head. “No, you really don't.” She stacked two empty glasses on top of each other and grabbed a cloth from her waistband.
“But I do. Really, you're...” The words slurred slightly and he struggled to grasp hold of what exactly he wanted to say.
“Jack!” Leo called over her shoulder.
“Here when you need me.”
The bar was dim, the neon in the window buzzing. No smoke, not anymore. A few years ago though, there'd have been a smog of tobacco fug floating in the air at this time of night, thick enough that you wouldn't be able to see one end of the bar from the other. Leo wiped down the table as she waited for the punter to collect his thoughts.
“But I love you,” he tried again.
She rolled her eyes. “Drink up now, come on.”
“You're the most beautiful woman I've ever seen.”
She snorted at this one. “Then you've been walking around with your eyes shut, my love.”
His eyes started to cross and he swayed dangerously before grabbing hold of the edge of the table. “You don't love me,” he slurred back and he was getting to the point where this wasn't fun anymore, where things might take a turn.
“Jack!” she called again.
“Gimme a drink?” suggested the man.
He was a bulky guy, tall, wide. Nice enough. He'd smiled and tipped well at the beginning of the night, and he had a dimple, Leo had noticed. But that had been a handful of shots ago and now he had the blurry look of someone too far gone.
“No more drinks,” she said. “Jack, we've got about sixty seconds and counting before he blows.”
“Coming.” There was the sound of shuffling and a barstool scraped back and she thanked the lord for Jack.
“You don't love me,” the man said again, plaintive this time.
“Oh, I love everyone,” Leo said, grinning at him. And no one, she added silently in her head.
Loving everyone and no one. That was her. Leonora Bonham, the great contradiction.
“Come on, buddy.” Jack had shifted his bulk around the table and had an arm around the man now. He winked at Leo and she smiled, taking a step back. The man had turned the pale shade of white-green that she knew signaled the return of all he'd drunk, and she was damned if she was going to be the one cleaning it up.
“Gimme a drink,” the man said again, but it wasn't a question this time.
“Up we get,” said Jack, heaving him out of his seat. “Let's get some fresh air then we can talk about that drink. How about that, huh?”
The man leaned back, trying to focus his eyes on Jack's grizzled face. He swallowed and swallowed again, then leaned forward confidentially. “You love me?”
Jack boomed with laughter. “I love you all, kiddo,” he said. “Come on, let's keep this nice lady's floor clean. Out we come.”
He managed to half-pull, half-push the man across the bar floor and out the door just in time. Leo heard the unmistakable sounds of noisy vomiting before the front door had a chance to swing shut behind them.
God bless Jack.
She picked up the glasses, deposited them on the end of the bar and switched off the main lights, leaving only the bottle lights on the bar illuminated.
It was a good fifteen minutes before Jack came back in, flicking the lock on the door behind him.
“Keys?” she asked.
Without speaking he pulled out a bunch of car keys and deposited them in a large jar at the corner of the bar.
“Hope he'll remember where he was in the morning so he can come pick those up again,” Leo grunted, pulling a couple of clean glasses out of the rack.
“I put a card in his pocket,” Jack said. “The cab wasn't happy about taking him, but I reckon he'd emptied everything out before he got in, so...” He sniffed and settled himself back on his regular stool. “I turned the hose on the front steps before I came in, so watch yourself, might get slippery out there.”
What would she do without Jack? She shook her head and didn't dare even think about him not being there. He'd always been there. Always on that stool. If someone else sat there they somehow migrated out of the seat the second Jack walked in. “Keep that up and I might have to start paying you a salary.”
“Pay yourself a living wage first, then we'll talk,” he said. He eyed the two glasses in front of her. “But if you were about to offer me one for the road, then I won't say no.”
She poured two long shots of whiskey, sliding one across the bar to him. “Thanks,” she said. “I mean it.”
He shrugged. “No big deal.”
But the way he rolled his shoulders and the twitching of his cheek muscle told her that he was secretly proud to help her out, that he liked being gallant. “You need to get yourself a wife to practice all that chivalry on.”
He laughed and stroked his ratty grey beard. “Already had me three of 'em, and I'll be seventy before I know it, too old for new tricks. Besides, I doubt there's a woman that'd take me now.” He sipped at his whiskey and sighed in satisfaction before turning twinkling blue eyes on her. “Unless you...?”
“Still gay, Jack,” she said, throwing back her shot and topping up her glass as well as his.
“Then you need a nice wife. Someone waiting for you to warm your bed. Someone to go home to at night. Someone to look after.”
Her eyes flickered out across the bar, looking into the darkness. Nope. That wasn't the deal. No women. Not anymore. No relationships, no giving, no connecting, no intimacy. That's what she'd decided.
It was a lesson hard learned, and one she wasn't going to forget this time. She wasn't built for relationships, there was something off with her, a gene mutation, a character flaw, something. Every woman she loved turned out to be not at all what she was supposed to be, and she'd been hurt too many times.
Sure, she'd patched herself up, bandaged her wounds, but there came a point when even the best doctors had to call it quits. Any more scars and she wouldn't have any heart left. So it was better this way.
Jack was studying her. She'd lost count of the number of drinks he'd had, she only ever bothered to mark half of them on his tab anyway, but the alcohol didn't seem to affect him. Had so much of it he was immune, probably.
“You'll be running on empty soon enough,” he said.
She turned away and started straightening bottles. “And what exactly's that supposed to mean?”
“That if you keep pouring your heart over everyone else, keep loving and giving then eventually you'll run out. Unless you get someone to recharge you every night.” He drank and then snorted a laugh. “Like one of them mobile phones.”
“I've no idea what you're talking about.” She turned a triple sec bottle so that it faced front.
“Damned if you don't,” he said. “You're too big-hearted. Another five minutes and that drunk idiot would have had a bed on your couch for the night, and you know it. You act the shrink for half the damn town. You give too much of yourself. All I'm saying is that one day, you might run out.”
Now she turned. “If I didn't know better, I'd say you'd had too much to drink.”
There was always a dangerous moment when cutting a customer off. A moment when things could go either way, when the nicest guy in the world could turn on you and start spitting insults. But there wasn't a flicker of irritation in Jack's grin.
“Reckon you could be right,” he said, climbing down from his stool. “Be in tomorrow.” He walked across to the door.
“Night, Jack.”
“Night, Leo.”
She watched after him, the bar empty and lonely now, quiet and bigger than it seemed during the day.
She'd been forty for a month to the day. Forty. The big four oh. Not that she'd told anyone or made any kind of fuss about it at all. But it had changed something in her head. Part of it was the vow never to get involved with a woman again. But there was something else. Something that she'd started to wonder every evening as she closed the bar down.
Was this all there was?
The bar, the punters, the empty apartment out back, the runs to the store and the wholesalers. Go to bed and get up in the morning to start the whole thing all over again. Was this really all there was to life?
The door creaked open again and she turned ready to tell whoever it was that she was closed. But Jack's head popped around.
“You know,” he said. “There's one of them big RV things parked out here. Meant to tell you before, but I forgot.”
“Huh. Wonder who that could be?”
“Ain't got no lights on.”
“Guess I'll deal with it in the morning then.”
“Right you are. Night.”
“Night.”
The door closed again and this time she went over and locked it. In the darkness, just in the corner of the parking lot, she could see the shadowy hulk of the RV. She pulled the blind over the window. Maybe it'd be gone when she woke up.



Chapter Two
The sky was starting to dim when the gas gauge blinked red. Sammie's stomach sank. Sure, she'd done this before, but only twice. Maybe, she thought, as she scanned for gas station signs, third time would be the charm. Maybe this time she wouldn't embarrass herself and she'd actually be able to fill the beast up without backing into anything, or nearly tearing off a gas hose, or asking anyone for help.
Her palms were sweating on the steering wheel and for the millionth time she wondered just what the hell she was doing.
“She's a luxury class model,” the RV salesman had said.
That word. Luxury. It made her mouth water. And she knew that he was just trying to make a sale, but even so, she knew in that second that he'd made one.
She'd inspected the place inside and out, searching for ways to make it comfortable, and she'd almost convinced herself that the RV would be just like home.
Because, you know, an RV and a three bedroom condo overlooking the lake with a private dock had so much in common.
A red and yellow sign flashed by on the side of the highway and she prepared to change lanes. She looked, looked again, checked all the mirrors twice and then moved over, her lips moving in silent prayer.
“I wish you and your husband many pleasant trips,” the salesman had said as he handed over the keys.
The word husband had made her legs feel funny. Shaky. Made her mouth dry. “It'll be just me,” she'd said as casually as she could. For a second she saw things from his point of view. A skinny, small blonde dwarfed by a monster of an RV and she'd almost laughed.
“You'll be driving this alone?”
“Sure,” she'd said stoutly, as though this was something she did every day. As though she didn't just drive a sportscar that she was pretty sure would fit in its entirety inside the RV like a snake swallowing a mouse.
The salesman's eyes had narrowed and she'd turned to climb up into the cab and thankfully he'd decided not to believe her confidence. Thankfully, because after two hours driving with him around the parking lot she still felt slightly sick every time she started the engine. And she hadn't backed the RV up since she'd left the dealership.
“For fuck's sake,” she said to herself aloud now. “Get your shit together. What are you? A man  or a mouse?” She giggled to herself at that and tried to feel brave.
The RV pulled smoothly off the highway. She negotiated a sharp turn at the top of the exit ramp. She remembered which side the gas cap was on. And she crossed her fingers as she pulled up at an angle to the pump.
“Please be close enough,” she whispered. “Please.”
She switched off the engine, unbuckled her belt, and jumped down from the vehicle. Her hand was shaking as she pulled out the gas hose. But somehow, miraculously, it stretched far enough. Somehow, miraculously, she'd actually done it. Her face flushed with success and she felt like leaping around and howling in delight.
When the RV was full she went into the gas station, grabbing a diet Coke as she made her way to the cashier. When she saw the final total though, she wished she hadn't. Not that a buck for a Coke would make a huge difference, but still. She gulped and ran her debit card through the machine knowing full well that the transaction put her balance firmly below the thousand dollar mark.
Her last thousand dollars.
“Is there an RV park around here?” she asked the attendant.
“Not as far as I know,” he said, uncaring.
She sucked her teeth and walked out, getting back into the driver's seat before pulling out her phone to check the internet for a park.
Having your own little house on wheels was one thing, taking care of it was another. Sure, she could stop where she felt like it. But at some point she'd need to hit an RV park to accomplish tasks like filling the water tank and emptying... the other kind of tank. Her stomach flipped a little at the thought of it. There was a task she hadn't done yet, and not one she was looking forward to. She'd been deliberately using bathrooms in gas stations to put off the dreaded moment.
She found a park that she figured she could make before nightfall and concentrated hard as she got herself back onto the highway. Only when the beast was gliding along in the middle lane did she think again about her bank balance.
Less than a thousand.
“Everything you have has been given to you,” her father had said.
It had felt like a knife through her chest. Not because it was hurtful, not because her father had been angry, not because it inferred that she was a freeloader. But because it was true.
Somehow, that one sentence had led to all this, to piloting a behemoth down the highway in the rapidly failing light. A behemoth that she'd bought with the proceedings of everything she'd sold.
Not the condo. Nor anything else that could be construed as given to her. She'd sold only what had been actual gifts, or what she'd bought herself with her own money, because she had worked, she wasn't lazy. And when all that was said and done she'd walked away and left everything else behind.
Walked straight into the RV dealership and spent nearly everything all in one shot.
Why?
Excellent question.
One she couldn't answer, not yet. Which was part of the reason she'd blocked off all her social media accounts and wasn't checking her email or picking up her phone. Sooner or later someone was bound to ask her what the hell she was doing and she didn't have an answer.
All of which was beside the point. The pressing issue currently was money. She needed some and she didn't have it. Which meant working, right? For a second she thought about the credit cards she'd left on the bedroom dressing table, fanned out like playing cards.
A job.
The RV bounced over a pot hole and she spent an hour or so in her head thinking about her skills and jobs and how she could earn money.
“Jesus Christ!”
The loud beeping of a car horn broke her out of her thoughts and she saw someone whizz by on the other side of the highway waving at her. It took a minute before she realized what was wrong. Darkness had fallen and she could barely see the road.
Wait.
That wasn't right.
Darkness had fallen and...
“Fuck.” She reached out and switched on the headlights, illuminating the road in front of her.
“Pay attention, Sammie,” she told herself sternly.
She sat up straighter and started to look at road signs but saw nothing that looked familiar from Google Maps. She'd been so lost in space that she'd forgotten about finding the stupid RV park. So lost in space that she could have had an accident, killed herself or someone else. She swallowed away nausea at the thought.
She was getting tired, that was the problem.
Almost two weeks of this now. Driving around aimlessly, just going where the road took her, not finding answers. Not finding answers because she mostly didn't even know what questions to be asking. Feeling... free but wrong. Like she was missing something, like there was an appointment she'd forgotten about niggling at the back of her mind.
Almost two weeks of not sleeping properly, of driving and thinking and getting slowly sick and tired of herself.
Her eyes ached with exhaustion.
“Screw this.”
She slid over into the next lane and then pulled off at the next exit. She was a danger to herself and to others. She needed to stop.
She didn't notice the name of the town driving in, and didn't really care. She was just looking for a spot big enough to park the RV for the night. A Wal-Mart or grocery store, somewhere large.
When the squat buildings of what looked like a strip mall appeared she pulled in. The parking lot seemed big enough. Neon signs flickered in the window of what she guessed was a bar. The light drew her and she parked close enough that she could see the pink of the neon glittering in the dark living area of the RV.
She didn't bother to make the bed up, just lay on the couch and grabbed herself a blanket and a bottle of water, watching the lights on the ceiling and thinking.
A job. Money. Driving. Answers.
She needed cash. Enough to pay for a spot at an RV park at least. Then maybe she could pick up a temp job and get some money in the bank.
Cash.
She sighed.
She hadn't sold everything, hadn't been able to bring herself to. Just like she couldn't bring herself to look right now. She snuggled down in the blanket and closed her eyes, studiously avoiding looking at the bulk of shadow hanging next to the closet. Next to the closet because it wouldn't fit inside.
Apparently the closets in RVs weren't made to hold wedding dresses.
The dress glowed bright white in its transparent bag.
Fuck it, she thought, turning over and screwing her eyes tight shut in an attempt to force herself to sleep. She could sell the stupid thing in the morning, conscience be damned.



Chapter Three
Leo whistled as she wiped down the tables. The windows were open, the door propped open, and the late autumn sun was unseasonably warm. She finished up with the cleaning and went down the stairs to the basement, dragging up a few cases of bottles.
“Keeps me fit,” she'd told Jack when he'd told her to get help.
And it did. For a woman of forty she was in fine shape. She could see the swell of muscle under her inked skin and it pleased her.
Forty. Who the hell would've thought? It had snuck up on her, scared her for a while there. Still scared her when she was stupid enough to drink whiskey which always made her maudlin, just as it had last night. But, and here was the thing, in the bright light of day, things always looked better.
She put down a crate with a grunt. If that was the case though, then maybe running a bar wasn't the best line of work. Daylight could be hard to come by with her hours, especially in the upcoming winter months.
“You in?”
A voice called from the front and Leo wiped her hands on her jeans and rubbed her sweaty forehead with her arm before kicking the crate into place and sliding behind the bar. “In but not open,” she said.
Matt grinned at her. “Like I've got time for a drink.” He pulled his mail bag around and dipped into it, handing over a pile of letters held tight with an elastic band.
“Not even a water?” she asked, taking the letters.
“Nah, got a big one today,” he said, tugging on the strap of his bag as though to prove his point.
“Get that thing figured out with Sylvia?”
His grin widened. “Did just what you said and listened. Kept my mouth shut and didn't say a word till she was done talking. Should have done it before.”
“Damn straight you should've.” She winked at him. “Glad it's all good though.” The phone rang in the passage.
“Gotta get going,” Matt said. “See you tomorrow.”
“Later.”
“Oh, by the way, there's a huge RV blocking up the parking out front,” he said as he walked out.
Crap. She'd forgotten about that. She ran to get the phone.
She spent five minutes straightening out the order from the brewery over the phone and when she hung up she heard the clatter of bottles from the front. She went back out to see a stack of crates by the door.
“Yo, wassup?” A tall, young man pushed a dolly loaded with more crates through the door.
“Hey Chaz, what's with you?”
He sniffed and carefully stabilized the dolly before lifting off the top crate like it weighed nothing. “Eh, so-so.”
“Wanna talk?”
“Nah.” He picked up another crate. “Just life stuff, you know?”
“Still thinking about studying, huh?”
“Yeah, just... Maybe it's not for a guy like me.”
“Bullshit.”
He rolled his eyes. “I knew you were gonna say that. But...”
“But nothing. Come back later when you're done with your rounds. I'll spot you a beer and you can try to convince me that you're not college material.” He grinned. “Spoiler alert: ain't gonna happen. I'll see you with a degree or I'll be damned.”
“I'll take you up on the beer,” he said. “By the way, there's a huge-ass truck out front that's messing up all the parking.”
Leo was about to respond that getting the RV moved was on her to-do list when a shadow darkened the doorstep.
“Am I interrupting somethin'?”
Chaz took the last case off the dolly as an older woman came in. Her hair shone a bright, fake red that clashed with her wrinkled cheeks. But her smile was genuine and Leo stepped aside to let her further in.
“Not a thing, Peg,” she said. “Usual?”
“Thought you weren't open,” Chaz said.
“I'm not,” said Leo. “At least not to potential college students who've got a job to finish.”
“She's only open to those of us old enough that we might pop our clogs before real opening time,” Peg put in.
Chaz was still laughing as he pushed his dolly out of the bar. Leo went to the back and switched the kettle on. She wasn't open and she wasn't serving alcohol. Having Peg over for morning coffee had somehow turned into a tradition though, and she wasn't so busy that she couldn't spare the time.
“Next door's empty again,” Peg said as Leo came back with the coffee.
“Yeah?” The place had gone through more renters than Leo could remember. It'd been a crystal store when she started working at the bar, and most recently some kind of holistic yoga center.
“Bad for business when there's empty stores,” said Peg, putting her hand around her mug. “Should do something about it.”
“Like what?” asked Leo in amusement. Peg owned and ran a small craft store on the other side of the parking lot and was constantly worried about property prices.
“Like buy it,” Peg said.
Leo laughed. “If I had enough money to buy that place then I'd use it to buy this place first.”
Peg frowned and slurped her coffee. “You still don't own the building, huh? Not after all my advice?”
“Advice is free, Peg. Buildings cost money.” Money that she didn't have.
“Fine. Rent next door then. Knock through. Make more of this place. Get a decent kitchen in, start serving food.”
“All that still takes money, Peg.”
“Huh.” She drank more coffee. “When you came in here we all thought you were gonna shake things up. New blood, young blood. Thought you were gonna redo everything and make all us oldies look bad with our old-fashioned ideas. But you didn't change a thing.”
Leo sighed. Twelve years, that's how long she'd been in the bar. Twelve years, one girlfriend, three pick-up trucks and God knew how many cups of coffee with Peg. And it had all been an accident. A late night drinking in this very bar that somehow ended with her spending the last of the small inheritance her mother had left her to buy the business. But not the premises.
It had seemed a good idea at the time. Strike that. It had been a good idea. She'd had a good time, made plenty of friends, become part of a community. Just...
The thought tiptoed into her head again. Was this all there was? Forty years old with a bar job and no property to speak of, not to mention a bank account that was solidly in the low three digits. Didn't it get better than this? Wasn't there something else?
“So, how's your love life,” Peg said, changing the subject.
“Non-existent,” Leo answered without really thinking. She was looking around the bar, seeing the cracked paint, the tile on the floor that needed fixing, the handful of chairs with their shaky legs.
“Girl as pretty as you?” scoffed Peg. “They should be lining up.”
“Well, they're not.”
“Should get yourself out there. Get on that Tinder,” Peg said. “Or on Grindr.”
“That one's for gay men,” Leo said, biting back a smile. “And what do you know about Tinder?”
“Gotta keep with the times,” Peg said with a grin. “Speaking of time, I'd better be getting back.” She slid off her barstool. “Oh, and you should get that RV moved. It's blocking your signs, won't nobody know you're here.”
“Everyone that wants to know I'm here already knows,” Leo said. But she swilled down the rest of her coffee and followed Peg out anyway. It really was time to deal with the RV issue.
The truck was indeed big. Big enough that Leo felt tiny as she approached it. She gritted her teeth. Please don't let this be trouble, she whispered to herself. Please don't let this start anything. She could take care of herself if she had to, and working late nights in a bar she did sometimes have to, but she preferred to keep things verbal rather than physical. She took a breath then marched up to a door, knocking on it three times. She stepped back and waited. No answer. She banged again, harder this time, using the side of her fist. Still nothing.
Crap.
She took two steps back and looked around. No sign of movement inside. Whoever owned the place obviously wasn't around. Which was a problem. Because the RV needed moving.
She reached for her mobile, sliding it out of her pocket, knowing that she should call the police, get the thing towed. It was on her property. Well, the bar's property.
She marched around the RV, finding the license plate, noting down the number. But as soon as she started to dial her conscience pricked at her.
Maybe there'd been an accident. Maybe there was an emergency. People didn't just park RVs in random parking lots, after all. There must be a reason. Mustn't there? And it had only been a few hours, after all.
She bit her lip. She should get the thing towed, it was blocking the signs to her bar, it was in the way of potential customer parking, it shouldn't be there. But... but she couldn't bring herself to do it. How would she feel if an old couple showed up at lunch looking for their retirement home?
“Hi there, hi, sorry, you're from the bar?”
Leo turned and saw a large man. The same large man that had thrown up on her steps the night before. She raised an eyebrow. “How's the hangover treating you?”
He groaned. “Feel like I'm on my last legs.” He looked down at the ground. “Probably I owe you an apology for last night. I'm sorry, I just... I got out of control.”
She smiled. “It happens. Come on. I've got your car keys inside. If you're lucky, I might have a cup of coffee going as well.”
She followed the man inside, sparing one last glance at the RV. If it wasn't gone by opening time, she'd get someone out to tow it, she promised herself.



Chapter Four
Sammie waited patiently. She wanted to scream or at least tap her foot, but she calmed herself, letting the woman look over the dress.
“We don't normally do this,” the woman said, standing upright again.
“It's never been worn.” Which was true. It had been tried on, but not worn. Not for an actual wedding.
“It's a beautiful dress.”
“It is.”
It was. It was the dream dress, the one she'd always seen in her mind's eye. And when she'd put it on for the first time she could imagine what Jonathan was going to say, could imagine the crooked smile, the lifting of an eyebrow, the exact look in his eyes.
“Oh my lord, here you go.”
The box of tissues slid across the counter and Sammie caught it just as she realized that a tear was rolling down her cheek. “Sorry, sorry,” she said, taking a tissue.
“Not at all,” said the woman. “Take your time.”
She was obviously curious, dying to ask, but Sammie wasn't dying to tell her. She sniffed and tried to get a hold of herself.
Walking out had been the best thing to do. The only thing to do. It was like her life had turned into this black tunnel and other people were leading her along to who knew where, and then she'd seen a glimpse of light and she'd run for it. Run out into the sunshine. But she'd left everyone else behind in the dark.
“I'm fine now,” she said, straightening her back. “Totally fine.”
The woman gave her a small, kind smile. “I can take the dress,” she said. “Sell it on commission. If someone buys it, you'll get a percentage of the sale. How does that sound?”
Like shit, Sammie thought. She needed the money now, not whenever someone decided to buy a dress. “I'd prefer money,” she said honestly. “I really need it.”
The woman sighed. “I guess I could do that. But it won't be as much.” She looked the dress up and down. “I can give you five hundred.”
The dress had cost more than ten times that. Sammie steeled herself and nodded. Five hundred bucks now was better than thousands later. She needed to eat, after all.
“Are you sure?” the woman asked, pushing the dress back into its bag. “I mean, I don't want to pry but... Well, obviously things are difficult for you right now. Do you want to wait? You can come back tomorrow or next week or whenever and I'll still give you the same deal as long as the dress is in the same state.”
It was tempting, very tempting. But then, so was the cash. She darted a look at the dress, disappearing now into its dark bag. Suddenly, she wanted this to be the last time that she saw it. Suddenly, she wanted to never think about this again. Suddenly, it scared her just how close she'd gotten to making what she knew would have been a horrific mistake.
“No, no, it's fine. Take it now. I—” Her voice hitched a little. “I'm from out of town,” she finally managed.
THE MONEY burned hot in her pocket as she left the bridal store. Technically, the dress had been bought for her, she hadn't worked for it, so maybe selling it wasn't the right thing to do. But she needed the cash and, hell, who was going to care now? It wasn't like she hadn't done worse.
Leaving a note in the mailbox for Jonathan. That was worse.
She had to be practical. If this was her life now then she had to figure out just what the hell she was doing with it. Because driving around like a nomad wasn't getting her anywhere. Her head was no clearer, her bank account was smaller, and she had no idea where the hell she was.
“What were you expecting?” she grumbled to herself as she crossed the street and started walking. “Some kind of divine revelation?”
Maybe. Maybe she'd thought, hoped, that the answers would just come to her if she had some quiet time to think about them. Maybe she'd thought that leaving everything behind would give her a clearer idea of who she was, what she wanted. Stupid really. She hadn't known for months now, years, maybe she hadn't ever known what she wanted. What she really wanted.
“I know what I don't want,” she muttered as she walked. “Surely that has to count for something?”
“Dunno. It kind of depends. I mean, are we talking about what you don't want for lunch? Or what you don't want in, say, a job?”
Sammie whirled around. A grinning face stood behind her. Long dark hair with various braids and clips tugged in the wind, rosy cheeks beamed, long legs flowed from shorts that were too short. Pretty girl, said Sammie's head. “Who are you?”
The girl didn't answer. “Are you parked here?” she asked instead. “I haven't seen you around.”
Sammie blinked before realizing that she'd walked all the way to the RV park she'd planned on visiting without noticing just how far she'd come. “Uh, not parked here,” she said. “Yet,” she added for good measure.
“There's loads of spaces,” the girl said.
She was all of about seventeen, Sammie guessed. That awkward age when she looked like a woman but still didn't have the freedom, the mind of an adult. Not quite. She remembered being seventeen, the endless boredom, the feeling of life around you when your own just hadn't quite started yet. “Who are you?” she asked again.
“Sara. My dad owns this place. I'm guessing you want to go to the office? It's right over there.” She pointed at a low building close by. “Don't let him bully you. His bark is worse than his bite.”
“Really?” Sammie couldn't help but smile.
“Really. And make sure he offers you a good price.”
“I will,” said Sammie, the girl was serious and she didn't want to seem to make fun of her.
“Good. It'd be nice to have someone cool around here. Someone young, I mean. Everyone else is super old and frankly, I could use someone who isn't like a grandmother to talk to.”
Sammie laughed. “I'll do my best.”
Sara looked from side to side, then peered at Sammie. “Aren't you missing something?”
“I am?”
“Um, an RV?”
She laughed again. “It's safe and sound parked elsewhere at the minute. Thanks for being worried though.”
Sara nodded. “Alright. Guess I'll see you around then.”
And she was already walking away. Sammie shook her head. Had she been like that at that age? She thought not. She'd never had that kind of confidence. That kid was going to grow up to be a heart-breaker, she thought.
But then, she'd grown up to be a heart-breaker too, hadn't she?
FIFTY BUCKS a night. And that was with a discount for a long stay. Which meant the five hundred bucks she'd gotten from her dress would give her ten nights. Which was hardly enough time to earn a fortune, was it?
Still though, if she could pick up some kind of waitressing gig or something, maybe a couple of weeks could get her enough in tips.
She was pretty, she had that going for her. She was trying to think objectively. She was pretty. Long blonde hair, sparkly green eyes, trim and fit, but still with curves in all the right places. She knew how men looked at her. Put on the right outfit and a nice smile and she could get tips, she figured. She swallowed, unsure of how the thought of doing that made her feel.
The RV was still crouched in the parking lot where she'd left it. She gave silent thanks that it hadn't been towed.
She was still debating what to do when she saw the note fluttering on the door of the RV. Probably someone mad that she'd parked there, she thought, as she tore it down. So she'd have to move the RV, at which point maybe she should just move it to the park and at least fill up the water tanks.
Come to Drake's
She frowned down at the note in her hand. What the hell did that mean?
Then she stared around, looking for whoever might have left the note. Only on her second glance around did she notice the bar.
The place wasn't a strip mall as she'd assumed in the dark of last night. It was more a collection of random buildings, some attached to others. Mostly stores, a mechanic's, a couple of empty properties. And... Drake's. The bar she'd parked close to. Of course.
She looked down at the note again, then back up at the bar. Then she shrugged. Might as well get whatever this was over with. Legs already tired from walking so far, she slowly made her way over to the bar.



Chapter Five
Leo wiped her hands on a rag and nodded with satisfaction. The keg was changed, all was ready for opening. The cellar was dusty and she knew it needed reorganizing. Yet another job for a rainy day.
She was half-way up the stairs when she heard voices. Jack's was familiar and gruff but hearty. The other voice wasn't. It was tinkling and soft and pleasant, deeper than she might have thought, but it rang nicely in her ears. She hurried her step a little, wanting to see who such an attractive voice could belong to.
Not that she was going to be interested in whoever it was. Obviously. Still, there was no harm in looking. Feeling, that was where the harm lay.
As she came out into the bar she saw her. Forearms on the table, sunlight from the open door sparkling on the little hairs there making her look like she was glowing. Hair long and blonde, not straight but not curly either, eyes flashing and plump mouth smiling showing even white teeth. Her shirt was open one button too many so that Leo could see the shadowy line of bone that led down to her cleavage. A noticeably rounded cleavage, one that in another woman might make her think twice. Might make her mouth water.
But not now.
Right now all she could feel was anger.
Anger at the girl for trying this.
Anger at Jack for letting her try.
“Out!” she barked, rounding the bar. “Out now!” She pointed to the door as though she could make herself any clearer, and turned her eyes to Jack. “What the fuck is this? Are you trying to get me closed down? What the hell are you doing?”
Jack frowned. “Leo, wait.”
“No, no waiting. I leave you in charge up here for ten minutes and look, just look!” Her words were failing her as her anger grew. She had to stop letting people take advantage of her, she had to learn how to be less nice, how to look after herself, even if that meant being mean sometimes.
“Leo—”
“Get this kid out of here right now,” she snapped.
“Here.” The girl was offering her something, a plastic card, and out of habit, Leo took it.
Their hands brushed. Just for a millisecond Leo felt the warmth of soft skin. Then she was looking down at the card, at the license.
“I'm over twenty one,” the girl said. “Didn't mean to scare you there.”
The numbers barely made sense. Leo was used to seeing IDs, was used to doing the mental math in her head to add up to twenty one, but this... this wasn't computing.
“I'm twenty seven,” the girl said helpfully. “Almost twenty eight.”
And now embarrassment was flooding Leo's cheeks, she could feel the heat of the blood under her skin. She looked at the girl, but still couldn't quite believe it. She didn't look older than twenty. Not a chance. Maybe it was the dim light in the bar, but still...
“It's pretty flattering though,” the girl said.
Leo could feel the eyes on her. She wasn't stupid. She'd been around the block more than once. She knew when someone was checking her out, she could feel the crackling in the air as the girl ran her gaze over her body. It was this that calmed her blood a little.
Not just a kid, but an interested kid. Great. Just what she needed in her life right now. A baby lesbian. She sighed.
“She's not a kid, Leo,” Jack said as though he knew what she was thinking. “Don't think I didn't check.”
“He did,” put in the girl. “It was the first thing he asked when I walked in.”
“So maybe an apology is in order?” added Jack.
“Fine,” Leo said. “My bad. I'm sorry. I gotta say though, you honestly don't look like you're twenty whatever.”
“Twenty seven.”
“Right.”
Her eyes crinkled in the corners when she smiled and she reminded Leo of someone. Someone in some crappy TV show that Esther, one of her exes, had been addicted to. Gossip Girl, Gossip Girls, something like that.
“So, er, what can I help you with?” the girl asked.
Now Leo was wrong-footed. “I think I'm supposed to ask that,” she said. “But since Jack's already provided you with a drink, I'm not sure what else I can do.”
The girl laughed and Jack grunted with appreciation. He was no caveman, but he liked a good-looking woman. And Leo had to admit that he had a point. Against her will she was starting to feel a little flustered, like she wasn't really in control of this situation.
“I'm Sammie,” the girl said, holding out her hand. “I own the RV outside. You left a note on my door?”
Leo took her hand without meaning to and again felt how soft and warm it was. And small and fragile and delicate. Because say what she might, this was a girl, a child, she couldn't shake the feeling. Perhaps it was jealousy. Maybe turning forty had suddenly made anyone under the age of thirty look like they were still in high school.
“Probably because you're blocking up all the parking and you're right in front of the bar sign,” Jack said.
“Right,” said Leo. She was collecting herself now, remembering that she was irritated by the RV, that she wanted it gone. “You're on private property, you know.”
“Jesus,” the girl said. “I had no idea.”
Leo gave her a professional smile. “If you'll just move it, then we won't have a problem.” She went back behind the bar. Customers would be coming in soon. Besides, she didn't want to be involved in whatever this was anymore. It left her feeling strange, like there was anticipation in the air when there really shouldn't be.
The girl took a deep breath. “The thing is,” she said, turning to Jack. “I'm in a bit of a bind.”
“What kind of bind might that be?” he asked, lifting the drink that he'd poured himself.
“Just that, well, I'm a bit cash poor at the minute. I was hoping that I could park the RV somewhere just for a few nights. Just while I get myself together. I, uh, well, it's kind of a long story.”
“I got all night,” said Jack.
“No, you don't,” Leo said, turning back. “The RV has to go.”
Sammie blinked and then blinked again and it took Leo a second to realize that she was trying not to cry. Shit. Tears always made  her feel guilty, even when she wasn't to blame for them.
“You see, I've just left everything behind,” Sammie said, her voice tight. “Left my family, left my fiancé, walked away from my wedding, I just...” She trailed off.
Leo tried to put this information together. “You walked away from your wedding?”
“Yeah, my fiancé, Jonathan, he wasn't a bad guy, I just, I...” A tear had escaped now and she wiped it with her forearm.
Jonathan. A man. A wedding. So why the confusion then? Why had she thought that Sammie was checking her out? Her gay-dar must be malfunctioning in her old age.
“You can't leave the RV here,” Leo said. Really, enough was enough. She shouldn't let herself be dragged into these things. What had Jack said? She had to stop giving so much in case she ran out of things to give.
“I can move it,” the girl said. “I mean, to a better spot, so I'm not using up so much space. I could put it right up in the corner so it doesn't block your sign or anything. It'd just be for a few days.”
Jack raised an eyebrow at her and she could see that he was trying to do puppy-dog eyes, though he was only succeeding in looking like he'd drunk a bottle of whiskey. “What do you say, Leo? Help a girl out?”
She took a breath, leaned on the bar. The girl was looking at her too now, bright green eyes boring into her skin. She could feel herself crumbling. “How long for?”
“Just a few days. I'll get myself sorted out,” Sammie said.
Her eyes really were green. Like bottle glass, deep and true. Jack gave a moan like a dog pleading for a biscuit and Leo shook her head, not believing that she was going to do this. “Fine. Just for a few days. And you've got to go move it now.”
Sammie was already up and off her chair, making for the door. “Thank you, thank you, thank you, a million thank yous!”
Leo looked at Jack. “I thought you said I needed to be more careful?”
He shifted on his stool. “You do. But she really does need the help. Look at her. Can't you see the girl is barely holding herself together?”
Leo sighed. “Yeah, yeah, I see that.”
“Besides, she likes you, I saw how she was looking at you.”
“Bullshit.”
Jack shrugged. “Whatever. How about another beer?”



Chapter Six
Sammie struggled with the steering wheel.
“Just back in!” shouted Sara.
She gritted her teeth. “It's not that easy.”
Sara appeared at her door. “Get out then,” she said. “I'll do it.”
Sammie jumped down and let the girl hop into the cab. With practiced ease, Sara reversed the RV up to the pump and stopped the engine. “Thanks,” Sammie said when Sara climbed down.
“There's a knack to it. You'll get there with practice.”
They both walked to the back of the van and Sara started showing Sammie how to hook everything up. “Dad's not here,” she said. “So just do what you've gotta do and make a run for it. Fill the water tanks up, I won't charge you. Besides, you're planning on moving up here soon, right?”
“When I can afford it,” Sammie said, praying that that was soon.
“I'll try and talk him into a better deal,” Sara promised. She stood back, the late afternoon sun glinting on her hair. “So, you've met Leo then?”
Leo.
It had been a restless night.
Mostly because the last thing she'd needed was more uncertainty.
Not that there was uncertainty about the attraction. It had hit her like a truck full of concrete the second Leo had stepped out into the bar.
Full sleeve tattoos on both arms, smooth, muscled arms, bared by a sleeveless shirt. Tight jeans hugging all the right places. Short, dark hair, long on top so that it flopped into bright blue eyes, short on the sides to show a firm, strong jawline. Sammie had felt a pounding pulse of need the moment she saw Leo.
No, there was no doubt about that.
The uncertainty came from... Well, came from the attraction. Just where the hell had that come from? How the hell did she go from almost marrying a man to lusting after an older woman in a bar?
Maybe there was something wrong with her. Maybe she had a brain tumor or something. She shifted her jaw, moved her head on her neck as though she could feel if something was wrong inside there.
“Quite the sexy siren, isn't she?” Sara was saying, leaning up against the side of the van.
“What?” Sammie asked, not sure she'd heard right.
“Leo, sexy as hell, isn't she?” Sara sighed, her face falling. “Not that she'd go for a seventeen year old. But still. She's got something about her. Something capable and... just something.”
Sammie tried to lean as casually as Sara, tried to be completely comfortable with this conversation as she knew she should be. But something about it was making her heart pound faster. “You're gay?” she asked, wondering if it was okay to even ask questions like that.
Sara snorted with laughter. “Gay? Nah.”
“But...”
Sara rolled her eyes. “Jesus, get with the program. You don't need to label things anymore, that's so... 1998.” She said the date like it was ancient history. “Leo's hot though.”
“So you're straight?”
“Listen, I'm just attracted to people,” Sara said in a tone that implied she was explaining the obvious to someone who was too old to understand. “Who cares about anything else? It doesn't matter in the end what kind of genitals they have, does it?”
“I, uh, I guess you're right,” said Sammie.
Not something she'd particularly thought about before. Not something she'd had to think about. She'd been with Jonathan for longer than she could remember almost. But now... Things had changed. Horizons had opened. She should accept that, be comfortable with things, that was why she was out here, wasn't it? Trying to find what she liked, what she wanted, who she was?
“Yeah, Leo's hot,” she agreed. It felt nice speaking the words out loud.
“You've got a better shot with her than me,” Sara said.
Sammie laughed. “I don't want a shot, thanks all the same.”
“Seriously?” Another eye roll.
“Maybe it's more accurate to say that I'm in no position to have a shot, not right now.”
“Interesting. You're quite the woman of mystery, aren't you?”
“Am I?” Sammie asked. It hadn't occurred to her. She couldn't think of anyone ever describing her as mysterious before.
“You show up in town in a huge RV, you're beautiful and wear expensive clothes yet you've got no money.” Sara eyed her up and down. “You're not on the run, are you?”
Behind her she could hear water flowing into the RV's tanks. “Kind of,” she allowed. “But I'm not a criminal.”
Sara's face lit up with excitement. “What are you then?” she said. “Go on, tell me, I can keep a secret. Is it something really exciting?”
Sammie shook her head and didn't mean to tell Sara much of anything, but somehow she did. Somehow the bones of the story came pouring out and Sara stared at her wide-eyed.
“So you just ran away? Just like that?”
Sammie nodded.
“You must have balls of steel.”
She laughed. “Not really. In fact, I've been terrified for most of the last two weeks. Lost and terrified. And now I'm at the end of the line. This beast drinks gas like you wouldn't believe.”
“Which is why most people leave them in parks whenever they can,” Sara said.
“And I need to figure my shit out. Running away wasn't exactly the mature decision. But I needed space. Now I've got space, I gotta figure out how to use it.”
“Makes sense,” Sara said. With deft fingers she uncoupled the pipe from the back of the RV. “Getting a job would be a good idea. I gotta be honest though, a temporary job around here at this time of year isn't going to be easy to find.”
“Right.”
Sara shrugged. “In the summer, I could talk dad into giving you something here, but...”
“I understand.”
“If you were thinking about sticking around for the long term then maybe.”
Sammie shivered a little. Long term. Permanent. The words still made her feel a little sick. “No, no, not really. I can't make decisions like that.” Sara was trying to be nice and she didn't want to imply that the town wasn't nice. So she changed the subject. “I was thinking about waitressing or something, somewhere I could pick up tips.”
“There's a few restaurants in town,” Sara said. “They're not likely to hire you just for a few days though.”
Sammie considered this. Sara was right. On the other hand, Leo had agreed to let her park the RV for free, so that was a few hundred bucks saved. If she could find a job to make a decent amount of cash then she could bring the RV up to the park and stick around for a couple of months. Three maybe. She didn't relish the idea of driving the RV around in the winter.
“Of course, you've already got a foot in the door with Leo,” Sara went on.
“Really? Does she hire staff at the bar?”
“Nope,” Sara said, blowing her hair out of her eyes as she screwed the tank cap back onto the RV. “But there's a first time for everything.” She banged the side of the van. “This is all water-ed up and ready to go.”
“Thanks,” Sammie said. “I mean it. And I can pay.”
“I know you can,” said Sara, grinning. “But you've entertained me and given me more gossip than I've had for ages, so that's payment enough. It gets kind of lonely up here.”
“I can imagine,” said Sammie.
She climbed into the van and started the engine, promising that she'd be back to hang out with Sara. And then she drove off.
Waitressing at the bar. It was worth a shot. She couldn't see Leo going for it, but she might. Even thinking the name, remembering the conversation she'd had with Sara, made her feel hot inside. Sara had a fair point though. The attraction was undeniable, so why should she care whether it was a man or a woman?
And working with Leo might give her a chance to... To something.
Except she didn't need a relationship right now. Not when she'd just walked away from one.
But it didn't have to be a relationship, did it?
It could just be... Something.
She shifted in the driver's seat, knowing that she was getting turned on just by imagining something.
Next to her, the phone vibrated. It was on silent as it always was these days. It would be her father, or Jonathan. One or the other. The calls had dwindled to once or twice a day now. But they still came every day. And she still didn't answer them when they came.



Chapter Seven
Leo leaned up against the desk in the back room. It wasn't a place she spent much time. She darted in and out to pick up stock lists. Once a month or so she cleared the binders off the chair and sat and did the accounts for the month. And she opened the mail. Which was what she was doing now.
A pile of circulars teetered on the edge of the desk, special offers for alcohols that she might take advantage of. Margins were tight. Hell, money was tight. But then it always had been and the bar just kept right on ticking. The one thing that everyone wanted, recession or no, was a drink to drown their sorrows.
Which didn't mean she was rolling in extra bucks. She definitely wasn't. The shirt she was wearing had a hole in the tail that had been there for at least two years. She ran her hand through her hair as she held the last envelope.
It bore the stamp of the property manager that dealt with all the leases in the area. And it was unlikely to contain good news, property manager stamped envelopes rarely did. Which was why she was hesitating to open it. Get the bad news now, or wait until after closing time when she could get the bad news with a drink?
“Leo! I'm flipping the sign!” Jack called out.
She sighed and jerked her fingernail under the flap. Might as well get it over with. Frowning, she scanned the content of the letter once and then again, not particularly understanding. Couched in long words and legalese the letter seemed to be initiating some kind of negotiation. Not that she really understood why. Another rent increase, she was willing to bet.
“Leo!”
With a grunt she tossed the letter on top of the pile on the desk. She'd deal with it when she had time, which wasn't right now. “Coming!”
Like she had more money to spend on rent. If she had the cash she'd spend it on... On what? Now that she was thinking about it, now that she'd actually dared to think that there might be more to life than running a bar in a small town, she didn't know what the hell she'd do if other options were open to her.
Maybe Sammie had the right idea with that RV, she thought. Get a home on wheels and just go. Drive. See the world. Or the States at least. Maybe pick up a dog on the way. It might not be such a bad life.
WEDNESDAY NIGHTS were always quiet, and Leo was polishing glasses when the door opened. In the corner a couple of regulars were splitting a pitcher and talking shit, their laughter raucous. Jack was propping up the bar in another corner, a dog-eared paperback in his hand. Other than that the place was empty.
A gust of wind blew in as the door opened, a chill of the coming winter and Leo had an image of snow and fireplaces and hot cocoa as she turned to greet the newcomer. At which point, all thoughts of cold left her head.
Her skin warmed, her stomach boiled, further down a pulsing reminded her of needs that hadn't been tended to for far longer than was really necessary. Her mouth dried up. Then she shook herself out of it. Jesus, it was just the girl.
“Hi.”
Leo grunted as Sammie came up to the bar, not saying a word one way or the other. To be honest, her gut reaction to seeing the blonde had knocked her sideways. She wasn't used to seeing women that way, particularly young, straight women. Young enough to... well, not exactly be her daughter, but close enough.
Sammie looked at her expectantly and Leo cleared her throat. Fine. She was going to have to talk. Maybe she could find out exactly when Sammie planned on moving that damn RV out of the way.
“Drink?”
Sammie started to shake her head, then shrugged. “Why not? I'll take a Cosmo, but only if you've got Ketel One. Otherwise...” She paused and then grinned. “Otherwise, make it a G and T with Tanqueray 10.”
Leo opened her mouth to say something and then slammed it closed again, biting back the sarcastic comment that she'd been about to say. The kid was delusional. She cleared her throat again, generally only a sign that she was nervous. “Got beer, whiskey, a couple of bourbons and I can maybe drag up a bottle of cheap vodka from the basement. Got some brandy back here too, I think.”
Sammie frowned. “Really? Uh, okay, I guess a beer will do the job then.”
“We're not some fancy big city place here, in case you hadn't noticed,” Leo said, not able to bite her tongue anymore as she grabbed a beer glass. “You want cocktails and the like you'll have to leave town.”
“Why?” asked Sammie.
Leo glanced at her. She didn't look like she wanted a fight. A spark of curiosity burned in her eyes, her head tilted, a little crease of questioning between her eyebrows. Leo swallowed. “Because,” was all she said.
Sammie took the beer that Leo poured and didn't seem offended by Leo's bluntness. The light caught her cheekbones, making them look sharp. She was beautiful, there was no denying that. Not perfect. There were lines in the corners of her eyes that would one day be wrinkles. Her nose had a slight bump in the bridge, only obvious when she turned to profile. But beautiful nonetheless.
“I have something to ask you,” she said.
Leo had been so busy looking at the fine hairs that downed her cheeks that the words almost made her jump. “You do?”
“I do,” Sammie said. She took a deep breath, seemingly preparing herself for something. “I, uh, I was wondering if you have any jobs going.”
From the corner of the bar there was a laugh that rapidly turned itself into a cough. Leo darted a glance at Jack, who pretended to be absorbed in his book.
“No jobs,” she said. “No staff. There's just me here.” She paused, then added: “And there's no money for extra workers either.” She could have been kinder, should have been kinder. With anyone else she'd have sugar-coated the news a little more, come up with suggestions for other places to enquire at.
“Oh,” Sammie said. She looked downcast for a moment, then she smiled again. “I could just work for tips,” she said. “That way it wouldn't cost you much of anything. I'm a hard worker, I—”
“No,” Leo said sharply.
She was turning away, regretting her harshness and not understanding why she was being such a bitch but letting it happen anyway, when a hand darted out to stop her.
It was only a millisecond. Sammie's fingers brushed her wrist and for the tiniest moment her heart stopped and she couldn't draw breath. Then Sammie pulled back and the contact was broken.
“Please?”
The touch still tingled on her skin and it frightened her. Scratch that, it terrified her. It was scary just how much she'd felt in that short period of time. Feelings that she shouldn't have, didn't want, had sworn not to have again.
She needed Sammie to leave, needed her to get in her RV and drive the hell out of town.
“Give her a chance, Leo,” Jack said, intervening now. “Won't cost you anything if she's only working for tips. Besides, new blood always brings customers in.”
“I'm not a brothel, Jack.”
He grinned up at her. “I'd be bankrupt if you were,” he said. “And I'm not saying that. I'm just saying that a pretty face attracts customers, and around these parts a stranger's face attracts even more interest. You could use the help, she can bus some of those tables for you so you can stay behind the bar. Wouldn't be a bad thing to have someone around to help.”
“No.”
And again, she was being ornery and short and so unlike herself. The only reason she could come up with was because Sammie confused the hell out of her.
“Please,” Sammie said again.
Leo looked down and Sammie's hand was moving back toward hers and she could still feel the tingling of the last touch and she jerked her own hand back fast enough that she must have looked like she'd been stung.
Sammie frowned at her, confused, the bar seemed to grow quiet, and Leo could feel the blood pounding in her cheeks. “Fine,” she blurted out, more to fill the silence than for any other reason.
Sammie was grinning, her eyes creasing in the corners. There was another coughing fit from Jack's end of the bar. Leo closed her eyes for a second, regretting immediately that she'd agreed to this. She hadn't even meant to agree to it.
“But it's a one night only deal. You can work tomorrow and see how it goes. This isn't a permanent arrangement.”
“Absolutely,” Sammie said, still grinning.
Leo shook her head. It wouldn't last, couldn't last. There was no way Sammie would be happy just earning tips. She'd see how abysmal the pay was and then she'd quit and then she'd leave and when she drove out of town, Leo would be able to let out a sigh of relief.
In her mind's eye she could already see the rear lights of the RV fading into the distance. Just like that, Sammie would be out of her life. Just the way she wanted things.



Chapter Eight
“Perfect!”
Sammie looked down at her outfit and grimaced. “Are you sure?”
Sara nodded, her braids bouncing. “You'll kill 'em.”
“Not sure that's what I want to do to a bar full of punters, but thanks anyway.”
Sara grinned. “Glad to be of help. And anyway, I wanted a look at the new working woman. You know, you're the talk of the town.”
“I am?” Sammie asked, perching on the edge of one of the RV's couches. “And how exactly did that happen?”
“Well, first of all, you've got a big-ass RV parked where everyone can see it,” said Sara. “Second of all, Jack's been talking you up all over town. I think he wants your first night to be a good one.”
Sammie sighed. Having someone look out for her was nice. But this wasn't just her first night. Chances were that it was her only night. Leo had been perfectly clear: this was a trial and unlikely to go anywhere. It wasn't like Leo had jumped at the chance of help. In fact, if she had to guess, she thought that Leo might just want her gone. So much for that burgeoning crush.
No, not a crush, a pulsing in her stomach said. Lust. You're lusting after her.
“What are you looking so down in the mouth about?” Sara asked. “You'll never get tips if you look like that.”
Sammie straightened up. “Good point.” And it was. If she had any chance of this being more than a one night thing then she needed a better attitude and a bigger smile. As for Leo, well, maybe Leo just didn't know what she had in her grasp. A potentially excellent waitress and... A potentially excellent one night stand as well.
If there was one thing that Sammie was, it was tenacious. She'd given a lot of thought to the crush she had on Leo and decided that to hell with it, she was going to ride it out. Whatever happened, happened. The fact that Leo was a woman had nothing to do with anything. So if tonight gave her a chance to  flirt then screw it, she might as well take it.
“Have fun out there,” Sara said. “You'll get more tips if you look like you're enjoying yourself.”
“Right, got it,” said Sammie, taking one last look down at her outfit. Skinny jeans and an off the shoulder black top. Glamorous, slightly sexy, comfortable enough to work in. “Seriously, thanks for coming down and helping me choose an outfit,” she said, pressing Sara's hand.
Sara shrugged. “I figured it was the least I could do, since I'm not allowed inside the bar to support you on your first night.”
“You'll be twenty one soon enough,” Sammie said. “And don't be in a hurry to get there. Being an adult isn't all it's cracked up to be.” She had a little shiver at the thought of all she'd done and not done and everything she'd screwed up.
“Smile!” ordered Sara.
Sammie painted her smile back on.
THE BAR was heaving. The place was full of talking and laughing and Sammie had to squeeze her way around the tables. It took her all of a half hour before she felt comfortable taking orders and relaying them to the bar. She had a good memory, was quick with a smile, and was friendly, and that seemed to be all it took.
She still felt a little thrill as she pulled a cloth from her belt and wiped down a table. She stood back as a couple moved over, anxious to claim the empty place.
“Thanks,” she managed to whisper to Jack as she sidled past him to place an order.
“For what?” he asked, eyes glinting in the bar-lights.
“For all this,” she said. “For cramming up your quiet, relaxing watering hole with pretty much everyone in town to make sure that my trial night is a blast. I really appreciate it.”
“It was nothing,” he said. “Looked like you needed a win, and it was no skin off my nose to help you out. You just make the most of it now.”
“I will,” she promised.
“Hey! Can we get some napkins over here?” shouted a voice.
Sammie looked around and saw that the bar dispensers were empty.
“Check the shelves in the passage,” Jack said. “Uh, top right, I think.”
She flashed him a grateful smile and pushed her way around the bar.
Stepping into the relative brightness of the passage she saw Leo maneuvering a box from one of the middle shelves.
“Need help?”
“No,” Leo said.
She'd barely looked Sammie in the eye since she'd walked in and Sammie knew that something weird was going on but was damned if she knew what. Whatever. It was Leo's business. Maybe she was just having a bad day. She'd hoped to impress the woman, but right now she was just in a hurry to get back to work. She didn't want to lose the flow of things, or to let orders get backed up. “Just want some napkins.”
“Up there,” Leo said, gesturing with her chin as she wrapped her arms around a box.
Without thinking, Sammie moved behind her, just as Leo was pulling the box out.
Leo walked right back into her and Sammie reached out to protect herself and then she was holding Leo's waist and was pressed up against her and every single nerve ending in her body was singing out. Her breath was gone, her eyes half-closed and she drank in the smell of Leo. Beer, soap, something undefinable. Then she came to her senses and tried to move, edging past so that her body rubbed against Leo's which only seemed to make things worse and her pulse was pounding and her legs were shaking and she'd never been closer to just taking what she wanted before, never been more tempted.
“Sorry.” Leo took a step forward, freeing her.
Sammie took a breath, then another, forcing herself to calm down. A trembling hand reached up for napkins and she realized it was her own. She walked back into the bar in a daze.
THINGS CALMED DOWN by around ten, the majority of people having work in the morning or families to get home to. But more than half the tables were still filled as Sammie bought out another round of beers. The purse in her apron was feeling heavier now, she was doing good business, she could tell.
Her mind was still elsewhere though. Back in that passage. Rubbing herself against Leo's back. Feeling the warmth of her, the rightness of it... She kept having to snap herself back to reality again.
Perhaps that was why she made the mistake.
The door opened and someone walked in, his head turned to talk to someone behind him and for an instant she recognized him. That curly hair, the swoop of the neck. The man turned and she was so expecting to see Jonathan's face that when it wasn't him, when a complete stranger faced her, every muscle went limp in relief. Only when the glasses smashed and her pants started to soak in the cold beer did she realize that she'd dropped the drinks she was holding.
“I'll take care of that,” Jack said, appearing beside her. “You go get refills. Off you go, quick now.”
The authority in his voice made her move. Leo was already refilling beers at the bar.
“What the hell was all that about?” she hissed.
“I thought...” stammered Sammie. She leaned against a bar stool. “I thought it was my ex for a second,” she admitted.
Leo's face softened a little. “I'm guessing it's not?”
“No,” Sammie said. “No, it's not him.”
“Bad breakup?” Leo tilted the glass she was holding to fill it better from the tap and it was the first non-work related thing that she'd said.
“Not really. I don't know. Maybe. I...” She hesitated and then spit it out. “I walked out on him. Left a message in the mail box. Haven't answered a call since.”
“Ah,” said Leo, putting one of the beers down on the tray. “Like that.”
“Is the bar busier than usual?” She wanted to change the subject now. Anything to stop her thinking about Jonathan. Anything to stop her thinking about pressing herself up against Leo's back, feeling that warmth, smelling her scent.
“Yeah,” Leo said. She turned her head a little and Sammie could see the firm line of her jaw. “I suspect Jack might have had something to do with that.”
Sammie shrugged. “Getting people through the doors is one thing,” she said. “Keeping them here and making them come back is quite another.”
“Right.”
“You know, I've had about a dozen requests for a cocktail tonight, not to mention more long-drink orders than I can count. I just had to keep telling people that we weren't that kind of bar.” She turned so that she was leaning on the bar now.
The muscles in Leo's arms rippled under her tattoos as she filled another glass. “What of it?”
“Maybe you should think about reworking the menu a bit, that's all.”
And Leo was back to being cold, the olive branch gone, all business now. “And what would you know about it?”
“I've got an MBA,” Sammie said. “It's not like I don't understand business at all. Widen the appeal here and you could have this place busy every night, instead of just when you get a new face in to serve the customers. You can't tell me that you don't like the sound of that.”
Leo grunted and put the last beer on the tray. “Take those out,” she said.
Sammie sighed but picked up the tray. She'd blown her chance. Practically assaulting her potential boss in the passage and then criticizing her business plan? Not exactly how you went about getting a job, temporary or not.
Fuck.
She'd have to look for something else in the morning.



Chapter Nine
The floor was dirty. Okay, the floor was always dirty in the morning, but not this dirty. In fact, the floor had probably seen more pairs of feet in the last twenty four hours than it usually saw in a month.
Of course, mostly that was down to Jack talking Sammie up and getting the entire town to show up for a beer. But still.
“It was hopping in here last night, huh?” Peg said as she strolled in.
Leo propped the broom up against the wall and went to flick the kettle on. “Yeah, it was busy,” she said when she came back in.
“And you seem far from thrilled about that. Which strikes me as odd. Business is business, Leo. And more of it is better.”
“Right,” said Leo, leaning on the bar. “But the only reason that we had so many drinkers was because Jack told them all Sammie was working. They've seen her now, and things'll go back to normal.”
“Normal, huh?” Peg asked. “And do we want normal?”
Leo sighed. Yes, she wanted normal. Normal in the sense that Sammie moved that damn RV and then left town and didn't come back. Normal in that she wasn't afraid to look someone in the eye. Normal in that she didn't feel the urge to recreate some trashy porn movie in the back passage of her bar.
Her thighs tightened and her pulse quickened at the thought of what had happened. An accident, a simple accident. But then... Sammie pressed up against her from behind, Sammie moving almost as though she meant it. And Leo breathless and paralyzed with want and fear and not able to do anything but stand there and let all the blood rush away from her head to... to other places. Until she'd snapped to her senses and stepped away and then done nothing but think about that moment for hours afterward.
“Sure,” she said. She went back and poured the coffee, bringing two mugs back with her.
“Right. You want normal,” Peg said.
Okay. Maybe she didn't. She could do without the normal of having too many bills and not enough money, the normal of having to open the bar for three customers a night. She could admit that. She could admit that the bar had done better business last night than she could remember doing for a long, long time.
“The money was nice. But again, this was just Jack interfering. It's not like the same thing'll happen tonight.”
“Why not?” Peg asked.
Because she wasn't about to give Sammie a job, that was why. “It just won't.”
“Last night you proved that you've been doing things wrong,” said Peg, picking up her coffee. “This town wants change, something new, something exciting. They got a taste of it last night. They didn't come flocking in 'cos Jack told 'em to, or to see some slip of a girl. They came in 'cos something new was happening, something not the ordinary. If you want customers, then that's what you need. Get away from this.” She flapped her hand around at the bar.
“Away from this and do what exactly?” she asked.
“Well for a start, you should have a basic cocktail and long drink menu.” Sammie was standing in the doorway, outlined by the cold morning sun, her hair up and a thick sweater hiding her shape. Leo's heart skipped a beat anyway.
“Exactly,” said Peg.
Leo put both hands on the bar. “So now you're ganging up on me?”
“No,” said Peg. “But the girl's got a point. You seem to be stuck in the fifties, with beer and whiskey and not much else. What the hell are we? Some kind of cowboy town?”
Sammie cleared her throat and came further into the bar. “Thanks for backing me up,” she said to Peg. “But, and I do need to make a point of this. I'm a woman, not a girl. People around here seem to be dead set on turning me into some kind of child, and I'm not. I'm a grown woman with a business degree and a mind of my own and I'm telling you to do a cocktail menu because it's sound business sense.”
Peg nodded. “Point taken. No offense meant.”
Leo had the grace to blush. It was true. Just because Sammie was more than a decade younger than her didn't mean she was a child. She took a deep breath. “I apologize,” she said.
“Right,” said Sammie. And she was looking defiant, a glow in her eyes that sent a delicious shiver down Leo's back. “So, this place could be a goldmine if you'd let it be. If you could get with the times instead of sticking with just what you know.”
“Understood,” Leo said. She took another deep breath. “But what if I don't want it to be. I mean, obviously I need money, I run a business here. But what if I just so happen to like the business as I run it?” She was trying not to be defensive. Really trying not to take this personally.
“You don't need to burn the place to the ground and start over,” Peg said. “But a little tweak here and there wouldn't go amiss. You could do a couple of trials, see what things work, see if you get more money coming in. How could you say no to that?”
“I suppose,” Leo said carefully, thinking of the property manager's letter still sitting on her desk.
“And frankly, the first thing you should do is give this young lady a chance. She sounds like she knows what she's talking about. You could use the help. And she's the talk of the town right now anyway. Everyone loves her.”
Leo started to open her mouth and then shut it again. She didn't know what to say. Peg made sense. Hell, Sammie made sense. But she didn't want Sammie working in the bar.
“What's going on in here then?”
Leo groaned as Jack walked through the door. Just what she needed. Three of them against one of her.
“We're trying to persuade Leo to give Sammie a chance at a job,” Peg said.
“Damn right,” said Jack. “She did a fine job yesterday. And I'm sure she's got some fine ideas for the place. Nothing like a little new blood.”
“So you keep saying,” said Leo. “But...” She cleared her throat yet again, not knowing how to finish her sentence. She was running out of arguments that weren't just 'I don't want someone that I find scarily sexy working in my bar.'
“Come back here a minute and show me how to work that fancy kettle of yours,” Jack said. “I could use a coffee myself.”
Leo followed him back to the kitchen.
“You know something about her that I don't,” Jack said as soon as they were alone.
“What? About Sammie? No!”
“Then why aren't you giving her a chance? This isn't like you, Leo. You'd normally give the shirt off your back, but you're being stubborn about this girl that wants to help. And you could use the help, like it or not. I'm not stupid. If this place doesn't start bringing in more cash then you're going to be closing sooner rather than later.”
“It'd help more if you just paid your bar tab.”
“Stop deflecting. This could be a shot. She seems to know what she's talking about. So why not give it a go?”
“Jack...”
“Do you like her?”
It sounded almost like an accusation.
“No!”
And the lie didn't sound anywhere close enough to the truth.
Jack sighed and put his hand on her arm. “Things change, Leo. They have to. The promises we make to ourselves get broken, the things we thought were right just aren't anymore, what we want is different from what we wanted. That's life. It moves, there's momentum there. You get stuck in something and everything will pass you by.”
She closed her eyes for a second. This was getting out of hand. This was turning into a whole big thing and she didn't want a whole big thing.
“Baby steps,” he whispered softly. “Let's move on, Leo.”
Without opening her eyes, she nodded. “Alright, okay, let's try this.”
She took a minute to collect herself before she went back out into the bar. Sammie and Peg were both staring at her expectantly. Reluctantly, she nodded.
“Alright, we'll give this a go,” she said. “Three months, that's as long as I'll give it. An experiment. Small changes only, nothing big, and nothing that costs me too much money.” She was damned if she was investing more in the place. “And you,” she turned to Sammie. “You work on commission only. You get a piece of the profits you bring in, no more, no less.”
She had more to say, but it got lost in the chaos of Sammie flinging herself into her arms. The girl hugged her so tightly that she couldn't breathe. Not that she could have breathed anyway. The feeling of a warm, soft, lithe body in her arms was almost more than she could take.
No, Leo told herself. Just no. She's a decade and a half younger than you. She's straight. And even if she's curious, she's not someone you should be involved with. Because you shouldn't be involved with anyone. Ever.
“Thank you,” Sammie said, pulling back. “Thank you so, so much. You won't regret this.”
Somehow, Leo doubted that was true. Regret was already niggling at the back of her mind. But she smiled. Time to take the big girl route. She held out her hand. “Welcome to the team.”



Chapter Ten
The WiFi connection from the bar was just about strong enough to reach the RV. Just about strong enough for Sammie to be sitting at the table, laptop open in front of her, finger hovering over the send button.
She was doing better, she told herself. And she was. The aimless, dizzy feeling of the last couple of weeks had disappeared. Not that she had a grand life plan or anything. But she had a job, a slightly precarious one, but a job nevertheless. She had slept in the same place for more than two nights in a row. Given her current state, this was stability.
And her father deserved to know.
She ignored the thought of Jonathan for the moment. She could only deal with so much at a time.
Her father deserved to know that she was safe and that she hadn't joined a cult or driven off a cliff or whatever other terrible thoughts he had swirling around his head.
There was a knock at the door that rattled the table. With a sigh, Sammie hit send and stood up. Her heart skipped a little as she opened the door, fully expecting to see Leo on the other side. Who else would be knocking? They were practically neighbors, after all. And then the thought of Leo stepping into the RV, the thought of being in such close quarters together, made her legs shake and she had to steady herself on the doorframe.
“Hi.”
A minute pause. “Oh, it's you.”
Sara tilted an eyebrow. “Don't sound so happy to see me. Expecting someone else, were you?” She took a step up and Sammie moved aside to let her in.
“No, not at all, just—”
Sara scowled at her and then grinned. “Let me guess. Um... Leo? Or did you meet some handsome stranger when you were working last night? Oh, wait, was it that guy that works at the car-wash, what's his name, er...”
“No, no and no,” Sammie said shortly. She helped herself to a soda from the fridge and tossed one to Sara. “And what can I do for you? I've got work in an hour.”
“Work? So you got the job then?”
Sara was just so... young. So enthusiastic about everything, so free of doubt. It made Sammie's heart hurt to think that she had once been that way, to think that Sara would lose this, would have the edges rubbed off her as she bounced through life. She wished that she was still that way, still so unspoiled.
She kicked Sara's feet off the edge of the couch and sat down before filling her in on everything that had happened.
“That's awesome,” Sara said, as she finished. “So you're like... a waitress-consultant.”
“Something like that,” Sammie said with a grin. “Not that getting the job was easy. Leo doesn't exactly seem to embrace change.”
“You're telling me,” said Sara, draining her soda can. “She's definitely a stick in the mud. But then, I dunno, I guess I would be too.”
This perked Sammie's interest. Hell, even the mention of Leo's name perked interest, and the thought of knowing more about her, even if it was only gossip, was enough to make her sit up straighter. “You would be too?” she fished.
Sara sighed. “I dunno, maybe. Word gets around in a small town, you know. And Leo... She's nice, don't get me wrong. Everyone loves her. She's always there to help, she'd do anything for anyone. She's sort of the unpaid therapist in town. And maybe that's the problem.”
“What's the problem?” More fishing.
“She gets taken advantage of sometimes, I guess,” said Sara thoughtfully.
“Sometimes?” Jesus, why was getting information out of the girl so hard?
Sara scratched her nose and glanced over and Sammie could see from the mischievous glint in her eyes that she was enjoying the teasing.
“Sara, spill what you know and spill it right now or...” She looked around for inspiration. “Or I'll lock you in the impossibly small toilet.”
“Eugh,” shivered Sara. “Fine. Leo had a girlfriend.”
It felt strange hearing that, though she'd never doubted that Leo was gay, and she was an attractive woman. Of course there'd been other women. But the idea made jealousy taste metallic in her mouth. “And?”
“This was all before my time, I mean, I'm really not old enough to remember it, so I've only heard bits and pieces from other people.”
“Fine. Just tell me the rest.” She was leaning forward and even Sara could tell that it was time to stop playing around.
“Her name was Esther. They moved here together. Got the bar together. Then, I don't know, this Esther I suppose she wanted more maybe. Then Esther left. I really don't know the details, Sammie, I swear. I just know that there's a sense of 'after everything Leo did for her' to the story.”
“What did Leo do?”
Sara shrugged. “Not a clue. It's not like people are dying to tell a kid what's going on. Knowing Leo she gave Esther a kidney or something. It's all just gossip though, and you know what people are like. There might not be any truth to it. All I know is that any plans of changing the bar got ditched after Esther went. Drake's just... kept on going, the same as always. Leo's never changed a thing.”
“Like a weird, Miss. Havisham kind of thing? Wedding dresses in the attic?”
“Huh?”
Sammie shook her head. “Never mind. And Leo... she never had anyone else?”
“Not after Esther. But seriously, Sam, that's literally all I know.” She propped her chin up on one hand. “But then, maybe you're her prince charming.”
It was Sammie's turn to say: “Huh?”
“You know, Leo's been asleep for a thousand years and you're her prince charming, here to kiss her and wake her up so the two of you can live happily ever after.”
The words happily ever after sent a chill down Sammie's spine. After all, it wasn't so long ago that she'd been planning a happily ever after with someone entirely different. “As if,” she said. “But you didn't come here to gossip, or did you?”
“Nope, I came here to see if you could hook me up.”
Sammie frowned. “Hook you up? How exactly?”
“There's a party tonight, back out in the woods.” Sara hesitated, then shrugged. “You can come if you want. I don't think it's really your scene though. I mean, a bunch of teenagers making out around a bonfire and getting drunk...”
“Yeah, probably not,” Sammie said, wondering where she came into the picture.
“I, uh, could use someone over the age of twenty one?” It came out as half a question and half a helpful prodding in the right direction.
“I, uh, I...” She really didn't know what to say. “Why me?” was what came out.
“We're friends, aren't we? You're young, cool, I thought you might help out.”
So all this, the help, the gossip, it was all to manipulate her into breaking the law? Sammie tasted something nasty in her mouth and her stomach rolled over. “No,” she said. “I won't get alcohol for you.”
She waited for the storm, was sure that Sara was going to be angry. She was also sure that she wasn't going to break the law for her. Saying no wasn't something that came easily, but it was what she knew she had to do.
But Sara just grinned ruefully, shaking her head so that her braids clattered together. “No probs. No harm in trying.”
Sammie let out a breath. No harm in trying. She guessed she might have done the same thing at Sara's age. And Sara looked a little on edge now. She smiled. “No harm in trying,” she echoed.
“Thank God,” said Sara. “I don't want to lose the only semi-cool person I know here. I shouldn't have asked. Sorry. I didn't mean to put you in a difficult position.” She stood up.
She was half way to the door when Sammie said: “Wait, semi-cool?”
Sara laughed. “Okay, okay, fully fledged cool, does that make you feel better?”
Sammie grinned. “Slightly. Be careful at that party, eh?” She paused for a second then gave Sara her phone number. “Call me if there's a problem.”
“Yes, mom.”
Sammie rolled her eyes as Sara closed the door behind her. But a moment later her phone was ringing. Expecting some sass from Sara she picked it up only to find that it was her father.
She hurriedly put it down again. She wasn't ready for a phone call. An email, sure. But speaking in person? No way. Not yet. She needed a way better idea of what the hell she was doing before she could handle that.
She toyed with her phone on the table.
Leo.
All her thoughts seemed to come back to Leo.
Leo, heartbroken and alone.
So not someone to be played with. Not a one night stand like she planned in her head. Not a satisfying of lust and then a relieved moving on.
The thought of more than that should scare her, did scare her, had scared her so bad she'd run away. Except... except the bubbling of excitement she felt at the thought of Leo's name was stronger than any fear.
Her alarm went and made her jump.
Time to get to work.
Time to see Leo.
Her heart leaped and her stomach started to dance.



Chapter Eleven
Leo pushed the paper back across the bar. “It's good.”
“Nah, it's nothing.”
“It's not nothing,” she said. Chaz wasn't even looking at her, he was studying the wood grain of the bar like it might tell him something. “It's an essay. A coherent, well thought out, intelligent piece of writing. And one that you should be proud of. And definitely one that you can send as part of your college application.”
He looked up now and he was blushing but fiercely proud. “Truth?”
“Truth,” she said. “You're well on your way.”
“Dunno about that yet, still didn't get no financial aid.”
“It'll come through,” she said. She smiled at him and handed him the essay. “And this really is very good. You might want to think about taking a couple of composition courses.”
“What would you know about composition courses?” Peg said, bustling into the bar.
Chaz said nothing, hurriedly stuffing the papers into his jacket pocket. “Gotta be getting on with things,” he said. He picked up his empty drinks dolly and pushed out of the bar.
“What would I know about composition courses?” Leo asked Peg. “Well, I used to teach them, for a start.”
Peg pulled up her stool. “You know, I forget about that. Seems like you've always been here, propping up that bar.”
Leo grunted. “Maybe not for much longer.”
Peg's eyes gleamed. “Starting to regret the decision, huh? Took you long enough.”
She hopped back into the kitchen to set the water to boil then came back. “Regretting giving up teaching? Not in the slightest. It wasn't the right choice for me. Too much bureaucracy and not enough freedom. No, working for myself was the best thing I ever did.”
“What of it then?” asked Peg. “You looking full of regret today.”
“Regret?” She thought about it. Hard. No. Not regret. She didn't regret buying the bar. She didn't regret why she'd done it and how she'd done it. She regretted few things in her life. “No, I don't regret it. Just...”
“Just what?”
Leo sighed. “Just I wonder if this is all there is to life sometimes, that's all.”
“Of course it's not,” Peg scoffed.
“Oh, shower me with your wisdom,” teased Leo.
“No need to screw around. You're feeling stuck, I can see that. And you're right, there's a damn sight more to  life than sitting around here serving beer to drunks. That don't mean that you need to blow the place up though. It means you need change.”
Leo sighed and went to pour the coffee. “Not you as well. Why is everyone so eager for me to change all of a sudden?”
“Because you're not happy.”
“Happy? Me? Of course I am.”
“Liar,” said Peg, reaching for the offered mug. “We can all see it. Those of us close to you anyway. You need more in your life, you're not wrong about that. But I don't think that's to do with the basics. Let me ask you something, if I offered to buy the bar right now, would you sell it?”
“Depends on the money,” Leo said, drinking her own coffee.
“Bullshit. Could you walk out of this place today and never look back?”
She hesitated. She'd thought about it. Really thought about it. She could walk out, that was for sure. But without looking back? No. No, she couldn't. Too much had happened here. Too much happiness and sadness all mixed together. And for a while there maybe she could have left. But not now.
She thought about the property manager letter on her desk and swallowed. It wasn't going to be good news, she knew that. But if she was seriously, absolutely, completely honest with herself she didn't want to leave the bar. She just wanted... more. Of something. Anything.
“Guess not,” she said.
“Then change things up. Hiring that waitress was a good start. Make the bar into something new, something more satisfying.”
“I...” she trailed off. Her stomach was starting to hurt for absolutely no reason. She turned around, starting to stack some glasses, not wanting to talk for a second, not wanting anyone to see her face.
“It won't make her come back.” Peg's voice was soft and kind but the words stung nevertheless.
Leo shook her head. “No idea what you're talking about.”
“Keeping the place the same won't mean that Esther walks back in through that door. It doesn't work that way,” said Peg.
“Never said it did.” She did turn around now, not wanting Peg to think she was blushing or crying or anything else.
“Right then, there's nothing to worry about is there? You want a more satisfying life, then start building one.”
“You make it sound so easy.”
They both turned as the door creaked open, letting in a rush of cool air. Sammie walked in, wind tossing her hair, eyes crinkling against the cold outside. Leo wanted to tear her glance away, but she couldn't. Her heart started to beat harder and a flush of warmth flowed over her skin.
“Hey.”
The word broke the spell and Leo's breath came back. “Hey,” she said gruffly. She turned back to her coffee. “There's crates prepared in the basement, you can start by bringing some of them up and restocking the shelves in the passage.”
“Right,” Sammie said.
Leo could feel Sammie's eyes on her as she walked by, but she was determined not to look.
“You could start your new life building right there,” Peg said once Sammie was gone.
Leo groaned. “No.”
“Why not? She's beautiful, in case you hadn't noticed.”
Leo had noticed. She'd noticed the long slim legs, the curve of a hip, the swell of a breast. She'd tossed sweaty in her sheets at the thought of Sammie's body pushed up against hers in the passage. But she'd also talked herself out of any kind of feeling.
“She's a child.”
“No, she's a woman. What did she say? Twenty eight or so?”
“Over a decade younger than me.”
“So what?” asked Peg, draining her coffee cup. “Ain't nothing wrong with that.”
“Really? We're... we're just too different.”
Peg grunted. “Bullshit. You need to open your eyes, Leo. You've lived in your little cave long enough.”
“Peg!”
“No, it's truth speaking time, and I'm going to speak some truth. You crashed when Esther left, and I understand why. God knows I understand. But it's been long enough. I take some of the blame myself, I shouldn't have let you wallow so long. But it's time to come up for air, get some sun, hell, get laid. Enough is enough, Leo.”
It was odd, hearing Esther's name thrown around so carelessly. Once upon a time, her name had rung through the bar on a daily basis. Had echoed through the apartment out back. Had swirled almost constantly in Leo's head. Once upon a time it had been as familiar to her as her own name. Now it sounded vaguely foreign. Foreign and itchy and spiky.
“You gonna be butt-hurt now?” Peg asked. But she asked it nicely, with almost a worried tone.
“No,” Leo said with a sigh. “No. You're maybe not entirely wrong. About some things.”
“Go ask that girl to dinner then,” said Peg.
“That's not one of the things you're right about. And you and Jack need to butt right out of my love life.”
Maybe it was time for a few changes. Maybe she did need to start looking outwards instead of inwards again. Maybe she could remember what it felt like to be happy. If she tried. But that didn't mean breaking her vow of not getting involved with anyone else.
“Me and Jack, huh?” Peg said, thoughtfully. “He's got a good head on his shoulders, has Jack.”
“Doesn't give him the right to interfere in private business though.”
Peg held up both hands in surrender. “Alright, alright. But you give some thought to what's been said. There's a fresh wind blowing in, Leo. Open up the doors and windows and let it clean house for you.”
Leo nodded. “I'll try.”
There was the sound of bottles clinking together in the passage and Leo felt the unseen presence of Sammie even though she wished she didn't. Even though she wished she'd never got involved in this. Even though she wished that stupid RV had chosen any other parking lot in any other town in any other state.
“I'll leave you two love-birds alone then,” said Peg, getting up.
“Peg,” said Leo warningly. “Let it go.”
Peg's cackle circled the empty bar as she walked out.
Change.
It didn't have to be bad, she told herself.
Sometimes it was good.
Just look at buying the bar. That had been good. For a while.
There was another crash from the passage and the sound of breaking glass. Leo took a deep breath and prepared herself for actually talking to Sammie. Not that she'd be anything other than business like.



Chapter Twelve
The neon from the window light bounced back into the bar, glowing on the swept floor. The tables were neat and wiped, the stools pushed in, the music flowed from the tinny speakers. The only thing missing was customers.
“Told you,” Leo said, coming back behind the bar with a stack of dishcloths. “Can't count on tips around here.”
“Wasn't planning on it,” said Sammie. She watched as Leo bent over to put the cloths away. Her mouth watered. This was getting ridiculous. She was lusting after Leo, it was that simple. She was pining after her like a high school virgin and she had no idea where the feelings had come from but she'd reached a point where she just didn't care. She wanted the woman.
“You've been working on some changes then?”
“I've made a start on a basic cocktail and long drink menu,” Sammie said.
“Right.”
Sammie leaned against the bar, trying to look casual. She wanted to touch her hair, straighten her skirt, perfect herself, but she didn't. “We should, uh, sit down and talk about things, some ideas, some plans.”
“Right,” Leo said again. She was fussing with some napkins now, straightening them up.
And suddenly Sammie had had enough. Leo could barely look her in the eye and she had no idea what was going on and as much as she wanted a chance here, a chance at doing something for herself, maybe even exploring her attraction, she didn't want to waste her time.
The more time she spent in the bar around Leo the more she wondered just what Leo thought was happening. Not that Leo would tell her. Leo seemed unable to string more than three words together when Sammie was around, though she talked to Jack well enough. Well, that was enough of that.
“You don't seem to like me.”
It wasn't a question. Leo straightened up, surprised, her eyes a soft blue that made Sammie's heart ache. “It's not a question of like.”
“It kind of is,” said Sammie. “I mean, if we're going to work together for a little while. It is a question of  like. I don't know what you think is happening here, but I'd like to be straight up honest with you, if I may?”
Leo frowned and Sammie's hand itched to reach out a finger and smooth away the line between her eyebrows. Then she nodded. Sammie looked away, trying to find the words she needed.
“I'm not planning on anything long term here. You've said three months and that's fine by me. Enough to get me through the winter and back on the road.” She glanced up and saw that Leo was watching her. “I don't want to take anything away from you. Hell, I just want to help out a little. But if you don't want that help then you can just say. If you want me to walk away right now, move on, just tell me. Maybe Jack pushed you into this. Maybe you really don't want the bar to change. Any reason is fine. But I deserve to know if you're not invested in this.”
It had been a long speech and for a minute or so, Leo said nothing. Then she pulled out two glasses and a bottle, pouring a healthy measure of amber liquid into each glass.
“I don't want to change,” she said, pushing a glass over to Sammie.
“So why am I here?”
Leo took a long drink. “Because I need to change. The bar needs to change. Something needs to change. I don't know.” She spun her glass on the bar. “Ever felt like that?”
Sammie bit back a laugh. “You're asking the woman who ran away from her wedding?”
Leo grinned. “Yeah, I guess you've got a point there.” She sniffed. “I can be stubborn. I know that. I just... I have a hard time with change, I guess. But it needs to happen. So in answer to your question, that's why you're here.”
Sammie nodded. “Alright, I get that. And I appreciate the opportunity, I really do. But do you think we could maybe be...” She hesitated. “If not friends, at least friendly?”
There was a faint pink blush in Leo's cheeks. She was embarrassed. But she nodded. “Absolutely. I haven't given you the warmest of welcomes, have I?”
“Not exactly.” Sammie sipped her drink and almost choked at the heat of it in her throat.
“Better change that then.”
There was a determination in Leo's voice that took Sammie by surprise. The older woman left the bar, coming around and flicking the lock on the front door. “Not about to get more customers tonight,” she said by way of explanation. Then she hopped up onto the stool next to Sammie's, pulling the whiskey bottle closer until she could top up both glasses.
Sammie's skin prickled. Leo was close. Too close. So close that when she leaned over to get her glass back their knees touched and a spark flew out into the air. She almost groaned with need.
“To us,” Leo said, raising her glass. “To the bar. To changing.”
“To changing,” echoed Sammie.
Leo drank and put her glass down. “So, getting to know you time. You've really got an MBA?”
“Yep.”
“And what did you do before you left your fiancé at the altar.”
“I didn't leave him at the altar. There were a good few weeks to go until the wedding.” Six. Six weeks to go until the wedding. “And I worked at my father's company.”
“Doing what?”
“Property development,” she said. “My turn.” She studied Leo, knowing she might only get one shot at a personal question and not knowing which one exactly to ask. She wanted to know everything.
“Go on then, I'm an open book,” said Leo.
“Not exactly how I'd describe you.” Their legs were centimeters apart. Sammie could reach out and touch her if she wanted. She took a breath. “Okay, uh, how did you come to own the bar?” Not the question she'd really intended, but she'd been distracted by the tattoo on Leo's arm dancing in the bar lights. Or by the smell of her. Or by the fact that she was close enough that Sammie could see the tiny hairs on the nape of her neck.
“Uh, a late night drinking. I was in here, got to drinking with the owner, he wanted out, I bought the place.”
Not the kind of answers she was looking for. She just raised an eyebrow. Leo laughed.
“Alright, more in-depth, I get it. Uh, I was a teacher looking for a way out. I'd decided that teaching wasn't for me but I didn't know what else to do. My uh, Esther, my girlfriend at the time, she grew up around here. We were visiting, got to drinking, bought the bar. It just sort of happened. That's the best I can do.”
“What did you teach?” She was watching Leo's lips, getting hypnotized by them as she spoke.
“English.”
“You know who Ms. Havisham is then,” she said without really thinking, just remembering her conversation with Sara.
“Great Expectations was always one of my favorites. Why?”
“No reason.”
Those lips were kissable. That was the only word for them. Sammie swallowed.
“My turn then,” Leo said. “Why did you run?”
It was too much too soon maybe. She wasn't ready to explain herself just yet. More than that, she was getting overwhelmed. The need to reach out and touch Leo was too strong. The desire to kiss her too forceful. She'd been swimming but now her feet didn't touch the floor anymore and she needed to be on safer ground.
“Long story,” she managed to choke out.
“Aha.”
Long dark lashed framed those blue eyes and Sammie suddenly knew that she needed to get out of the bar or she'd do something that she might regret, or that Leo might fire her for, or that she didn't know how to do.
“I'd better get going if we're closed,” she muttered.
She threw back the rest of her drink, jumping down from her barstool as she swallowed. The alcohol was strong, hot, her legs were already unsteady. She could blame the drink, or she could blame her closeness to Leo, but whatever the reason, she wobbled as she hit the floor.
“Careful there.”
Leo's hands had shot out automatically, clutching onto her upper arms and Sammie looked up to say thanks, to apologize for her clumsiness and then she saw those eyes, just inches away from her. And those lips, slightly parted and so close. And she could smell Leo and she knew, just knew in that moment that Leo liked her.
It was like dawn. The reason Leo had been so rough, the reason Leo couldn't look her in the eye, the reason Leo could barely speak to her. Leo liked her right back. She was braver just at the idea of it. Terrified but excited. Experimentally, she moved her face a tad closer. They weren't touching, not yet, but a shiver from either of them and their lips would meet.
A muffled ringing started and Leo jerked back. Sammie felt colder in an instant and it took her a second to understand that her phone was ringing, that the moment was broken.
“Better get that,” Leo said. She was turning away, getting down from her stool, moving further away.
Sammie still couldn't breathe properly as she pulled out her phone. Had that really just nearly happened? Had they really almost kissed? Or had she been imagining it all?
Sara's number glowed bright on her phone screen. Sammie's breath came back in a gasp. Sara wouldn't call if it weren't an emergency, she was sure.



Chapter Thirteen
Leo pulled her coat closer, the wind had a real bite to it though the sun still shone brightly. Winter was definitely coming. She held her truck keys tight in her hand, the metal pressing into her skin, as she watched Sammie walk toward her.
They'd almost kissed. She was sure of it. The crackling energy, the anticipation, the delicious chills running up her spine. And then the phone ringing. She didn't know whether to be grateful or not for the phone ringing.
Her body hated Sammie's phone with a passion, her mind was eternally grateful to it for rescuing her from a huge mistake. Because kissing Sammie would be a mistake. A lovely, warm, cinnamon scented mistake.
“Everything's okay?” It seemed polite to ask. Sammie had run out of the bar like her pants were on fire. Plus, talking about the phone call was a damn sight easier than talking or even thinking about the almost-kiss.
“Fine,” said Sammie. “Just a little teenage drama.”
Leo raised an eyebrow as they both climbed into her truck. “I know I thought you were young, but surely even you're a little too old for teenage drama?”
There was a laugh as Sammie buckled her seatbelt. “Not me. Sara, the kid from up at the RV park.”
“I know her,” Leo said, starting the engine. “Nice girl. Pretty as all get-out. She's gonna be a real heartbreaker one day.”
“I thought the same. Anyway, she just needed some help dealing with things, that's all.”
That almost certainly wasn't all, but it was clear from Sammie's tone that she didn't want to discuss it further. Whatever was between her and Sara was obviously private, so Leo had no choice but to let it go.
The air was scented with Sammie and she was close enough that Leo could reach over and touch her. Not that she would. But her hand itched to do it, to stretch a little, to feel warm skin through denim jeans. She shifted in her seat and pulled onto the main road.
“I, uh, I should get the RV moved,” Sammie said.
She was looking straight out the windshield and Leo could see her profile from the corner of her eye. “Not necessary.”
“It's taking up space.”
“Not that much.”
Which was true. Parked up in a corner the RV was fine. Besides, it seemed churlish to ask her to move it now. Leo was sure the RV park was expensive, and having staff right on hand had to be a good thing. If she was going to have staff then keeping them close was good, right?
There was still the temptation of Sammie sleeping out there. A temptation that made Leo glance out of the window more than once a day. But she could handle that. She had to handle that.
“Thanks,” Sammie said.
The air was crackling again and Leo knew that things were awkward. Knew that Sammie had noticed what was happening last night and how could she not? But it wasn't about to be a topic for discussion. Not yet.
“Got a shopping list?”
“Yep,” Sammie said, patting one of her pockets. “Right here.”
Leo bit her lip and sank back into silence. She didn't know how to deal with this. She didn't want to freeze Sammie out, really she didn't. But she also didn't want to get too close. And she seemed incapable of drawing a line, of making a balance between those two things.
The rest of the ride to the liquor wholesaler was quiet.
“WHAT ABOUT this one?” Leo picked a bottle of gin that seemed affordable and came in a clear bottle.
“Not a chance,” said Sammie. “We get a decent brand for tall drinks and shots and a cheaper house brand for cocktails. That's how it works.”
Leo groaned. She could see any profit she'd made since Sammie had started working spiraling down the drain. “Fine, this one?” she asked, picking another bottle.
“No,” said Sammie. “This one.”
She reached over Leo, choosing a bottle on her far side. And as she reached, her hand brushed against Leo's and Leo stood frozen for a second until she moved. Frozen and yet heat pumped through her skin until she was flushed and had to take deep breaths.
“Come on,” Sammie said, already moving away. “We're not done yet.”
THE WIND blew cold as Leo pulled down the tail-gate of the truck.
“Just put those boxes in carefully, we don't want to break anything,” she warned.
She lifted a box of vodka bottles and slid it across the truck bed, leaning far in to push it against one of the sides. She'd barely finished when she heard Sammie do the same. And then Sammie leaned in and she felt the side of Sammie's body stretched out against her own and a bolt of something went through her and the only reason her soft moan didn't give her away was because of the whining of the wind.
She shook herself and moved, bending to pick up another box.
How long had it been? Two years? Closer to three probably. Too long, that was how long it had been. Too long without the touch of someone else. So obviously she was behaving like a high schooler as soon as an attractive woman came along. It was only natural. A biological imperative. Right?
LEO FLIPPED the bar sign to open and unlocked the door. Sammie arranged drinks menus on the table.
“Don't get your hopes up,” Leo said. “I'm not sure this town is ready for a cocktail bar.”
“We're not a cocktail bar,” said Sammie. “We're just offering the option is all. And it's a Saturday night, we'll get some takers.”
“And you told Jack to broadcast the fact that we have a new menu?” Leo said, lifting an eyebrow.
Sammie grinned at her and she felt her heart swell a little. She really was beautiful. The crinkling corners of her eyes. The sweep of curve as her waist became her hips. Leo felt a bubbling wetness as she watched Sammie and idly wondered what she would feel like, taste like. Her breath started to hitch a little. Ever since that almost-kiss she'd been curious, dying with curiosity actually. Just to know how Sammie tasted, what her lips would feel like.
She squeezed her thighs together and felt a tiny thrill. For a second she seriously considered excusing herself to go back to the apartment. Just for a minute. It would only take a minute. She was sure of that. One brief, hot, frantic minute and then maybe her mind would be a little clearer.
She knew she was just being foolish. A foolish old woman. Emphasis on the old. But she couldn't help it. And there was nothing wrong with looking, surely?
The door creaked open and three customers came in, one after the other. Her chance was gone. She'd just have to sit on her lustful feelings for the rest of the night.
Sammie greeted the customers and started explaining the new menu. Leo pulled out tall glasses and tried to clear her mind of distracting thoughts.
EIGHT TIMES that evening. Leo counted them. Eight times she and Sammie had passed each other in the close confines of the passage. Eight times they'd faced each other and moved one way or the other to squeeze past. Sometimes Leo inched behind Sammie, smelling her hair and feeling the curve of her backside and trying not to think about anything at all. Sometimes Sammie inched behind Leo and Leo desperately held back, not letting herself push backward into Sammie, not increasing the contact any more than she had to.
Eight times.
Eight mouth-watering, skin-tingling, wonderful-terrible times.
And every single time Leo berated herself for wanting the woman. Each time Leo gave herself a stern talking to. Each time she knew how wrong it was. Sammie was too young, too fresh, too straight.
Until the ninth time.
“Just getting some coasters,” Sammie said.
Leo took a step back, turning, pressing herself hard against the wall so that Sammie could get past and holding her breath, waiting for Sammie's back to brush by her. But this time it didn't. This time Sammie turned the other way. This time Sammie inched closer until they were face to face until Leo could smell the vanilla of her breath, could see the faint tick of a scar on her forehead, could hear the flow of her breathing.
“Sorry,” Leo said, pushing herself back even more.
“No need to be sorry,” said Sammie, softly.
“I, uh—”
She couldn't say more.
Sammie's lips were already so close that if she spoke further she'd touch her own lips against them. She stood stock still and silent, both daring Sammie to move and praying that she didn't.
And after a long moment of agony, Sammie did move.
She moved until their lips brushed and Leo could feel the tickle of her breath.
And all restraint fled out into the night.
Sammie's hands came up, cupping Leo's face and Leo let it happen. She let her own hands tangle in Sammie's long hair and pulled her closer, drinking her in as Sammie's tongue darted out to tease her own.
Her heart thudded, her pulse zoomed through her veins, warmth flooded her and everything but the sensation of being kissed faded away.
One long minute.
And then her brain switched back on and she was pulling away. Pulling away and walking away and cursing herself for her own stupidity.



Chapter Fourteen
She cuddled up under a blanket and stuck her nose into the folds, trying to warm it. The night had been cold and long and not helped by the fact that every time she closed her eyes she could feel Leo's lips on hers.
Lips that had been warm and eager and interested. Yet Leo had broken the kiss, walked away, and then pretended that nothing had happened.
Sammie wasn't stupid. It was clear that Leo was interested, yet for some reason thought she couldn't or shouldn't be. Which was understandable, she supposed. Sammie herself still wrestled with the idea of should. Should had defined her life for so long that breaking away from it was hard. And she'd just left a relationship, a long one, she'd never been with a woman before, she should be terrified. But what she was, was very, very turned on by the idea of Leo kissing her again.
A knock sounded at the door. Her heart skipped a beat. This couldn't be Leo though. It wouldn't be. She cuddled further under her blanket. “Come in!”
“Hey...” Sara stepped in and then grimaced. “It's absolutely freezing in here.”
“Tell me about it,” said Sammie. “Kick your shoes off and get under the blanket here, it's your only chance of being warm inside.”
Sara did as she was told, shedding her boots but keeping her parka on. She looked so young as she snuggled under the blanket that Sammie almost let things go. She couldn't though, she knew that.
“We need to talk about the other night.”
“Uh-oh,” Sara said. She tried to laugh it off, but Sammie could see embarrassment in her eyes.
“No, we really do, Sara.”
Sara sighed. “I know, I know. I owe you an apology and my deepest thanks.”
Sammie shook her head. “No, that's not it at all. You actually did the right thing calling me. I'm glad that you did.” She ignored the fact that if Sara hadn't called then maybe she'd have kissed Leo all the sooner. “You're smart enough to know that you don't get into a car with a drunk driver. That was a wise decision.”
“And I didn't know that you'd been drinking when I called you,” Sara pointed out.
“Again, not a problem. You couldn't have known. I'd rather pay for a cab so that I can come get you than risk you getting into a car with a guy that's not fit to drive.”
Sara was frowning now. “What's the problem then?” she asked. “I made the right decisions, did the smart thing. I'd have called dad but...”
“But it was easier to call me,” Sammie said with a smile.
“Right.”
This is what it must be like to have a little sister, she guessed. The feeling of responsibility. The sudden fear that things could go wrong any time. The need to rescue and keep safe. In all honesty though, this was none of her business. Still, she couldn't help herself. She had to say something.
“The problem isn't really what happened at the end of the evening. It was the decisions you made before that.”
“I had a drink,” Sara admitted. She'd been up front about that from the start.
“I know. And it's illegal. But I'm not here to lecture you about that. Promise.”
“Then why lecture me at all?”
“Because you put yourself into a potentially dangerous situation. You were out in an abandoned area with two men, both of whom had been drinking, with no help around. No one to hear you if things went wrong.”
Sammie had chills down her back just thinking of all the unnamed things that could have gone wrong.
“Ben and Luke?” Sara asked, surprised. “They're nice guys, seriously.”
“Maybe they are. Maybe they're not. How long have you known them?”
Sara rolled her eyes. “Like, forever.”
“Isn't Luke the one that works at the car-wash? The guy whose name you couldn't remember just a couple of days ago?” Sara nodded. “So you don't know them that well, not well enough to remember at least one of their names.”
“Eugh, stop it, you're starting to sound like my dad.”
“No, this is important, Sara. Even if you did know these guys super well, it doesn't matter. You put yourself into a potentially dangerous situation, and that's not okay.”
Sara stood up now. “Really? So what should I do? Never go anywhere with anyone? Would that make you happy? Or maybe I should just meet people for tea in the parlor? Somewhere nice and safe?”
Sammie took a breath, then another. This conversation was starting to feel oddly familiar. Every other time though, she'd been playing Sara's role. She could imagine her father saying the same words she'd just said.
“No,” she said slowly. “No, not at all.” She sighed. “Sit down where it's warm, come on. Please?”
Sara pouted but sat down.
“I'm not telling you not to have fun. And I'm not your parent. I'm just a woman that's lived a little longer and had a few more experiences than you. I'm telling you that you need to think about your personal safety whether you like it or not. It's not fair, the world shouldn't be this way, but it is. And as a woman, you need to guard yourself more carefully.”
There was another sigh and then Sara nodded. “Alright. Point taken. I get it.”
“Still friends?” Sammie said.
Sara sucked her cheeks in and wrinkled her nose. “Yes,” she said. “On the condition that you start visiting me rather than the other way around. It's freezing in here.” She looked over at Sammie. “You know, I'm not sure it's a good idea to sleep out here through the winter. You're going to have to look for some place else. Or bring her up to the RV park where we can plug you in and get some heat going.”
Too expensive, was Sammie's first thought. But Sara was right. She couldn't keep sleeping in the cold like this. “Advice noted,” she said.
THE IRONY of the situation with Sara hadn't been lost on her. Now she was playing the other side of the game she suddenly understood all the more why her father, and even Jonathan had sometimes acted as they had. Worrying about someone made you nag. You might not want to, but that fear over-rode everything else and you ended up saying the right thing in the wrong way. You ended up smothering someone if you weren't careful.
She pulled her blanket up closer. Sara had gone and she needed to get up for work soon. But she was delaying the moment she had to remove the blanket. Partly because of the cold in the RV. Partly because she didn't know how she was going to deal with Leo.
Beautiful, sexy Leo. Leo that she wanted to throw across the bar and do deliciously terrible things to. Leo that could kiss her and then walk away as though nothing had happened.
She groaned and banged her head back against the couch cushion.
There was nothing for it. She was going to have to talk to Leo. A big, grown up talk. Because this couldn't go on. She couldn't pine after someone like this. She couldn't be kissed and then ignored. She couldn't work like this.
She felt a little jolt of happiness at the idea of work.
The bar had been busy last night. Her purse was heavy with tips. And despite Leo's predictions, plenty of cocktails and long drinks had been ordered. Drinks with good profit margins. They'd done a solid night's business.
Not that she should care, but she did. For no reason other than that she was a part of  it, she wanted Drake's to succeed. She wanted Leo to do well. She wanted herself to do well. She was more invested in all this by the minute.
Which was fine.
Except that getting invested could mean that it was harder to walk away in the end.
And she did need to walk away in the end.
THE LATE afternoon air froze her bones and the sky was grey and leaden, the light almost yellow, as she hurried toward the bar.
An hour until opening. Time enough to set things straight with Leo. She was determined now to clear the air. Whatever happened, happened. But they couldn't dance around like teenagers pretending like nothing was going on. If Leo was interested, great. If she wasn't, well, she'd better have a good reason.
And if she did have a good reason? Sammie's heart hurt at the thought. If Leo had a good reason not to be involved then she'd step back, she promised herself. She'd keep things professional.
“Hey,” she started as she walked into the warmth of the bar. But there was no one there. “Anyone home?” No answer. “Leo?”
She pulled off her jacket and walked around the bar, finding her way back into the little office that was so seldom used. Only then did she see Leo.
The older woman was perched on the edge of the desk, a letter in her hand, her eyes blinking back tears. Sammie wanted nothing more than to hold her close.



Chapter Fifteen
The tears were stupid. She was already blinking them away when a shadow appeared at the door. But it was too late, Sammie had already seen.
“What is it?”
Without a word, Leo handed over the letter. A new one this time. More definite. Clearer. She waited while Sammie read it and worked on slowing her breathing.
“A fifteen percent rent increase,” Sammie said. “That's insane.”
“It's their building, they can do as they want with it,” Leo said. “And the rent's been pretty stable for a decade or so. I'm guessing this is just time catching up with me.”
Sammie sighed and put the letter down. “It must have been a shock.”
Leo couldn't say anything to that, she just nodded. It had been more than a shock. After so many months of debate with herself, after feeling so lost and disappointed in herself that she had honestly considered walking away from her life here, she'd finally started to see a glimpse of sunlight.
Business last night had been better than ever before. Sammie had been right, she'd been wrong. There was potential here. As much as she disliked change, she had to admit that changing now seemed like the right thing to do. And then she'd read the property manager's new letter.
“This isn't impossible,” Sammie said. “It's really not.”
The thought of losing the bar entirely now made her feel slightly sick. She'd have nothing. She'd be rudderless, aimless, and she wasn't ready for that. Didn't want it. Not anymore.
“It's not,” she said, but she sounded far from sure.
“Listen, that's a big increase,” Sammie said. “But we're increasing profits. That's how business works. We promote this place, get new drinks, we'll start making money. Just like last night.”
“It'll take more than a few cocktails to pay the rent,” Leo said, though she was starting to sway, starting to see a little light. It wasn't impossible.
“Oh, I've got bigger ideas than that,” Sammie said. “Don't you worry.”
Leo smiled and Sammie was moving and for a second Leo steeled herself to pull away. This was the last thing she needed. She'd been wrong to encourage Sammie, wrong to kiss her, but she couldn't deal with that right now. Sammie just laid a hand on her shoulder, however, and it was comforting, warm.
“Guess I'll just have to trust you on that,” Leo said, standing up so that the hand slid off her shoulder.
“Guess you will,” Sammie said.
And they were almost eye to eye in the small office and Leo could feel the electricity in the air again and she was being drawn toward the younger woman. But she didn't let it happen. She stepped to the side.
“We'd better get ready to open then,” she said, tearing her eyes away from Sammie. “Or else we won't be making a dime tonight.”
She knew she was leaving unfinished business behind her, knew that Sammie wanted to talk about the kiss, but she walked away anyway.
“WEATHER LOOKS like it's getting worse,” Jack said, newspaper crinkling in his hands. “Forecasting the first snow for tonight. Guess there's no denying that winter's here now.”
“Guess not,” Leo said.
The cold weather didn't bother her. She was glad of it, glad that punters would want to spend more time inside drinking. It took more than the average snow storm to stop customers like hers from getting their after work beer. Or cocktail, she guessed.
The cocktails had been selling surprisingly well. Long drinks, okay, she could see that. But frilly, brightly colored cocktails? Even the men seemed to be open to trying something new. She was sure she'd seen Jack sipping out of a curly straw last night.
Well, if she was going to be paying that rent increase then she should be glad that Sammie knew what she was doing.
Sammie.
The name made her simultaneously hot and cold.
“Where's your waitress then?” Jack asked, peering over his newspaper again. “Should be here by now, shouldn't she?”
Leo checked her watch and frowned. She and Sammie had hit the liquor store that morning, and she'd said that she was heading back to the RV for a nap before work. She should really be in the bar by now though.
She sucked air through her teeth and then decided screw it. She wouldn't let it go. She'd go right now and see what was so important that Sammie couldn't make it to work on time. Even though it meant pulling on her winter jacket and going out into the cold.
Ice bit at her nose as she knocked on the RV door.
“Come in!”
She opened the door and walked in to find Sammie curled up in a bundle of blankets.
“Jesus, Leo,” Sammie said, sitting up straight. “I set an alarm, I guess I didn't hear it. I'm really sorry.”
But Leo wasn't listening. She was too busy staring around at the RV, too busy feeling the cold in her bones and icy air inside her lungs.
“No,” she said without really thinking about it. “No, no, no. You can't do this.”
“Can't do what?” Sammie asked, still half-sleeping and frowning.
“You can't live like this,” Leo said, turning back to her. “There's a storm coming and snow's forecast for tonight. You can't stay out here.”
She cursed herself for not thinking of this, for not ensuring that Sammie at least had a warmer place to stay. She wasn't herself. Normally she was so considerate, so empathetic. Yet Sammie always seemed to wrong-foot her, to leave her off balance somehow.
“Uh,  yeah, I've been meaning to do something about that.”
Leo shook her head. “Get your things,” she said, turning to leave.
“My things?” Sammie asked after her. “What things? Why? Where are we going?”
“To my place,” Leo said, wishing she didn't have to say it but knowing that she had to.
LEO STACKED the blankets on the couch and Sammie dropped a duffel bag on the ground.
“It's not much, but it's warm,” Leo said, stepping back.
She was already regretting this, already knowing how dangerous it would be to have Sammie in the same apartment, so close, so willing. But she couldn't let the woman freeze.
Sammie cleared her throat. “I, uh, I don't know what to say.”
“It's nothing.”
There was a pause before Sammie spoke again. “I don't want you to think that I'm not grateful, I really am. But...” The sound of a deep breath and Leo studied the blankets on the couch to avoid looking at the other woman. “But I'm not sure this is a good idea.”
That makes two of us, thought Leo. But she said nothing, not knowing exactly what to say.
“I know it's easier to ignore all of this, to pretend that nothing happened, nothing is happening,” Sammie continued. “But the fact of the matter is that you kissed me.”
“You kissed me,” Leo said now, unable to let that fact go.
“Does it make a difference?” asked Sammie.
Her hair was glinting golden in the light and Leo ached to touch it. Time to be the adult here. “It was a mistake,” she said now. “I apologize.”
“It didn't feel like a mistake.”
“But it was,” said Leo. “It doesn't matter how...” She trailed off realizing what she had been about to say.
“It doesn't matter how what?” pushed Sammie.
Leo closed her eyes. Fine. If this was the way it had to be. “It doesn't matter how attractive I find you, there can't be anything between us.”
“Why?”
“For a million reasons.” She forced herself to look into Sammie's eyes. “Because you're too young, too inexperienced. Because I've done too much, lost too much to want to do this again. Because I'm terribly, horrible inept at holding down any kind of relationship.”
Sammie just watched her, her eyes sad but gentle.
“And because I don't want anything to happen,” Leo finished, her voice softer.
Sammie took another deep breath. “Okay,” she said. “Okay, if you don't want anything to happen then fine. I can accept that.”
“You sure?” She had to push, she had to make sure.
Sammie ran her tongue over her teeth and then nodded. “Sure.”
“Then it shouldn't be a problem for you to sleep here, right?” Leo said. “Because a frozen or sick waitress is no good to me.”
“I guess there's no problem.”
“Just until you find something else.”
“Just until I find something else,” Sammie agreed.
But her eyes were still on Leo's and there was still that crackling energy in the air and Leo didn't want this to be a problem. But it already was.
She nodded at Sammie and walked away, leaving her to get settled in, going to open up the bar. But she had the feeling of the eyes watching her as she walked, and the feeling that she was leaving some very unfinished business behind her.



Chapter Sixteen
Not wanting to start something was a reason, Sammie figured. It just wasn't a very good reason. Particularly when it was completely unbelievable. She rolled over on the couch, eyes still half-closed, luxuriating in the warmth of Leo's apartment.
It hadn't been quite as awkward as she'd thought. By the time they'd closed up the bar they'd both been so exhausted that they'd fallen into their respective beds, or couches, with hardly a word. But now she could hear stirring from the bedroom, could hear floorboards creaking. Then the door opened.
Sammie narrowed her eyes to slits, easier by far to pretend that she was still sleeping. Yet she couldn't help but look as Leo tip-toed into the bathroom. Her legs were long and slim and bare, a t-shirt just covering the swell of her backside, and Sammie's heart did a little flip.
A wave of heat made her desperately want to slide her hand under the blanket but she didn't. That seemed like going too far. Crossing a line somehow.
If Leo hadn't kissed her back, if she hadn't felt the tingling energy between them, if Leo had just said a straight-out 'no,' then she could have backed off. But this? This was just like a game. She wanted Leo, was sure that Leo wanted her, and she wasn't about to give in yet. Not just yet.
The shower started to hiss and Sammie felt her insides tremble at the thought of water flowing over Leo's skin. She threw back the blanket and stretched. Better to get out of bed, to lessen the temptation.
Her phone was on silent, so she checked it. The normal couple of missed calls. No texts. Both her father and Jonathan had long ago stopped texting. One email. From her father. Call me, was all it said.
She swallowed.
She'd run away leaving everything undone behind her and knew that she had to clean up her mess, knew that she'd ignored all this for far too long. She just didn't know where to start. Ignoring it all was easier in a way. At least until she was confronted with a direct plea to call. She blew out a breath and put her phone face down on the coffee table.
She could afford to ignore things for just a little while longer.
The shower stopped.
She could imagine Leo dripping wet, stepping out of the shower, rubbing a towel... She groaned and rubbed at her face with her hands.
Coffee.
She needed coffee.
LOW MUSIC played to the empty bar. Outside the window, snow twirled and swirled in the neon lights. There was already a foot out there, maybe more, and Sammie was eternally grateful that she didn't have to sleep in the RV tonight.
“So, give me the bare bones of it then,” Leo said.
She'd poured hot chocolate into thick mugs and they were sitting at one of the tables close to the bar. Leo refused on point of principle to close until nine, so there was little to do but wait. With snow piling up outside there was little chance of anyone being out. Not during the first big snow of the year. Even Jack had only called in to ensure that they were safe and winterized and didn't need anything.
“Okay, well, the drinks menu was a good start,” Sammie said. “There's good margins on cocktails and the like. But obviously, we're going to need to think bigger. Part of that needs to be holding events.”
“Like what?” asked Leo suspiciously.
Sammie shrugged. “Pub quizzes are always popular, they're a good draw on week nights. Karaoke nights, theme evenings. And then there's the long-running things, like happy hours and frequent customer cards.”
“Buy nine beers get one free?”
“Uh, yeah, something like that.”
Leo took a long, silent sip of her chocolate and then sighed. “Fine. I guess if I'm going to make money then I need to move with the times.” She hesitated, then added: “You seem to know what you're talking about.”
Sammie had done her research. Had spent hours on the internet scouring what else was available in the area, what worked and didn't work, the events that had the most Facebook responses. She was sure that with small changes that Drake's could become popular. But there was more to success than that. She scratched her nose.
“You mean I'm giving you sensible solutions to problems? You mean that I'm acting like an adult with a job, rather than the child you keep mistaking me for?” she said. She couldn't help herself. The way Leo assumed she was too young all the time was starting to grate.
Leo had the grace to blush slightly. “Maybe,” she said. “You're being... very professional.”
Sammie bit back half a smile and decided to let the matter go. “Then there's food.”
“Food?” Leo put her mug down.
“Bar food is a big deal, you feed customers and they drink more. It would require remodeling, building an industrial kitchen, a significant investment. Thinking about renting the shop next door wouldn't be a bad idea. It's empty anyway.”
Leo sighed again. “Too expensive,” was all she said.
Sammie bit her lip but said nothing. Baby steps. Get Drake's profitable and maybe Leo would change her mind.
“So, why did you run away then?”
The question took her by surprise. Not that Leo would ask it, but that she'd ask it now. Her shock must have shown on her face.
“Hey,” Leo said. “You said it was a long story, and we've got nothing but time here, in case you didn't notice. So talk to me. Unless you really don't want to.”
Did she? It would be the first time she'd put things into words and she didn't know what those words should be. On the other hand, talking about  it might make her more ready to talk to her father again, to deal with the mess she'd left behind. And opening up to Leo might make Leo more likely to open up to her.
Which decided things.
“I grew up rich,” she said, thinking to get the background stuff out of the way. It was integral in the story, not boasting. “My mother died when I was eight, breast cancer, so it was just me and my dad. Private schools, summer camps, summer house, the whole nine yards.”
“Okay,” Leo said, leaning forward and paying close attention.
“I met Jonathan when I was, oh, thirteen, I think. But it seemed like he'd always been there. I loved him, I know that, I really did. So... So I don't really know what went wrong. I just know when it went wrong.”
“And when was that?”
Sammie closed her eyes, hands clasping her cup, drinking in the warmth, and remembering that day at the end of summer. It had been hot, steam rising off the asphalt, and heat prickling the back of her neck as she sat in the car in the drugstore parking lot.
“It's going to sound ridiculous.”
“Try me,” Leo said gently.
Sammie breathed deep. “Okay, I was sitting in my car about to go into the drugstore. We needed Advil for the medicine cupboard. It was burning hot outside and I didn't want to get out of the car, didn't want to cross the lot in that burning sun just to pick up some Advil. And I suddenly realized...”
She swallowed, the immensity of the realization was still there, the memory of that golden, glowing second where everything changed.
“I suddenly realized that I didn't have to.”
“You didn't have to buy Advil?” Leo asked, forehead creased.
“Right,” Sammie said, and she could remember the weight lifting from her shoulders. “And that I didn't have to cook dinner, and that I didn't have to go to work in the morning, and that I didn't have to marry Jonathan, and that I didn't have to do anything. It sounds... odd, I get it. But I'd honestly never realized up until that point that I had a choice.”
Leo said nothing, blue eyes watching carefully.
“I guess I'd spent a long time doing everything that I should,” said Sammie. “School, university, business school, working for my dad, getting engaged. And I hadn't done anything for me.”
“No,” Leo said now. “I understand. It doesn't sound odd at all.”
“Well it did to me,” said Sammie. “And it did to my father. When I tried to explain things he didn't understand at all. And when I said I wanted to get away to think things through he lost his temper. Told me that everything had always been handed to me, that I'd had it easy, and that I'd regret walking away.”
“And do you?”
There was no sound other than the low hum of music.
“No,” Sammie said. “No, I don't. I regret hurting people, Jonathan, my father. But I don't regret walking away.” She looked down at her hands. It had been easier and harder than she'd thought. “This is the first time I've done something for me.”
Leo nodded and Sammie swallowed again.
“I'm supposed to be getting married next week.”
A raised eyebrow in response.
“But the thought of going back to that is suffocating. I don't want to. It's nothing to do with Jonathan, he's lovely and kind and handsome and everything else. But...”
But he doesn't make my legs shake like you do, she wanted to say. He doesn't kiss me as though it's the last thing he'll ever do. He doesn't make me feel like I'm drowning and he's the last gasp of air.
“But you don't love him.”
“No,” she said, and she shivered a little at the admission. “Not anymore.”
Leo reached out across the table and took her hand. For a long time there was just that, the feeling of skin on skin. And Sammie never wanted her to let go.



Chapter Seventeen
Snow was piled up against the door in the morning and Leo had to dig out the snow shovel from the basement and get to work. As she heaved snow around she thought about Sammie. She understood. And yet it seemed like such a young person's problem. Essentially, Sammie was trying to find herself, and there was nothing wrong with that. Except that Leo had already found herself and shouldn't be getting involved with anyone else. Ever.
Because of Esther, obviously, but it still stung to think about, to wonder what could have been, what had been, what should have been.
She piled the snow up against the outside wall and was kicking her boots against the doormat when Jack whistled up.
“Everything alright here?”
“Just dandy.”
“Glad to hear it. First big snow of the year. That new cafe in town forgot to reel their awning in and the damn thing split and dumped a load of snow over their outdoor tables.”
Leo smiled dutifully. “Schadenfreude,” she said. “Taking pleasure in other people's misfortunes.”
“Didn't say I was taking pleasure in it,” Jack grumbled. “I'd take pleasure in a warm drink though.”
“Come on in,” said Leo.
The bar seemed cozier when there was snow outside and she put the kettle on as she warmed her fingers and then took coffee to Jack when it was ready. To her surprise, Sammie was already up and dressed, she'd been snoring when Leo got up.
“Morning sleepy head.”
“Snow rocks,” said Sammie, grinning. Her hair was up in a ponytail and in yoga pants and a sweatshirt she looked all of eighteen and Leo's heart sped up and her brain called it an idiot. “And, I've got a brilliant idea.”
“God help us,” Leo said. She put her coffee down and brought another mug for Sammie before she finally said: “Go on then, spit it out.”
“A Welcome to Winter party.”
There was silence in the bar that went on for probably longer than it should have before Jack said: “Mmm-kay.”
“No, listen,” said Sammie, their lack of enthusiasm not taking the bounce out of her excitement. “We'll get some karaoke, we'll have themed cocktails, we'll have a happy hour. Do it on a Thursday, because it's not that busy on Thursdays. Hell, we'll do it this Thursday. Like a trial run of how to organize an event. Come on, guys.”
Leo glanced at Jack and he raised an eyebrow at her and she shrugged. And then sighed. “Fine. As a trial run. If we're going to do this, we might as well do it right.”
“Great, I'll put it online, see if we can get a few people from out of town as well. Karaoke can be a pretty big draw.”
“And I know a guy who knows a guy,” Jack said, slurping his coffee.
“What a surprise,” Leo said.
“Give me until lunchtime and you'll have your karaoke set-up,” he promised.
Sammie shrieked and hugged him and the two of them started chattering away and Leo wondered just what the hell she'd let herself in for. But a little voice at the back of her head was telling her to trust Sammie, was telling her that Sammie knew what she was doing. That Sammie wasn't quite the spoiled little kid that Leo had taken her for.
SAMMIE CLIMBED up onto a bar stool. “It's not really fair.”
“What's not?” Leo asked, peering at her over the beer tap.
“You know far more about me than I know about you.”
Leo finished pouring the beer, checking the head and giving it a taste before she put the glass down. The keg was good enough. Sammie had a point. That didn't mean that she was about to spill her heart out though. Some things were better left in the past, in her opinion.
“Nothing to know.”
“Bullshit,” said Sammie. “You just don't want to talk about your past. Which seems unfair, as I said.”
Leo had a glittering image of Esther walking through the door, her hair tousled by the wind, her cheeks red, her smile wide. She remembered the day perfectly, it had been the day that Esther's college acceptance had come and she'd been so happy, so full of life that Leo couldn't imagine anyone else ever walking through that door again.
She took another sip of the beer to give herself time to think of something to say, something that wouldn't give too much away.
“Is this all about Esther?”
And she choked, coughing until snot streamed out of her nose and she had to grab a napkin to clean herself up.
“Sorry, sorry,” Sammie said. “I'm sorry. Sara mentioned the name and...”
“And it's really none of your business,” Leo said, throat still hurting from coughing.
“You're right,” said Sammie.
She climbed off her stool and Leo thought she was going to walk away, but she didn't. She leaned on the bar close enough that Leo thought she might try to kiss her.
“You're right, except...” Sammie looked down at the bar, then up again, her eyes meeting Leo's fiercely. “Except I like you, Leo. There's no getting around it. I like you, I want you, and you just keep on turning me down for reasons that I really can't understand.”
Leo let her gaze be held, felt herself disappearing into Sammie's eyes against her will.
“But I'm tenacious, Leo. I'm tenacious until I get what I want or until I have a damn good reason not to want it anymore.”
Leo took a breath, tore her gaze away, felt anger trickling into her veins.
“Fine, fine. You want to know why I don't want anything to do with you? It's because I shouldn't. You're a kid. Fresh. Unspoiled. And all I'll do is spoil you. I seem to have that effect on people. You'll walk out of here a worse person than you were when you walked in and I can't do that. Not anymore.”
Sammie sat down again. “Explain.”
And Leo was just angry enough that the words spilled out, though she'd never spoken to anyone about this before, had let everyone believe that she was fine, that she could handle everything alone. Like always.
“Esther was just like you,” she said. “Beautiful, fun to be around. And when I met her, I thought that I was finally complete. We did everything together. We bought this place. Then I started working here and she wanted to go back to school, so I paid for it and she studied. And she needed a car to get to school, so I leased one. And she needed trips and books and everything else and I paid for it all. Everything. And I didn't care, the money wasn't important. I listened to her doubts, I helped her study, I did it all because she was my other half.”
“But she wasn't,” Sammie said quietly.
“No,” Leo said. And the tears threatened to come but she didn't let them. “No, she wasn't. She left me for one of her professors. And it wasn't the first time. She told me herself. She'd cheated on me again and again and again while I'd been here working for her.”
“That's nothing to do with you,” Sammie said. “That's all her. Not you.”
“No, it's me. I know myself. I've spent a long time living with myself.” Doubts were coming out now, dark thoughts that she shared with no one. “And this isn't the first time this has happened to me. I give everything, I give myself completely and then I get discarded. I spoil other people just by being who I am. So you see I can't be with you.”
“Because you'll get hurt, because I'll take and take and you'll give and give until there's nothing left,” Sammie said.
“Maybe, a little,” admitted Leo. “But mostly because it'll change you. Everyone I meet starts out lovely and sweet and perfect, but then I give so much and I do so much that it all turns them into someone else, someone different. The Esther I knew at first would never have cheated on me. She became that person when she was with me.”
Sammie frowned and Leo knew that she was getting garbled. She took a deep breath.
“I don't want to get involved with you, with anyone, because I shouldn't. Because I'm terrible at relationships. Because with me it's all or nothing and my all is a lot, too much. I don't want to get hurt, of course I don't.”
She thought of the burning pain inside her when Esther looked her in the eye and told her of the many, many other women she'd been with.
“I won't hurt you,” Sammie said.
And Leo wanted to believe her. But that wasn't the only point. “I don't want to hurt you. I don't want to change you.”
She took a deep shuddering breath and closed her eyes for a second, not wanting to look at Sammie. Let this be enough, she thought. Let her leave things now. If this never gets mentioned again then maybe I can do this, I can stay away from her. But when she opened her eyes, Sammie was staring at her with deep green eyes that she swore could see her soul.
“I think I play a part in this decision too,” Sammie said. “I get to decide whether I'll risk getting hurt or not. That seems only fair.”
Leo just shook her head. She couldn't believe that Sammie could still think anything could happen.
“I'm very tenacious,” Sammie said.
And just for a second, a millisecond, Leo believed her, believed that maybe this time could be different. Then the belief was gone and she turned away, busying herself washing the beer glass.



Chapter Eighteen
Sara belted out the chorus to Do You Believe in grand style and Sammie grinned. The bar wasn't open yet, and she'd felt bad that Sara would have to miss out on all the fun. So she and Jack had set up the karaoke equipment a little early.
“That was amazing,” Sara said breathlessly as she put the microphone back. “So cool.”
Sammie handed her a bottle of water. “It's pretty awesome. And you sounded pretty awesome.”
Sara shrugged and downed a quarter of the water bottle. “All in a day's work,” she winked. There was some clattering from the back room. “Leo?”
Sammie nodded.
“How are things going there anyway?” Sara asked, leaning on one of the tables.
“Er, yeah, they're not really.”
“You're interested though, right? Don't pretend like you're not.”
“I'm interested.” Sammie thought back to Leo's long speech a few nights ago. “Leo's interested too, I think. But she's just not willing.”
“My dad always says that it takes a strong woman to change her mind about something. Leo's always seemed pretty strong to me, maybe she'll change her mind.”
“Yeah, change is the one thing that Leo isn't really that great at.” There was more clattering. “Go on, you'd better get out of here before she wants to open, else we'll both be in trouble.”
Sara grinned, hugged her, and made her way back out into the greying snow. Sammie watched her go, happy that she'd made her happy, and wondering if Leo ever would change her mind. Even a little.
SAMMIE RAISED her eyebrows as Chaz slayed Eminem, his wiry body producing a sound she really hadn't thought him capable of. The evening was shaping up to be full of surprises. Peg from across the parking lot had given a very convincing rendition of an Aerosmith song, and even Jack had done a Frank Sinatra number.
The bar was buzzing, but for the moment everyone had a drink in their hand and she had a lull. Time enough to catch her breath and watch a couple of the singers.
A drink appeared on the bar in front of her. A shot, a small one, but its appearance surprised her enough that she turned around to see Leo grinning at her.
“By way of thanks,” Leo said.
“For...?”
“For all of this. You were right. And I have to admit, this is even kind of fun. Sort of. Entertaining at least. And the money's pouring in.”
“You're welcome.”
Leo took a breath and Sammie glimpsed her cleavage down the unbuttoned neck of her flannel shirt and felt a wave of dizziness.
“And thank you for everything else as well,” Leo said so quietly that she almost couldn't hear her. “I know that I'm stubborn, I know I resist change. And sometimes I need someone to push me into changing for my own good. This time, that person was you. And I'm truly, honestly grateful.”
Sammie drank her shot down quickly, feeling it burn all the way down.
It takes a strong woman to change her mind, she thought.
Sometimes Leo needed someone to push her into the change she needed, she thought.
And the message seemed more than clear to her.
The message that her body was sending was more than clear. She couldn't believe that something she felt this strongly could be wrong. It couldn't, could it?
She was about to say something, she didn't even know what, just that she had to speak, had to try to convince Leo to give her a shot, when a hand touched her sleeve.
“Another Jack and Coke, please,” said a voice.
She took the empty glass and when she turned back to the bar, Leo was back behind the beer tap.
“DON'T LET her fool you,” Jack said.
It was the closest she thought she'd ever seen him to drunk. He had a merry smile and his eyes were dancing, but he wasn't slurring. He was grinning at her though. Only his openness, his willingness to talk about Leo, showed her that he wasn't as sober as others might think.
“Fool me?” Sammie asked. She looked around, but no one was gesturing for her. The place was slowing down now, it was close to eleven and people were heading home.
“She seems impenetrable, isolated maybe, like she doesn't need anyone. But nobody needs somebody as much as Leo does. I've known her as long as she's been here. She used to be different.” He looked into his beer, considering this. “Lighter somehow, happier probably. She's afraid now, and so she builds walls that she thinks no one notices. Don't mean she doesn't need someone though.”
Sammie nodded, understanding but not knowing what to do. She didn't want to cross a line. If Leo said no and meant no then she had to step back, she wouldn't invade on anyone's person like that. The trouble was knowing when she meant it.
“Go on, girl, up you go.”
Peg was pulling at her arm and smiling at her and Sammie let herself be pulled until she realized that she was being dragged toward the microphones. “No, no,” she said.
“Yes, yes, this was your idea,” said Peg.
“I can't sing!”
“Neither can most of us,” Peg said. “So don't let that stop you.”
Swirling started in her stomach, she was honestly scared of this, she looked around, not seeing any escape but really not wanting to sing in front of anyone, even the few customers that were left.
“Please,” she said, one more time.
There was the sound of a chuckle beside her. “Come on, I'll get up there with you. Make it a duet, Peg,” Leo said.
“You...” began Sammie, but Leo was already grabbing a microphone.
Now this was unexpected.
What was even more unexpected was the low, chocolatey depth of Leo's voice as she sang the first verse.
Sammie stepped back, sure she couldn't do this. But Leo was already wrapping an arm around her waist, pulling her closer.
“Just sing,” she whispered. “It'll be fine. Sometimes you have to give people what they want.”
So Sammie trusted her, opened her mouth, let the words come out and somehow, miraculously, she didn't sound bad. Her voice mixed with Leo's was just fine. Not amazing, but not embarrassing either.
She let herself go, let herself sing, let herself enjoy the cathartic moment with the microphone until, before she knew it, the song was done and people were clapping and she was grinning and Leo was patting her on the back.
“Doesn't hurt to do something you're afraid of once in a while,” Leo said.
And those blue eyes sparkled so deeply, cut into her so beautifully, that Sammie couldn't hold things back anymore. She didn't speak, didn't move, but she came to a decision. It was tonight or nothing. Tonight, or she walked away from here and away from Leo. She couldn't do this, couldn't walk this edge anymore. Tonight or nothing.
THE DOOR closed with a snick and Leo turned the sign and Sammie was there. Right behind her, close enough to touch, close enough that she could feel the heat from Leo's body. Close enough that when Leo turned she had to take a step back, but Sammie just followed her, pressing her back against the door, making her intentions far more than clear.
“Sammie.”
“Change isn't always bad,” Sammie said. “You know that, you've seen that. And I know you think I'm a kid, I'm too young, but you're wrong. You're making excuses and you know you are. You're making excuses because you're afraid.”
“Afraid?” She was trying to sound confident, as though she had no fears in the world, and Sammie's pulse was already racing.
“Afraid of this,” Sammie said.
She pushed forward, let her lips brush against Leo's, waiting for Leo to pull away, for Leo to push her away. But she didn't.
“Sometimes you need to face your fears,” she whispered, so close that her lips touched Leo's with every word. “I'm a big girl, Leo. I can take care of myself. I know you want this as much as I do, so why torture yourself by denying it?”
“Sammie, I can't...”
Her voice was weakening, her will was weakening and Sammie could feel her breath getting faster and faster. “You can. Just trust yourself. Trust me.”
“Sammie...”
“I want nothing from you. I'll take nothing from you. I can walk away now. I don't need your job, I don't need your couch to sleep on. If you're afraid of giving too much then know that I have no intention of taking anything from you. I swear it. You can't give to someone unwilling to take.”
Leo's eyes closed and Sammie moved her hand, letting it trace the curve of Leo's waist gently and slowly.
“Tell me to stop and I'll stop and I'll go and you'll never see me again,” she whispered. “Or tell me to stay and we'll figure this out between us, we'll change together.”
She kissed her now, softly and slowly, letting her lips linger before pulling back.
“So, Leo, you get to decide. Stay or go?”
There was a long, long pause and Sammie forced herself to stay still, to say nothing and do nothing until she thought she was going to scream with wanting and needing. Leo's eyes flashed blue, her pulse beat under the soft skin of her neck, her lips parted.
“Stay,” she said.



Chapter Nineteen
Every brain cell was screaming at her, yelling that this was wrong, that she shouldn't do it. At the same time, every nerve ending was thrilling with pleasure and Leo couldn't stop it.
Sammie was right. She got a say in this too, she got to decide as well. And the very fact that she was willing to walk away, surely that meant something? The fact that in return for physical comfort she was willing to give up the warm place to sleep, the job, such as it was. That was important. And... and, her body sent hurried messages up to her skull, Sammie wasn't a child. She wasn't so young that she didn't know what she wanted. Wasn't so young that she didn't know what she was doing.
The hard wood of the door pressed against Leo's back and Sammie pressed against her front and a low growl came from her throat as a dam burst inside her and lust squirmed along her skin. Sammie lifted her head a little, cocked it, then buried her face in Leo's neck so that soft lips touched even softer skin and Leo growled some more.
She screwed her eyes tight shut and let the sensations take over, the creeping of Sammie's hands, the murmuring of her lips. Jesus, she couldn't ever remember wanting someone this much.
“Enough,” she said, straightening herself with difficulty and almost roughly pushing Sammie away.
Sammie's face fell and Leo felt herself smirk.
She leaned in. “Get into the bedroom.”
Sammie's eyes turned an even darker shade of green and began to glitter. “The bedroom? What if I say no?”
She was teasing. Leo knew she was teasing from the quiver of her lips, from the speed of the pulse in her neck. So she leaned in even closer. “Then I'll spank you for disobedience,” she said, not even knowing where the words were coming from, just knowing that they gave her a chill down her spine and made her skin tingle.
Sammie took her hand, held it tight as the electricity flowed between them. “No.”
“No?”
Her jaw firmed, an eyebrow raised. “No,” she repeated. “If anyone's doing the spanking around here, that would be me. Now show me to the bedroom.”
Leo's molten core started dripping down into the heat of her center, a flush of wetness escaped her, leaving her sticky and breathless. If there'd been any doubt about who was in charge here, all question was now settled. And she found that the idea of Sammie taking control made her take hic-cupping breaths as her heartbeat sped up.
She pulled Sammie along, the passageways dark now, stumbling a little as she went, searching for light-switches and failing to find most of them. Speed was of the essence and she'd have teletransported them both to the small bedroom had she been able.
It was Sammie that found the last light-switch, turning on a lamp that illuminated a half-made bed with crisp white sheets and a window with shades drawn and not much else.
“I want to see what I'm doing,” Sammie said.
Leo pulled her close, letting arms wrap around her neck, letting her lips search for Sammie's, tasting the honey-sweetness of her, feeling her breasts pushed against her chest and her heart started skipping beats as Sammie clutched at her hips and pulled her closer.
Suddenly, it was hot, hotter than it should be with the snow falling outside and Leo reached to pull her shirt off over her head, but Sammie slapped her hands away. Instead, long, delicate fingers gently unbuttoned the shirt, shedding it. The same fingers gently undid the clasp of her bra and then the button of her jeans.
“Take them off,” Sammie said, as she shimmied out of her own tight pants.
Leo did as she was told, hating to be away from Sammie's warmth, struggling not to fall over, until the pants were gone and finally she was standing up and finally, finally Sammie was coming back to her arms.
“I want you.”
The words were so full of lust that they sent a chill through her. She drew back a little, looking at Sammie, seeing the truth in her eyes.
“I want you,” Sammie said again. “But I'll leave if that's what you need.”
Another chance not to do this, another chance to avoid potential mistakes. But Leo knew she was in too deep now. Her body was aching for fulfillment and she couldn't let her go, wouldn't let her go. It was as though all the pent up feelings of the last couple of weeks had broken free all at the same time and she couldn't control them anymore.
“No,” she said softly. “No. Don't go” She paused only for a moment before looking back into those eyes. “I want you too.”
Delicate hands pushed her backward, the bed hitting behind her knees until she half-fell back onto it and then Sammie was there, golden hair falling over her shoulders, straddling her, shirt still on but half-unbuttoned, eyes almost sleepy with wanting.
“I've never done this before.”
It was the first sign of any kind of doubt and Leo's mouth dried. She was about to give Sammie the same escape route, tell her she could leave if she wanted, that she didn't have to do this. But it was too late. Sammie's fingers were already on her skin, tracing circles around nipples that were hardening in the cool room, making Leo groan in frustrated desire.
Then Sammie's head was bending, the supple curve of her back enticingly close, and her mouth was opening and those soft lips were taking her nipple and sucking it and it was exquisite agony, so close to pain that Leo cried out, but didn't want it to stop.
Fingers stroked down, brushing her stomach, parting her legs, and Leo was helpless to stop them. She found herself holding her breath as Sammie stroked first wiry hair and then soft folds and then gently, so gently, parted her and dipped into wetness.
Something snapped inside her.
“Now,” she said, voice hoarse. “Now. Please.”
As though she could sense the desperation, Sammie for once did as she was told, pulling her sticky fingers upward, letting them slide over Leo's clit and Leo's hips bucked in response and she couldn't stop herself from crying out.
“More. More,” the urgency was almost embarrassing, but her skin was flushing and her breath couldn't come fast enough and she was on the edge of exploding already.
Sammie pushed a little, increasing the friction and Leo felt her opening start to pulse and knew that she was so close. She squirmed, getting the contact that she needed and wanted, setting the pace as she bucked against Sammie's fingers and she was holding her breath again and Sammie was tugging at her nipple and it hurt so good and there was nothing she could do to stop it.
Her climax crashed over her like an avalanche, unexpected, fast, and so, so hard that she could do nothing but moan and buck and clasp Sammie's hand between her legs until slowly, slowly she came back to her senses. Slowly, slowly she was able to open her eyes.
Sammie stared down at her, a mischievous grin on her face, a look of absolute satisfaction and cocky pride there. “Not bad for a first-timer, eh?”
Leo shook her head, still not able to form words properly. Instead, she pulled Sammie down and over so that they were lying side by side and her hand snaked inside Sammie's shirt, feeling the softness of her skin and the curve where her waist became her hip.
She wanted to treasure her, to treat her like fragile china, to never break her, to worship her. But Sammie was already moaning, was already starting to move closer, to press her body up against Leo's side.
“I want you,” she said again.
Leo pulled her close, wrapping an arm around her and letting her other arm stroke over the curve of her backside, her thumb rubbing against Sammie's hipbone. Sammie gave a sigh of pleasure and without being told, opened her legs.
Even from afar, Leo could smell her musk, could tell that Sammie was unbearably turned on. She forced herself to move slowly, pulling Sammie in closer so that she could smell the clean lemon scent of her hair as her fingers caressed the delicate skin inside her thigh.
Sammie didn't move, didn't speak, but her breath was coming faster and Leo couldn't help herself. She needed to feel her, needed to take her. Fingers moving faster now she stroked upwards and was greeted by a flood of wetness that covered her fingers. Sammie shuddered in her arms, but still was silent.
She had an urgent need to make Sammie cry out, to make her lose her quiet control. She let her fingers dive into the velvety depths of Sammie, filling her up, rocking her hand against her. Sammie pressed down and the palm of Leo's hand grazed her clit and Leo almost heard a moan. But not quite.
She pulled out, dragging her fingers upwards, meeting the swollen heat of Sammie's clit and she circled it and Sammie's hips moved and her breath hitched and Leo knew she was getting closer. She moved faster, abandoning the circles, letting her fingers slide up and down in time to Sammie's ragged breathing.
She glanced down. Sammie's eyes were closed, her cheeks were flushed pink, her hair was mussed and her lips were swollen. Her fingers moved in faster and Sammie's eyes squeezed tighter shut and then there was a shuddering and a gasping and finally, Sammie let out a moan.
Leo pulled Sammie's shaking body to her, holding her close as she shivered and moaned in a seemingly endless wave of pleasure.
And she grinned to herself, taking pride in the fact that she'd made Sammie moan.
“Don't look so satisfied,” said a husky voice. “That might just be beginner's luck.”
“I'm no beginner,” Leo said.
Sammie pushed herself up on one elbow. “You are with me,” she pointed out. “But fortunately for you, I'm feeling nice tonight.”
“You are?” Leo asked in amusement.
“I am,” said Sammie. “So nice, in fact, that I'm going to allow you another chance. Just to see if that was one was a fluke.”
“A fluke?”
Sammie leaned over, breath stirring Leo's hair. “No one's ever made me come that fast before.”
Leo's heart beat harder. “Oh, that was no fluke.”
“Prove it,” Sammie said, lying back down again.



Chapter Twenty
Sammie gritted her teeth as she wrenched the steering wheel around. In the side mirror she could see Sara beckoning her back and she said a mumbled prayer as she pressed the accelerator. With a lurch, the RV backed into a spot. She turned off the engine, closed her eyes, and heaved a sigh of relief.
This was the deal. A deal that had been her idea. Her legs still tingled at the thought of Leo's body next to hers, under hers, on top of hers. A feeling that she didn't want to let go, maybe ever. A feeling that scared her and thrilled her all at once.
But she'd heard Leo's concerns, had listened, had taken in what bothered her, and knew that if there was any hope at all of even seeing how this thing between them could work, then she had to make a point of taking as little as possible from Leo. Not because Leo wasn't generous, but because Leo was generous. Too generous.
She'd told Leo in the early hours of the morning, sated and tired and aching with pleasure, that she was going to move the RV to the RV park. That she was going to stay there as often as was feasible. That she wasn't going to sleep on the couch or take over Leo's bed or move in. She would stay independent, something that she had to admit was for her own benefit as well as Leo's.
Leo had seemed... surprised. But relieved maybe. She'd countered the offer with one of her own: a salary for Sammie. Not a huge amount, but enough to keep the RV up at the park and plugged in to the generators for heat. Not as much as she deserved, Leo had said, what with the new profits that were coming in, but as fair a deal as she could make.
So it had been agreed.
And Sammie had driven the RV up to the park in the snow with her teeth grinding away and her heart stopped and her hands trembling.
“Nice work,” Sara said, approvingly, as she climbed in through the back door. “I told you it's all about practice. You'll get there.”
“Yeah,” said Sammie. But she was doubting it now. Doubting that running away in an RV was something she wanted to do, could do. One half of her brain screamed that she couldn't leave Leo. The other half of her brain screamed that she was just walking into the same situation as she'd had with Jonathan all over again. But this was different, wasn't it?
“You're all glowy and stuff,” Sara said, settling onto the couch as Sammie turned around and climbed into the back.
“Glowy?”
“Yeah, like... relaxed maybe.” She peered closer. “Wait, you look... happy. Did... did you and Leo...?” The question didn't need any more words.
“None of your business,” Sammie snapped.
“Uh-huh. So if I go on up to Drake's right now, Leo won't be looking all glowy and relaxed too?”
“Sara, you're seventeen years old. I'm not sure this is an appropriate conversation.” She winced even as the words came out.
Sara rolled her eyes. “No need to be the maiden aunt. Fine, some things are private, understood. Just... well, I'm happy for you that's all. You seemed like you needed someone. Leo definitely needs someone. And, well, I guess I'm kind of happy for myself too.”
“For yourself?”
“Yeah, hooking up with Leo means that you'll be sticking around, right?”
Sammie said nothing. She went to the fridge and pulled out a couple of sodas, tossing one to Sara. With the generators on and the heat it was warm enough to drink cold liquids now, a definite improvement.
“Or not?” Sara said, not letting the subject go.
“I don't know.”
Sara sighed. “Seriously?”
“I don't. I can't tell the future.”
“But you'd like to stick around?”
“I don't know.” A boring answer, but it had the benefit of being true.
Sara sighed again, this time accompanying it with another eye roll. “You're talkative this morning.”
Sammie really didn't want to talk about it. Didn't want to talk about the tiny black dot in her stomach that was growing a little each day. A fear that was getting harder and harder to ignore. She'd left home, left Jonathan, left her father and her family and her job and everything else for one reason. Because she was suffocating. Suffocating so slowly that she hadn't even realized it was happening.
She'd always done what she was supposed to, what she should do.
And a little voice in her head was asking her how this was different? How was getting into a relationship with Leo any different from getting into one with Jonathan? Just because Leo was a woman didn't mean that she'd be any less suffocating.
She sucked air in through her teeth. She couldn't talk about this with Sara. It wasn't fair. Besides, Sara was right, some things were private.
“Why are you here?” she asked, suddenly wondering.
“Um, I live here, remember?” Sara said, cracking open her soda.
“Yeah, but...” She pulled out her phone and checked the day and time, just to be sure. “But shouldn't you be at school?”
“Eugh, don't you start.” She settled back onto the couch. “School's stupid. Full of math and history and shit I'll never need to use.”
Sammie frowned at this. “And what exactly is it that you plan on doing?” she asked, taking a seat herself.
“Dunno,” Sara said. “I like to keep my options open. Might go to college. Might join the army and travel. Might just travel around. Haven't really decided yet.”
Sammie's frown deepened. She was biting her tongue, desperately trying to stop the lecture that she knew was coming. She cleared her throat. “I see.”
“Meaning?” asked Sara.
And the pout, the raised eyebrow, the very fact that they were having this conversation made Sammie's stomach contract. Sara was so young, she knew so little, and it would be so easy just to yell at her for being stupid, to force her back to school, to report her for truancy, to try and make her see the right thing. So easy to suffocate her while simply trying to help her.
She took a deep breath, treading carefully. “Meaning that school, that stupid math and history, that's what keeps your options open,” she said. “If you truly mean that, and you truly want all the advantages and opportunities that you can get, then doing well in school is the key that opens all the doors.”
There was a pause. “You sound like my dad,” Sara said.
Which brought up another thought. “And your mom?” Sammie asked.
Sara looked away and said nothing and a spike went through Sammie's heart. She swallowed.
“My mom died when I was eight,” she said, turning her soda can in her fingers and not looking at Sara. “It wasn't easy. My dad tried hard, really hard, but not having a mom there was tough, and as much as he tried he couldn't make up for it. I couldn't help but feel sometimes that I was missing out. That my mom would have had the answers that I needed, the answers that my dad couldn't give me.”
Sara said nothing, bending her head a little.
“But then I figured that maybe she'd be just as clueless as my dad. After all, being a mom doesn't make you some kind of oracle. Maybe I just needed to figure out answers for myself. That's part of growing up. Getting your head around things, figuring out what you need to do. And accepting the fact that not every question has an answer, and that not every question needs one.”
“Really?” Sara said, still looking down. “Because I could use some damn answers right about now. Six months until graduation and I've not got a clue what I'm going to do.”
“Which is fine,” said Sammie. “Not everyone has a calling, sometimes you need to experience things for yourself before you can decide what you do and don't want. The important thing is that it's your decision, not someone else's.”
And maybe that was the difference. Being with Leo was her decision. No one else's. Leo hadn't even wanted to start anything, for God's sake.
“Okay,” said Sara.
“I'm here if you want to talk about things. But... you need to go to school. You need to graduate so that you have all the options to chose from. If you don't, well then, you're just limiting yourself unnecessarily, aren't you?”
“I guess.”
Sammie reached over and clasped her hand. “Everyone gets lost sometimes, you're not alone.”
Sara gave her a watery grin. “For real?”
“For real.”
They moved on to safer topics, to the latest gossip, to the plans for the bar. And when Sara was gone, Sammie pulled out her laptop. It was time to start to deal with some things. Time to clean up her messes so that she could move on. Time to acknowledge that raising a daughter was hard and that her dad hadn't screwed her up. But that she needed to be her own person.
It took her a long time to compose the email. The day ticked over towards afternoon and the light started to dim before she was satisfied. She sent it to her father before she could change her mind. It didn't explain everything, but it made a good start.
Only then did she stretch and pull on her winter coat.
The thought of going back to Leo warmed her from the inside. And she hurried out into the darkening afternoon, wanting to get back to her as soon as possible.



Chapter Twenty One
Leo was just setting down the coffee cups on the bar when Sammie appeared.
“Hey, Peg,” Sammie said, before turning to Leo. “I'm just heading up to the RV park for a couple of hours. I'll be back for my shift.”
Leo nodded. During the past week, Sammie had made a point of spending at least every other night in the RV, true to her word. And she went to the park at least once a day. Leo was grateful for this, thankful that Sammie was keeping her word, and thankful that they were taking things slow, that there was still time to be herself.
Not that she had the faintest idea what was going on here.
Her body craved Sammie's. She could look at her face all day and hear her laugh and her voice and smell her scent and everything else.
But there was something holding her back, a thin rope tying her to the past, warning her to be careful. Though Sammie had given her no reason to be careful.
And now Sammie was stepping closer and Leo's heart beat harder and her skin prickled and she just knew that Sammie was going to brush her lips with her own and... And Peg was sitting right there. She drew back as though shocked and Sammie froze for a moment. They looked at each other, Leo begging Sammie to understand with her eyes.
Finally, Sammie nodded.
“See you later then,” was all she said. “Bye, Peg!”
And she was walking out and Leo was praying that Peg hadn't noticed anything amiss.
“Business is booming then,” Peg said, apparently oblivious to anything but the coffee cup in front of her.
“It is that,” Leo said in relief. “Well, for the time being. Sammie's got some ideas. She knows what she's doing, I'll give her that.”
“So the rent increase should be no big deal?”
Leo puffed out a breath and shrugged. “It's a stretch. Still a stretch. But if things keep getting better, then no, it shouldn't be a big deal.”
Peg nodded. “You need to get your bid out for the place next door then.”
Leo paused, cup half-way to her mouth. “No, Peg. Not part of the plan.”
Peg shook her head. “You're not going to have much choice.”
“And why's that?” she asked, putting the cup down again.
“It's business 101,” Peg said, with a wink. “Small businesses have a natural ceiling. You can grow and grow and grow but at some point you're going to reach that ceiling which will stop you growing any more. If you want to grow bigger than that, well, you need a bigger pot. Just like replanting a seedling.”
“And I'm the seedling in this scenario?”
“Damn straight you are.” Peg looked around. “You've got a nice little business here, Leo. You can do alright. But alright isn't good enough. Not when there's more than yourself to look after. You'll need more space. Snap up the place next door, knock through, get yourself a decent kitchen, and start feeding people. That's what I'd do.”
It took Leo's brain a millisecond or two to catch up. When it did, she gave Peg the side-eye. “What do you mean 'not when there's more than yourself to look after'?”
Peg raised an eyebrow. “Girl like that'll require some looking after,” she said. “All those nice clothes she's got, she's used to a higher standard of living than an RV and a bar.”
“She chose to live in an RV,” Leo pointed out before realizing what exactly she was saying. She grimaced. “And you tricked me into that, Peg. Not nice.” She should have known that Peg's eagle eyes missed nothing.
“Tricked you into what? Not denying that there's something going on between the two of you?” Peg snorted. “You'd have to be blind not to notice. Hell, even if I were blind I'd still probably feel the sparks flying between the two of you.” She peered at Leo. “What's the problem? Ashamed of yourself, are you? Or of her?”
“No!”
“Good,” Peg grunted again. “No need to be ashamed of love. It's natural. And it happens where it happens, no matter how old you are. Or how inappropriate you might think someone is. Not that she is. That girl is a catch. Beautiful and smart too, not to mention caring and sweet. You could do far worse, Leo, believe you me.”
Leo had the feeling that she was rapidly losing control of the conversation. “Peg...”
“Don't you 'Peg' me. You deserve a little happiness, Leo. What's so wrong with you that you don't, hmm? You're out here helping everyone out, handing out advice like it was candy, being the strong one, the stable one, and pretending like you don't need anyone yourself. And that's bullshit. You might be wise sometimes, Leo. But you can't be as wise as I am until you're as old as I am. That girl's good for you.”
“Maybe,” allowed Leo.
“But more importantly, you deserve some happiness.”
Leo said nothing. There was nothing to say. The words made sense. They just didn't feel right. She couldn't fit them around herself, couldn't quite believe them.
“As for appropriate, well, you don't always get to choose these things, do you?” Peg was saying. “Just look at me, never would have thought it, but it looks like the last man I'd have thought of might just be the one I've been looking for.”
Now this was news. Leo was more than happy to stop talking about herself, but the smirk on Peg's face told her that there was some serious gossip here. “You're seeing someone?”
“Don't you look so shocked,” Peg said. She drained her coffee. “And don't expect any more from me. We're not ready for any public announcements yet. But just to tickle your tastebuds, I'll tell you that he's a younger man. And there's a lot to be said for dating a younger model.”
“There is?”
“More stamina,” sniffed Peg. “Besides, at my age it doesn't really matter, does it? Yours neither, for that matter. As long as you're both consenting adults, who cares?”
“What about if you're at different life stages?” Leo asked. “Or if one of you is more mature than the other? Or when one of you can remember when Ace of Base was in the charts and the other thinks that's the name of a board game?”
Peg snorted again. “All excuses. Love is love. Ain't no denying it. You can try to make up reasons for not feeling it, excuses for why you should walk away, but in the end you're only doing that because you're scared. And any old fool knows that the best thing to do when you're afraid is to face up to those fears. Or else they'll haunt you for the rest of your life.”
“Right,” Leo said quietly.
Peg got down off her stool. “And I'm going back to the shop. Thanks for the coffee.”
“No problem,” said Leo, still thinking.
IT WAS time to stop being afraid. Sammie could make her afraid or give her courage and it was up to her to decide which of those she wanted. God only knew what the two of them were up to here, but Leo knew that she liked it. Liked it enough to  pursue it further.
Which meant facing her fears.
And changing.
The more she thought about the idea, the more she turned it over and over in her head, the more it seemed to be the right thing to do.
She wasn't about to make a decision like this based only on feelings and the advice of a possibly crazy old lady though. She checked out prices and realtor sites, made sure that she was getting a good deal. And when she'd put the research in, she had no more excuses.
Renting the store next door was the way to go. Rent it, get a bank loan for the renovations, expand the business and then... Then she'd see.
It felt weird, and it took her a while to understand why. Then she got it. She was planning for the future. It had been such a long time since she'd done that, that it seemed odd now.
“Anyone there?” Sammie's voice rang through the still empty bar.
“Back here!” Leo called, stomach twirling with excitement at the thought of telling Sammie about her decision.
“Well hello, stranger.”
Sammie leaned up against the door frame, cheeks still flushed with cold air, hair tangled from the wind, lean body taut. Leo swallowed. “Hi,” she managed to squeak.
Sammie grinned and took a step closer, freezing fingers reaching out and stroking the side of Leo's neck and making her head spin and her skin tingle. “You know, there's another half hour until opening,” Sammie said.
Leo was up and out of the chair before she knew what she was doing. Sammie's hand was tight in hers as they kissed their way to the apartment. They made it as far as the couch.
Leo's hips were already pushing up to meet Sammie's wandering hand.
Business could wait.



Chapter Twenty Two
Sammie stretched, hearing her shoulders click and feeling her muscles settle into place. Next to her, Leo stroked a lazy hand over her stomach.
“I should be going.”
Leo moved her hand down to caress her hip. “Really?”
Outside, snow was falling again. It was late. Very late. The absolute last thing that she wanted to do was to walk to the RV park. But... But that was the deal. And it was good for both of them. “Yeah, I really should.”
She sat up and started to pull on her jeans, and Leo came from behind, wrapping warm arms around her torso in a way that made her blood heat up and her stomach flip with excitement. “You know, you're not helping this process,” she said.
“Eh, so stay,” said Leo.
She took a deep breath, more than tempted. Curling up in bed with Leo was more than tempting. Her fingers itched to stroke her skin again. She was already feeling heavy with sleep. The RV would be cold, at least until it was heated again, which would take a solid half an hour. A half hour during which she'd shiver. But still.
“I'd love to,” she said, lightly, standing to button her jeans.
“So why don't you?”
Leo was lying on her back now, the light catching on her skin. Sammie felt a twinge of something. Lust or irritation. Perhaps both. “Because that's not the way this works.”
There was a shrug. “So make it work that way.”
She sat on the corner of the bed and Leo shuffled upward, pulling the blanket with her so that she was covered now, so that her warm, soft body wasn't visible anymore. At least that was one distraction gone.
“I don't think that's a good idea,” said Sammie, cautious now. She didn't know where this was heading, but it didn't seem like anywhere good.
Leo sighed. “Then screw good ideas for once. Come back to bed. This is ridiculous. Walking all that way in the cold at night, just stay here. In fact, you should be staying here every night, it's dangerous to go walking around an RV park in the dark.”
Sammie bit her lip. She was supposed to be the young one, yet Leo was acting like a spoiled child. A half hour ago they'd been rolling around, tangled in the sheets, their bodies gleaming with sweat. Hell, five minutes ago they'd been laughing at some stupid joke that Jack had told Leo. She desperately wished that she could turn the clock back, just for those five minutes, get the chance to start this conversation all over again.
“Leo, we've talked about this. This is the deal. I spend as much time at the RV as possible. It's better that way for both of us.”
“But I want you to stay.”
She felt a tingling at the back of her neck, a slight prickling. Her breath caught in her chest, the air seeming heavier. She swallowed. She didn't like this, she realized. Not one bit. Her skin was starting to crawl. Spending the night in bed with Leo was supposed to be a good thing. So why was she feeling bad about it? One night could become two and then three, and then, she realized, she was going to be back where she started.
“I can't.” The words sounded rougher than intended.
“Come on,” Leo said, reaching out a hand.
She was feeling suffocated, that's what it was. Leo was demanding something of her, and she didn't like it. Leo was trying to take care of her, for sure, trying to keep her safe, but at the same time insinuating that she was incapable of doing so herself.
“Please don't be like this.”
“Like what?”
“Like...” She sighed. “Like everyone in my life right up until the last couple of months. I can decide things for myself, you know?”
“I never said you couldn't,” Leo said, sitting up even straighter and clutching the blanket to her chest. “I was just letting you know that it was perfectly fine to stay here with me and to make a safer decision, that's all.”
Sammie bit her lip, trying to grasp hold of the slippery strands of the conversation, of what she wanted to say. She nodded, staying calm. “I get that. But that's not the arrangement that we had.”
“It's not in our arrangement for me to be kind?” asked Leo, and her eyes were starting to darken in color, a sign she was getting angry. Her cheeks blushed pink along the cheekbones and she looked beautiful.
Sammie had to look away. “You're generous, Leo,” she said. “And that's the problem. You know that as well as I do. You're offering me a place to stay, which is kind on the one hand, but on the other hand it could easily be taken advantage of.”
“It's not in my nature not to be generous.” The words were clipped.
Sammie took another deep breath. She felt shaky now. The bedside lamp made a pattern of circles on the wall and she concentrated hard on them, keeping control of her emotions. This didn't have to be a fight. It really didn't. Keep calm, explain yourself, she told herself.
“I feel like this is a lose-lose situation.”
“Meaning what exactly?” Leo was cocking an eyebrow and was starting to look mad as hell.
“Meaning that I can't win here. If I turn you down then you'll be mad that I'm walking away, mad that I'm taking some time for myself and leaving you alone. If I stay, then I run the risk of turning into Esther.”
Leo blanched a little at the mention of the name. But she took a breath, as determined as Sammie, it seemed, not to turn this into a yelling match. “One night doesn't turn you into someone who takes too much.”
“It's a slippery slope. One step leads to another. I'm wary of taking too much from you, Leo, and you know why. This is for both of us. This is the arrangement that we made to try and work our way through this.”
Leo bit her lip. “Fine, I understand that. I hear what you're saying. But you can't deny that going out into the snow and walking in the dark at this time of night isn't ideal.”
“I don't need looking after, Leo. I've done this walk dozens of times by now. You never had a problem with it before.”
“I did, I just didn't say anything.”
“I don't need looking after. I can make my own decisions.”
Leo's hand came down and smacked the covers. “If you don't need looking after, then why are you behaving like a stubborn child?”
Sammie closed her eyes. She wasn't behaving like a child, was she? She turned now, reaching and taking Leo's hand.
“Let's not argue. Please?”
“Fine.”
Not exactly a glowing response. And she could see how this could grow into a problem. She took a breath.
“I emailed my dad,” she said.
Leo frowned.
“I made contact, tried to explain things as best as I could.” She looked down at their fingers twined together. “I know that I've got issues, I know that I've got baggage. And I know that I need to clean up my messes before I can start on anything new. I'm working on it, I just wanted you to know that. I'm not refusing to stay here because I'm being childish or stubborn. I'm refusing partly because your insistence makes me feel a little suffocated. But also because I'm wary of taking too much from someone who gives too much.”
Leo squeezed her hand now. “Okay. I get it. I can't say I like it, but I get it.”
“Friends again?”
Leo nodded.
Sammie bent and kissed her softly. And then she got up, pulling on her sweater. It was a shaky detente, but she'd take it. They had to work on compromising. And things would look better in the morning light, they always did.
It was only as she was kissing Leo again, bidding her goodbye, that she had the thought.
“I wonder,” she said, thinking that maybe she was stepping over a line but wanting to say her piece anyway. “I wonder if maybe it would help you to get some closure.”
“Meaning?”
“Well, I'm opening up communication with my dad, with Jonathan too, I guess, cleaning up, trying to fix what can be fixed. It's the right thing to do, and I think it's the necessary thing to do so that I can move on. Maybe you should do the same.”
“I should get closure?”
“Yeah, maybe it'd be healthy for you to, you know, confront Esther with some of these issues that you're still carrying around.”
“I can't,” Leo said, almost before Sammie was finished speaking.
Sammie stroked her face. “Of course you can. I know it must be hard to face her, but you're strong. I could be there for you, if you wanted.”
“No, you don't understand,” said Leo, not looking her in the eye now. “I really can't.”
“Why not?”
“Because Esther's dead.”



Chapter Twenty Three
It wouldn't have happened if she'd been a worse person. Meaner, harsher, less forgiving. Which was the irony of everything, of course. Not only had she somehow turned Esther into this grabbing, selfish, cheating, shadow of her former self, she'd also had a hand in her death.
It went down like this.
Esther walked out.
Esther lied and cheated and make a mockery of everything that Leo had ever held dear. Esther took advantage of every opportunity that Leo had worked hard to give her. And then she'd walked out.
And for a while, it had hurt. Hell, it still hurt. For days, a couple of weeks even, the sting had been so bright, so hard that she could barely take a breath. Then Esther had called. Not, as Leo might have wished, to apologize or explain or anything else. But to ask for her things.
Having Esther's possessions in the tiny apartment wasn't ideal. Even Leo knew that. Seeing her bathrobe hanging on the back of the door made her skin tingle every time she saw it. Finding the book she was reading sitting on the coffee table made her feel nauseous. Even in her muzzy-headed, half-broken state, Leo had known this.
So one long night she'd taken boxes and tape and boxed everything up, the hiss of tape lasting until long after the sun came up. Then there was a pile of boxes that accomplished very little in terms of making her feel better. They still reminded her of Esther. Of course they did.
She could have burnt them, taken them to the dump, ditched them into the river. But she was too nice for that. Still too giving and forgiving to destroy things in such a way. Which was mistake number one.
Mistake number two was insisting that Esther didn't have to come to the apartment. Partly because she didn't want her there. Partly because it was just in her nature to offer to drive the boxes. She refused to drive all the way to Esther's new apartment though, to face the woman that had replaced her. Even Leo's generous nature didn't stretch that far.
So they'd met at a rest area just off the highway and transferred the boxes and Leo had said nothing because there was nothing to say, her mind was still broken with everything that had happened. And Esther looked beautiful and even happy and a little piece of Leo was glad that she was happy, because all she'd ever wanted was for Esther to be happy. Even though Esther being happy meant Leo dying inside.
And she'd stood there watching as Esther drove out of the parking lot, as she began the turn that would take her back to the highway. Stood there watching as the red car sped around that same curve and t-boned right into the side of Esther's car.
Then Esther was gone.
She wiped the sweaty finger marks off the glass she'd been holding and put it back with the others. The morning sun was shining bright, in that cold, white way it had after snow, and streaming in through grubby windows.
She hadn't wanted to fight with Sammie, somehow it had just happened. Normal, she was sure, the two of them just beginning to work things out, starting to figure how they could be together, what compromises needed to be made, which irritations should be let go, which followed up on. It irked her that Sammie still made immature decisions, like walking to an RV park in the middle of the night. But Sammie needed her space, she got it.
And she, Leo, needed to back off. Needed to try to give less, try to smother less, try to let Sammie make her own mistakes. Not something that came naturally. Something that, Sammie was probably right, would be easier maybe if she could confront Esther, get some closure, some explanations. But that obviously couldn't happen.
Could she change, be better, without confronting Esther? She had no idea.
“Sammie here?”
A dark head popped around the door, braids clicking and white teeth smiling. Leo raised an eyebrow. “You're not supposed to be in here.”
Sara grinned and stepped fully through the door. “You're not open yet, so I'm pretty sure it's fine. Sammie not around?”
Leo shook her head and Sara looked disappointed, her nose red with cold, which made Leo feel bad for Sammie not being there even though it had nothing to do with her.
“Coffee?”
Sara hopped from one foot to the other. “Got a Coke?”
Leo rolled her eyes but took out a glass anyway. “This stuff will rot your teeth,” she said.
“So everyone keeps telling me.”
“You just don't listen, huh?” She slid the coke over to Sara who got onto a bar stool before taking a drink.
“Not usually, no.”
Leo watched her. She was a pretty girl. One that could be trouble, if gossip could be believed. But she didn't put too much stock in that. She knew that Sara's mother had walked out when she was a toddler. Knew that Sara had never seen her again. And knew that Joe, Sara's father, had done the best he could.
“Sammie shouldn't be long,” she said. “Anything I can help with in the meantime?”
Sara sighed and put her Coke glass down. “Don't know,” she said. “Got any spare life plans floating around?”
“Ah,” said Leo, leaning on the bar. She was more comfortable now. This was her forte, this was what she did, this was why bar-tending had come naturally to her. “Getting worried about the future, huh?”
“You could say that,” Sara said, twisting her hair around her finger. “I've got no idea what I'm going to do. And just last night dad said something that made me think he's expecting me to stick around here, run the RV park.”
“Which you don't want?”
Sara shrugged. “Yes. No. Maybe. I mean, it's not so bad. It's a solid living, like dad says. But it's not exactly a career, is it? It's not something that you jump out of bed to do in the morning.”
Leo laughed. “Fair enough. Well, how are your grades?”
An eye roll greeted this and Leo remembered just why she'd dreaded having serious conversations with her students. Teenagers always thought you were stupid, no matter how smart you might be. At least Sara had the grace to answer the question. “3.2 GPA.”
“Close to a B plus average then. Which means plenty of doors should be open to you.”
“That's kind of the problem,” Sara said, looking despondent. “I just talked to Sammie about it the other day, how I wanted all these doors to be open, how I wanted loads of choice.”
“What's the problem then?”
“Well, I just kind of realized that maybe that's not as great as I thought. Like, it's way easier to choose between two things than it is to choose between ten, you know?”
“Aha. Overwhelmed by the options.” Leo frowned and thought for a second. “Well, what do you like in school? Which subjects?”
“Bleh. Nothing really.” Sara looked down at her hands. “I study hard and I've got a good memory so I do okay, but mostly I just do that so dad stays off my back.” She looked up now and her eyes were a little watery. “I know he sacrificed a lot for me, to keep me, to bring me up. I don't like disappointing him.”
Leo's heart softened a little. “Okay, let's try this from a different angle then. What do you like doing? Just in general.”
“Partying, hanging out, drinking a beer or two, having fun.”
It was Leo's turn for the eye roll. “I was thinking more along the lines of something productive.”
Sara blew out a breath that made her bangs stir. “Dunno, really. I don't really do much except school stuff and friend stuff and house stuff.”
“That can't be true. You're honestly telling me that you don't enjoy anything? Co-operate a little bit here, Sara.” She was starting to lose patience, even though she knew it was the last thing that Sara needed. She eyed the door, waiting for Sammie to walk in.
“Er, okay, I'm trying.” Sara tapped her fingers on the bar. “Really, there's nothing. I mean, I like cooking, but that's—”
“No,” interrupted Leo. “That's a good start. You like cooking. Good. And are you any good at it?”
Sara grinned. “Damn straight I am. Dad says my pulled pork is good enough that it makes him cross-eyed.”
Leo laughed. “There's a start then,” she said.
But her brain was turning. Thinking. An idea was forming. She didn't rush it, pausing for a moment, considering the pros and the cons and wondering if it all made sense. Only when she was sure did she reach a hand into her pocket and pull out a couple of bills.
“Take this,” she said. “Go to the store and buy whatever you need to make your best dish.”
“Why?” asked Sara, taking the money and looking puzzled.
“Because then I want you to come back here and cook it for me,” Leo said.



Chapter Twenty Four
Her feet were propped up on the table, something she'd never have dreamed of doing at home. The condo that she and Jonathan shared was nice, of course it was, and it was cleaned twice a week by a lovely lady called Anna. But it wasn't the kind of place where you put your feet on the table. A definite advantage to owning an RV, Sammie thought.
“I suppose I can understand what you're saying. That doesn't mean I agree with it, but I can understand.”
Sammie sighed. “Dad, I just... I needed to get away. I was suddenly feeling so breathless. I don't know if I can explain it better than that.”
The phone crackled. “Breathless? And that made you walk away from your life, from everything that you had? Your career, your marriage.”
It was today. Her wedding day, that was. Her not-wedding day, as things had turned out, of course, but still, the date was carved into her brain. A winter wedding, just like Jonathan had wanted. And she'd agreed to. Until she'd run away.
A shiver of something that might be guilt went up her spine.
Guilt, probably the only reason that she'd actually answered when her father called. It was the first time she'd heard his voice since she'd left. The first time she'd heard him since he'd yelled at her that everything she had she'd been given. Implying that she'd never had anything that was all her own.
He'd been angry, she'd known that. But what she hadn't realized was that he'd also been scared. Afraid for her, afraid that she was going to get hurt or live a lesser life because she was walking away. The kind of fear that all parents have for their children. A fear that she understood just a little better after watching Sara. And she couldn't blame him for that.
“I had to go, dad.”
She heard his sigh. “Okay, okay. What about Jonathan? Have you called him?”
“No.”
“You need to, Samara. You owe him that at least.” Only her father ever called her by her full name.
She cringed at the idea of it, her heart beating harder. “I know I do. I just... I can't handle that just yet. But I will, I swear.”
“See that you do.” His tone was clipped, almost business like. There was a pause and then his voice was softer. “Are you happy?”
It wasn't an accusation, it was an honest question. And she could picture the look on his face, the creases next to his mouth, the cow-lick of hair sticking up at the back, the way he'd be removing his glasses, pressing at the bridge of his nose. Because he loved her. She'd never doubted that. Part of the reason that she'd been able to walk away was that she'd known he'd forgive her. He always did.
“I think so,” she answered. “Or at least I'm on my way to being happy.”
“I suppose that's all we can ask for in life.”
She swallowed, surprised a little at just how much she missed him in the moment. “I'm sorry, dad.”
“You've no need to apologize to me.”
“I do. It was always you and me against the world, right? And I've let you down. I left.”
He laughed and it sounded genuine. “Don't let that concern you. Every parent knows the moment must come when they have to let go. Your leaving is the least of my worries. It was more how you left. I was angry with you and we should never walk away in anger. You never know what might happen.”
She knew what he meant. You never know when someone might die. When it might be the last time you see them. After her mother died, her father had crumbled. The one thing that he'd held onto, the one thing that had consoled him, was that he had had time to say his goodbyes, time to put into words all the things that had needed to be said. It had been a small blessing, he'd always said.
And she wondered how Leo felt about losing Esther like that, so suddenly, so brutally. There must be things unsaid there, things undone. They'd broken up already, that was true, but every relationship had its cycle, even break-ups needed time to morph into real situations. Leo hadn't had the time to do that. She'd lost Esther in the middle of something. And that had to hurt.
It was clear to her that Leo blamed herself for Esther's death in some way. Ridiculous, of course, she'd had no hand in it at all. Yet she felt guilty and that guilt followed her around and Sammie knew that Leo had to find a way to let it go, to move on.
“I know, dad. I'm sorry I left that way. And I'm working to fix things, I promise. Working to make my life the way I want it to be.”
There was silence for a while. Then: “Alright, I trust in you, Samara. Do what you need. But please don't cut me out of your life.”
“I won't.”
WALKING INTO the bar after being outside was like walking into a warm bed. It took a second for her to blink the cold out of her eyes, to focus on something that wasn't white snow. And when her eyes were working again, she had to blink again, not understanding what was going on.
“What are you all doing?”
One of the bar tables had been covered with a cloth, and four place settings were there. On one side of the table sat Jack and Peg, on the other was Leo.
“We've been waiting for you,” Leo said. “Come on, sit down.”
Sammie shucked off her coat and obediently took her seat. “Waiting for me for what?” she asked. “What's going on here?”
“She won't tell us, either,” Peg said, leaning forward. “Except that there's food involved. Though, I suppose I could have guessed that already.”
“Keep your temper, Peg,” Jack said. He turned to Sammie. “She gets cranky when she'd hungry.”
Sammie was about to follow that up, a thought forming in her head that she didn't quite grasp hold of, something to do with Jack and Peg and... A bell rang from somewhere in the back.
“Hold tight,” Leo said, getting up. “I'll be right back.”
“Why are we being so mysterious?” Sammie asked, as Leo left.
“Not a damn clue,” Jack grumbled. “But since she's offered to feed me I didn't think it polite to ask. Play along and we'll all get some grub.”
And then Leo was coming back, a big tray in her hands. She lowered the tray, propping it on the corner of the table, and depositing a plate in front of each of them. Sammie looked down. It was a burger, that much was clear. It smelled good. Good enough that her stomach rumbled. She hadn't realized how hungry she was.
“Come on then,” Leo said impatiently. “Eat up. Tell me what you think.”
Sammie picked up the burger and took a bite. The meat was juicy, the sauce tangy, the crunch of fresh lettuce satisfying. She nodded as she chewed. Not bad. Not bad at all. In fact, she'd be hard pressed to think of a better burger that she could remember.
“Jesus, that's a mouthful,” Jack said. He swallowed. “And what a mouthful. Delicious. Well worth the wait.”
Peg grunted in agreement, her mouth still full. Leo turned to Sammie.
“Agreed,” Sammie said. “It's wonderful. Now, are you going to explain what's going on or not?”
Leo was beaming now and looking very, very proud of herself. “What's going on is that I've finally bowed to peer pressure.”
“Cut to the chase, Leo,” said Jack, taking another bite of his burger.
“I've rented the shop next door.”
Both Peg and Jack's eyebrows raised in surprise. Sammie grinned smugly. She'd known about the shop already. She'd convinced Leo it was a sound idea, and she was glad that Leo was finally getting on board with her plans.
“And more than that, I've found us a new cook. Someone to work on menus with and come up with recipes while we're handling the renovations.”
Now this was news to Sammie. She'd had no idea that Leo had even started interviewing people, let alone hiring someone. “Who?” she asked, confused.
“Me.” Sara walked out from behind the bar, apron still tied around her waist, cheeks still red from the heat of the kitchen. “I mean, I guess it's me?” She turned to Leo.
“If you want the job, kiddo, it's yours. There'll be some conditions attached.”
“Like what?” asked Sara.
“Like you taking time out to study at culinary school to get yourself some real qualifications if this is what you want to do with your life,” Leo said. Sammie bit back a smile. It looked like Sara's life plans were coming together nicely. “But if you can agree to that, then yes, I'd very much like to hire you.”
And then everyone was getting up and hugging and laughing and Sammie felt like her face was going to break from smiling. Peg and Jack congratulated Leo, and then Sara, and then Sammie was standing face to face with Leo and she hesitated.
Everyone was there.
Not that she assumed that no one knew. But she knew how Leo felt about keeping things private, remembered Leo jerking away from a goodbye kiss when Peg had been there.
But it was Leo that stepped forward, Leo that took her in her arms, that kissed her soundly, that made butterflies tumble and turn in her stomach.
“Thank you,” Leo said. “Thank you for all this. For making me change. For seeing that things could be better.”
And Sammie couldn't say anything. It was all she'd wanted. A successful business, Leo agreeing to the plans that she knew were perfect, and Leo herself, kissing her and touching her and holding her.
This was all she'd wanted.
So why didn't it feel as perfect as she'd expected?



Chapter Twenty Five
The blonde head and the dark head were bent over the papers on the table and Leo stood behind the bar.
It hit her like this sometimes.
Sammie was beautiful and loving and much against her will Leo knew that she was beginning to feel things that she didn't want to feel. Against her will she knew that she was falling in love with Sammie. And when Sammie kissed her, she could fully believe that that was a good thing. But then there were moments like this.
Standing and watching Sara and Sammie planning menus she couldn't help but feel a spike of pain. They were so young, so unspoiled, so happy.
Sammie had been steadfast in her vow not to take too much. So steadfast that it had caused arguments. Which was probably for the best, because there was nothing that Leo wanted more than to shower her with everything she'd ever wanted. Not that she could afford it, but still, Sammie deserved the best. She deserved nights out and pretty clothes and trips abroad and everything else.
She might not want those things now. But in the future she might. And Leo didn't think she could offer them.
It was more than that though. It was the knowledge that as wonderful as things were right now, and her stomach ached at the memory of Sammie in her arms last night, they would get worse. Real life would get in the way. It always did. The thought of tarnishing Sammie's beautiful smile with electricity bills and dentist appointments and all the other real things made her sad.
And when she tried to tell Sammie any of this, Sammie only laughed.
“I'm not a doll,” she'd said. “I'm not fragile or breakable or anything else. I'm a grown woman. One who has held down a long-term relationship before, might I remind you.”
Which was true. Except that relationship had been with a man. And it had ended with Sammie feeling so constricted and breathless that she'd sold all her belongings and driven away. Not exactly a resounding success, not exactly something to look forward to.
“Hey, Leo, come look at this.”
Half of her wanted to end things now, to prevent future problems or pain. The other half argued that this was life, this was what happened. You got into something and it wasn't perfect, because nothing's perfect, so you learned to live with the imperfections until either you grew to love them or they broke you. Just keep on keeping on, as Jack would say. Keep living life and stop trying to analyze and control things.
“Leo!” Sammie's voice was impatient.
With a sigh, Leo put aside the order sheet she was working with and stepped around the bar. “What?”
“Look at this,” said Sammie. “What do you think?”
“It's a rough sketch for the renovations,” provided Sara with a grin. “Only an idea, but it might work.”
She looked down at the paper and then back up at the back wall of the bar then down at the paper again. “Seriously?”
Sammie shrugged. “It's the simplest way to do things. We'll need to check and see if that's a supporting wall. If it's not, then knocking right through between the two spaces is the way to go. I'm meeting with the realtor this afternoon to go through the shop next door, I'll check things out then.”
“How do you know all this stuff?”
“I told you, I used to work in property management.”
Leo nodded, still looking at the plans. Sammie had mentioned that she worked with property. With her father's company. Not that Leo knew an awful lot more about her. In fact, now that she was thinking about it, she didn't know much about Sammie at all. Sure, she could describe any part of her body, from the soft hairs that grew spiky at the top of her neck to the tiny freckle on top of her right ear. But about her past, her life, where she'd come from?
“What company did you say you worked for?” she asked, more as an experiment than anything else.
Sammie didn't even look up from the menu she was checking out with Sara. “My father's,” was all she said.
Leo sighed. “Fine, it looks good to me. We need to have professional plans drawn up, I guess.”
“I'll get on it tomorrow,” said Sammie.
And Leo retreated back behind her bar.
She could nit-pick all she wanted. Complain about not knowing Sammie's past, knowing full well that she herself hadn't exactly been forthcoming when it came to history. She could see Sammie as innocent and pure, when the truth was she was as full of good and bad as everyone else was.
What she couldn't get over was the feeling that Sammie deserved more. Deserved someone with less baggage than she was carrying around. Someone with money maybe, someone who could offer her a life, a good life.
Someone better than a forty year old bartender.
“COME ON, it'll be fun.”
“Ugh, Sammie, please, don't make me do this.”
“I'm not making you do anything.” Sammie lifted Leo's feet, planting herself on the couch before letting the feet drop back into her lap.
“Great, then the answer's no.”
“Please?”
Leo lifted an eyebrow. “I thought you said you weren't making me do anything?”
“I'm not, just... It'll be fun,” Sammie said again.
“A night pressed up against sweaty stranger's bodies?”
“See? The idea sells itself,” Sammie grinned. “A night out is all. A night away from here. A night dancing and drinking and not working.”
Leo groaned. “The world does not need to see the sight of a forty year old woman gyrating on the dance-floor.”
“Bullshit, I'm betting you've got some moves.”
“Bullshit,” echoed Leo.
But she was slowly coming to terms with the idea. Her gut reaction had been 'hell no,' but looking at Sammie's face, seeing how happy she looked at the idea, that changed things. And it wasn't a bad point, they really should spend some time away from the bar.
A tinny sound came from Sammie's phone and then a rhythmic beat and suddenly music was playing.
“Up you get!”
Sammie slid off the couch, pulling at her hand, yanking her upward so that Leo groaned again, but only half in protest. In truth, her hips were already moving to the music. And when Sammie took her in her arms, the rhythm really took over.
“See! Told you that you had moves.”
“I think it's you that has the moves,” Leo said, sliding her hands down to Sammie's hips.
“You can't do that in a club,” Sammie said, her eyes starting to gleam with wanting.
“Can't you?” Leo teased. “What the hell kind of club is it if I can't do this?” And she pulled Sammie in further, gripping her hair, littering her neck with little kisses that made her squeal and then hum in pleasure.
“Well, I suppose you don't really need any practice dancing,” Sammie said, and her hands were unbuttoning Leo's shirt.
“I've been dancing longer than you've been alive, young lady.”
Sammie pulled back. “You know I hate it when you call me that.”
A thud sounded from the bar, then another. Leo looked at Sammie, not sure what to do, wanting to continue the conversation, to clear up the misunderstanding, not to walk away.
“Um, that's the door,” Sammie said.
“Sorry,” said Leo. “Sorry, you're right. I get how 'young lady' could sound patronizing. I didn't mean it that way. I'll try to avoid it in future.”
More banging from the bar.
Sammie grinned and stood on tiptoes to kiss her nose. “It's fine. Go get the door.”
Jesus, this whole younger woman thing was fraught with unseen danger, Leo thought as she went through to the bar. She really was going to have to watch her language.
Someone thudded on the door again and she took a breath before opening it.
“We're closed.”
A tall young man stared back at her. His hair was wavy and expensively cut, his suit looked like it would feel smooth as silk, his eyes sparkled blue and his high cheekbones were dusted with pink from the cold.
“We're closed,” Leo said again. He wasn't at all the type of clientele she normally welcomed.
“I know,” the man said. “The sign says so.”
Leo frowned. “Alright, so...”
“I'm looking for Sammie.”
A pounding started in her chest. “Uh-huh. And you are?”
“This is Jonathan,” said a voice from behind her.
Leo turned and Sammie was standing there, face as white as the snow outside.



Chapter Twenty Six
Some things needed to be dealt with alone. And this was obviously one of them.
Standing there at the door of the bar, seeing Jonathan's so familiar face over Leo's newly familiar shoulder made Sammie's heart stop for a moment.
And seeing the look of shock and then comprehension on Leo's face as she turned restarted her heart.
She couldn't live her life pretending that the past had never happened, and neither could Leo for that matter. But she could accept and understand her past well enough that she could move forward. And that meant dealing with Jonathan, talking to him, explaining things, coming to terms with everything. No matter how hard, how difficult it was.
Sammie kicked her feet into her winter boots.
“Where are you going?” Leo asked.
“To the RV.”
Leo hesitated for a second and then shook her head. “That's ridiculous.” She opened the door wider. “Jonathan, please come inside, into the warm.”
Jonathan looked unsure, looked to Sammie for reassurance, and when she nodded he came in.
“I'll leave you two alone,” Leo said.
“Thank you.” It was all Sammie could say. Now wasn't the time to explain anything. She knew that Leo had been shocked to see Jonathan, but Leo didn't know that Sammie had been just as shocked.
As Leo's footsteps faded away and the soft click of the connecting apartment door closing sounded, Sammie swallowed.
“Um, do you want a drink?”
“Sure,” Jonathan said.
She'd known him a long time. Long enough to know that he was feeling awkward and out of place and was as nervous as she was. Long enough to know that the only drink he'd want would be bottled water. She pulled a bottle out of the fridge behind the bar and grabbed herself a soda.
“Uh, I—”
“I'm—”
They both began speaking at the same time and then laughed. Not a real laugh, but enough to break the ice. Sammie sat down at one of the tables.
“Are you angry?”
Jonathan pulled out a seat. “I was,” he said. “But not anymore. Now I'm just... confused maybe, sad, broken up. I don't understand what happened. Your note explained nothing.”
Sammie nodded. “And you deserve an explanation.” She was quiet for a second. “I'm not sure I can do a big explanation. I'm not sure I really understand myself. Not totally. What I put in the note was true, I needed space. I couldn't breathe. I was suffocating.”
“Which was never my intention,” Jonathan said, his face creasing into a frown. “If you'd told me you felt that way, I'd have backed off. I swear.”
“No, it wasn't really you. I think it was me.”
He looked down at the table and took a breath before looking back up at her again. “What happened, Sam. Tell me the truth. Help me understand here. Who was that woman?”
Jesus, where to start? The only place was with the truth.
“I thought I was pregnant.”
All the blood ran out of his face and his whiskers showed darker against his pale skin. “You weren't?”
“No, I wasn't.”
A small sigh, probably of relief, maybe fear being released. Sammie closed her eyes. What she'd told Leo was the truth, or mostly. She'd sat in the parking lot of the drugstore with heat waving up off the tarmac and realized that she didn't have to live this life. She didn't have to follow the path everyone expected her to. The only difference was that she hadn't just needed to buy aspirin, she'd been going to get tampons too.
“You wanted to be?”
Sammie looked into his soft blue eyes and knew that she had to tell him the truth even though she would rather spare him the hurt. “No,” she said. “No, I didn't.”
She could remember the feeling as clear as day. The feeling she'd had when she realized that pregnancy might be an option, that there was a real possibility that she was. Dread. That was the only word for it.
“But I thought—”
“That's the problem, or partially. Everyone thinks. Everyone thought they knew what I wanted. But no one ever bothered to ask me. They all just assumed that I'd do the right thing, that I'd want the comfortable middle class life, with a job and a husband and a yard and a couple of kids and holidays at Disneyland.”
Jonathan grimaced. “Never Disneyland,” he said.
Sammie felt the anger that had been building ebb slightly. She smiled. “Okay, maybe not Disneyland.”
“And all those things, the nice house, the family, the... the husband, those aren't things that you want?”
She shrugged. “I honestly can't say. I haven't decided. Maybe sometime in the future, but not right now. Right now I want time to be myself.”
“Okay.”
“When I tried to talk to dad about this, he got mad, told me that I'd been given everything. And he was right. I didn't realize until he said it, but he was right. I need to make something of my own, make my own place in the world, find out what I want, rather than what everyone expects me to want.”
Jonathan nodded. He reached out his hand and took hers across the table. “I have to ask,” he said. “I have to, for my own sanity.”
“Go ahead.”
He took a breath. “After all this, when you've had your time, when you've found what you want... Will there... will there still be a chance for us? For me?”
She turned her hand in his, linking her fingers, knowing his skin, his touch, knowing the bent knuckle was an old baseball injury, knowing that what she was about to say would hurt him unbearably, but knowing that she had no choice.
“No,” she said. “No, I really don't think so.”
She could almost hear his heart breaking. But he simply nodded. “Okay.”
“You deserve more than this,” she said. “More than waiting around for someone who might or might not want you again later. You deserve to move on with your life, to find the perfect woman, one who'll love you as much as you love her.”
“Did you love me?”
She smiled. “Yes, absolutely. I still do in a way, just not the way you want.”
He nodded. This was part of the reason she had loved him. Because Jonathan was gentle, considerate, because they understood each other so well that they'd nearly never fought. He was... like a twin, someone she knew inside and out.
Jonathan licked his lips. “The woman?”
“Leo, she owns the bar.”
“You and her?”
Sammie just nodded.
“I saw the way she looked at you. She's pretty. Seems nice. Did you... did you leave me because you're gay, because you know, that would be fine, I'd be okay with it, you don't have to hide from me. Never.”
It was true, if there was anyone that could know the truth, it was Jonathan. “No, I don't think so. I don't even know if I am gay. I don't know what's going on here. I... I like her a lot. She's a wonderful person. But, well, I'm not sure she likes me as much. And I'm not sure that this is the right place for me anyway. I can't just run away from one life to settle straight back into another. That's hypocritical, isn't  it?”
He smiled a little. “A bit.” He squeezed her hand. “I want you to be happy, Sam. That's all I've ever wanted. I'm not going to pretend that this doesn't hurt, that I don't want you back. I do. But I love you enough to respect what you want. And I don't want you not to be in my life. I understand that you don't want to be my wife. But could you be my friend?”
“Yes, yes, of course.” In truth she wasn't sure she could imagine her life without Jonathan in it at all.
His pain and sadness were etched on his face. But she knew he would recover, could recover. And knew that she had no choice but to do this. She gripped his hand tighter, but he pulled away.
“Um, I don't think this is going to make you happy,” he said. “Having just said that all I want is for you to be happy and all.”
“What?”
He stood up. “There's someone else here who wants to see you.”
She didn't need a million guesses to know who that would be. But she was still mentally preparing herself as Jonathan opened the door and beckoned to someone out in the parking lot. She forced herself to relax, forced herself to remember that this was someone she loved. And when her father appeared she smiled and found that she was genuinely happy to see him. Happy enough that she stood up, let herself be wrapped in his arms.
Her father spoke to Jonathan over her head.
“So, have you persuaded her to come home?”
There was no answer, but Sammie could feel the look passing between them even though she couldn't see it. And her skin prickled.



Chapter Twenty Seven
Her living room had never felt so alien to her. Sammie was sitting on the couch, Leo was giving her space, perching on the coffee table, mind spinning and head whirling.
“Where are they now?”
Sammie sighed. “They're both staying in a hotel up off the highway. They wanted to give me time to think about it, to digest everything.”
“Time to think about what exactly?”
She looked down at her hands. “They both want me to go back with them. Dad says my job's still there if I want it. Jonathan's moved out of the condo, but there's still over a year left on the lease. They want me to go back to my old life. Just... without a wedding looming over it.”
Leo tried to stay calm, tried not to let the emotions swirling inside her affect what she was saying. It was hard, but it was right. She had to stay calm.
“Is that something that you want?” she asked.
Sammie rubbed her eyes. “I don't know,” she said. “That's the honest answer. Everyone keeps asking me what I want and I just don't know. I've got no idea. I needed an escape from that old life, but does that mean I never want to go back? I have no clue.”
“Then let's talk things out here. Use me as your sounding board.”
“You're compromised, you have a stake in the issue,” Sammie said.
“Pretend that I don't, just for a moment. Make decisions for yourself.”
“I can't do that.”
Leo bit her lip. She knew what she had to say, but she hated saying it. Hated that it was necessary. Hated that it was true.
“Sammie, you and I have had a wonderful time. I'm not going to deny that I have feelings for you, and I'm sure that you have feelings for me too. But it's been a few weeks, that's all. Neither of us know where this is going, neither of us can see the future. You can't make a decision about your whole life based on the premise of a random hook-up turning into a real relationship.”
“You're not a random hook-up.”
“Do you even want to be with a woman? Are you even sure about that?”
There was a pause and then Sammie shook her head. “I don't know. Everyone asks and asks and asks and no one ever gives me time to think about things properly. There's too much going on, too many questions to be answered. I can't figure all this out at one time.”
“What about your job? How would you feel about going back to that?” Start small, start with the easier questions.
“The money's good,” Sammie said. “But... It's not really as satisfying as helping around here. This is exciting, more exciting.”
“Exciting doesn't pay the bills.”
“Money isn't everything.”
Which was both true and not true. Leo had seen Jonathan, had glimpsed Sammie's father as they were leaving. She had a better idea now of what Sammie was walking away from. Real money. The kind of money that meant you didn't have to sweat the small stuff. And whilst money didn't buy happiness, it could buy quite a lot of comfort. And Sammie deserved comfort. Sammie deserved the best life she could have. It would be foolish to assume that finances played no part in that.
“Alright. What about the condo? Could you live there again?”
Sammie closed her eyes as though imagining herself in her old place. “It's big, lots of space. Definitely more space than the RV.”
More space than right here, Leo thought to herself. “Comfortable then?”
“Yeah.”
Leo scratched her nose. “You know, I know that you're not decided about anything. But let me ask you a hypothetical question. Let's just say that you and I had never met. If I wasn't in the equation, would you go with your father and Jonathan now, back to that old life?”
“No, I—”
“No, give it a second, give it real thought. Honestly.”
A breath, then two, then Sammie finally nodded. “Probably,” she said.
“That should be your answer then, shouldn't it?” The thought of Sammie walking away, the thought of her not being there at all made Leo feel sick.
“How can I take you out of the equation though?”
She was shuffling forward, coming closer and Leo couldn't let her. She stood up from the coffee table, dragging over a hard-backed chair instead. The closer Sammie came to her physically, the less able she was to be objective.
“Because you can't make me responsible for your decisions. That's not fair.”
“And it's not fair of you to just assume that I'd do everything for you.”
“But that's exactly what you just said you'd do!”
“No!” Sammie was blinking and Leo realized she was close to tears. “No, that's not what I meant at all. What I meant was that you give me strength. You make me strong enough not to be led home again. Without that, without all you've given me, a chance, a job I love, a woman to have feelings for, without all those things then yes, I'd probably go back home again. But I can't take away what you've given me, Leo.”
Leo took a deep breath. She hated this, hated what she was about to do. But she didn't see that she had a choice.
She couldn't stand by and let Sammie throw her life away. That's what it would be. A relationship with an older woman, a bartender at that, wasn't what Sammie had been born for. She was smart and creative, she had college degrees and a family that adored her enough that they'd come looking for her. Hell, she had a fiancé.
And Leo knew that she couldn't compete with that.
She knew that if she had any feelings for Sammie at all then the only thing she could do was what she was about to do.
One more deep breath.
“You should go with them.”
“Seriously?”
Leo nodded, not trusting herself to say anything else.
“You're telling me what to do? You're telling me what I should do? Have I got that right?”
One of Sammie's eyebrows was going up, she was getting mad, maybe angrier than Leo had ever seen her.
“I'm not suffocating you here, Sammie. I'm not telling you what to do.” Except she was really. Wasn't she?
Sammie shook her head. “I expected better of you.”
Leo closed her eyes against the tears that were threatening. She took a hold of herself, pulled back the emotions, refused to let them escape. And when she was done, when she felt strong enough, she opened her eyes and moved so that she was sitting directly opposite Sammie. She took both of Sammie's hands.
“You're angry with me.”
“Damn straight.”
“This is the hardest thing in the world, believe me.” It was perhaps the hardest thing that she'd ever done. “But we both need to be sensible here, we both need to set emotion aside for a moment.”
“I can't do that.”
“You have to, Sammie. You have to. I have feelings for you and I won't deny it. But emotions don't make for good decisions. Think about all this, think about all you'll be leaving behind, think about how that past will always affect the present.”
“Like you and Esther.”
“A past that will always affect everything I do,” admitted Leo. And one that she didn't stand a chance of getting closure on now. Not with Esther gone. Yet more baggage that she couldn't let Sammie carry for her.
She held Sammie's hands tight in her own. “We've had a good time, Sammie. But it's time for real life now. And going back home is the sensible, smart decision.”
And it was the last thing that Leo wanted for her. She couldn't be that selfish though, it just wasn't in her. She couldn't keep Sammie here for herself. If she searched her soul she knew, deep down, that leaving was absolutely the best thing for Sammie. And that meant that she had to let it happen. It meant that she had to make it happen if necessary.
“You're right,” Sammie said. “You're right. Going back is the sensible decision.”
Leo sat back, relieved and disturbed at how fast Sammie had agreed. And more than a little hurt. “Good. It's the smart thing to do.”
Sammie twisted her fingers in with Leo's and Leo let her hold her hands, knowing that she was hurting, but also knowing that hurting was sometimes the only way to move forward.
“I'll miss you,” Sammie said, eventually.
Leo swallowed, tears burning in her eyes that she couldn't blink away. Instead she pulled Sammie into her arms so that she couldn't see. “I'll miss you too,” she mumbled into Sammie's golden hair.
Why did being the grown up have to be so hard?



Chapter Twenty Eight
The condo seemed echoingly empty. Maybe she'd gotten used to the coziness of the RV. Maybe she just wasn't used to being alone. But as Sammie unpacked the small bag she'd brought back, she couldn't remember ever feeling so lonely in her life.
This was the sensible decision. Her father had said so, Jonathan had said so, even Leo had said so. In her head, it all made sense. It was her heart that was having trouble catching up with the situation.
In business school they'd taught her how to analyze situations logically. And if she were to make a pros and cons chart, she knew that she was on the right side of it, knew that this was the only good decision to be made. But, and here was the problem, the thing that everyone forgot, sensible didn't take emotions into account.
Leo had told her to go. That part stung, certainly. That part had made her bristle with anger. Leo suffocating her, Leo telling her what should happen. Her anger predisposed her to want to go, to want to hurt Leo by leaving. And when Leo had argued her point, well, she saw it. Leaving everything she'd ever known, ever had, behind was a mistake.
Wasn't it?
She abandoned the unpacking, going instead to the plate glass window that looked out over the lake. Evening was falling, and the light was grey and orange as it glittered on the water.
She'd get over this, she assumed. That's what people did, wasn't it? They hurt for a while and then fixed themselves and then moved on.
Closing her eyes she wrapped her arms around herself and in the twilight she could imagine Leo standing behind her. Could imagine Leo's arms snaking around her waist, pulling her in, holding her tight.
It was hypocritical in the end. Walking away from a relationship with Jonathan just to barge straight into another relationship. She shouldn't have done it. She should have protected herself more, cared for herself more. But she had done it and now she was suffering the consequences.
She blinked open her eyes and sighed. There were no tears. It was odd, because normally she was a crier. This time though, it seemed like tears wouldn't help, wouldn't do the job. She was drained of everything, and couldn't even get the relief of crying.
She walked around the condo flicking on all the lights and checking the refrigerator. Fresh milk. Her father had had someone come in with groceries, she assumed.
With cold hands she found a mug, took a box off the shelf and found a pan. And then she started making hot chocolate. Just  like Leo made it.
“YOU'LL NEED to check over the Windsor Road property and then arrange for a survey. While you're there, drop in cards to the neighbors, it wouldn't hurt to get at least another local property on the books.”
“Right.”
Her father looked up at her, peering over his glasses. “If it's too soon, then say so, Samara. You don't need to be here right now.”
She swallowed. “It's not too soon. I need to get back to work.”
“Fine. Then I suggest you also take a look at the portfolio to see what's been added since you... went away.”
There was the briefest hesitation there as he chose his words carefully. Went away. Not 'ran away.'
She had no idea how much he knew. Whether or not he suspected anything about Leo, who he'd seen only briefly, whether or not Jonathan had said anything. She thought not. She thought he'd have had a lot more to say about the matter if he had known. The thought of having to tell him something like that, having to tell him that she was involved with an older woman, a bartender, sent a ripple of anxiety through her.
A stupid ripple of anxiety. Because she had nothing to be ashamed of, because Leo was a good woman, one her father would like if he took the time to get to know her, because there was nothing wrong with settling into a relationship with a woman. And more importantly because she didn't have to tell him anything. She and Leo were over. Done. Finished. This wasn't a problem.
“Go on then, your office is waiting for you.”
She nodded and walked out.
The office was full of chatter, chatter that didn't dull as she walked through the large open area. Whatever else had happened it seemed like no one was gossiping about her here at least. She spotted her door, closed tight and her heart skipped a beat. Not in a good way.
She tasted metal in her mouth and her pulse started to race.
“Sammie, it's good to see you back. Feeling better?”
All she could do was nod as Deborah, one of the company's longest serving agents, grinned at her. Then Deborah's face creased.
“Are you sure, hon? You're looking a little pale.”
Sammie tore her eyes away from the office door, pasted on a smile. “Yeah, sure, of course. It's great to be back.”
Deborah rubbed her arm and the human contact made her skin prickle. “Just you come find me if there's anything you need. I don't mind picking up some slack if you're not at a hundred percent yet.”
Sammie smiled, or came close to smiling, everyone obviously thought she'd been sick. Maybe she had been sick. Maybe this had all been some kind of mental break down. Which might explain why her feet got heavier and heavier the closer she got to her office door. Why the world started spinning slowly around her. Why she felt unspeakable dread as she opened up the door.
And then it was open and the sight was so familiar that the dread flowed away and she could breathe again.
Back to work. It was what she'd wanted. Better to keep her time filled. Better to jump back into her old life with both feet, to show the right attitude, to try to forget everything else. Everyone else.
She sat down behind her desk.
Just for a moment she saw the flicker of an image from the corner of her eye. Jack, his face wrinkled into a grin, lifted a beer and saluting her with it. Whether genuinely or sarcastically, she couldn't tell.
She blinked and he was gone.
THE KNOCK came as the rain started. It clattered on the window loudly enough that her father had to knock again before she shouted for him to come in. Seeing the drops trickle down the glass made her long for the quietness of snow. Her stomach twinged at the thought of shoveling snow in front of Drake's, usually her first job of the day.
“How was your first day back?”
She managed to grin. “Just fine.” It had been lonely and boring and frustrating and sad and horrible and she didn't know how she was going to do this anymore. None of which needed saying. Not yet.
“Glad to hear it. Take a look at these.” He placed a folder on her desk and she pulled it to her, flicking through it.
“What's this?”
“A new project we're taking on. A development over on the west side. Where the old strip mall used to be.”
“Right, I know it.”
“I'd like you to take charge of it.”
“Me?”
“Yes. You.”
He pulled out the chair on the other side of the desk and his cowlick was sticking up and his eyes looked tired. She couldn't remember when her father had gotten so old. He carried it with dignity, sure, but he looked more fragile than she remembered.
“I was listening,” he said. “You said you felt suffocated, breathless, that you always did what you should do. You came home though. And I thought that maybe this could help. A project of your own, no one overseeing you, independence. Perhaps I've been too protective of you, perhaps it's time that I loosened the strings a little to let you do your own thing.”
She looked down at the folder again. Millions and millions of dollars were represented in the pages. One of the biggest developments she'd ever seen. It was a doozy of a job. But still a job she didn't really want. One she didn't think she could do anymore. Not intellectually, but physically. She had to face it, wiping tables and serving drinks made her happy. Nothing so far today had made her happy. Not even this.
“I'm proud of you, Samara. I don't tell you often enough.”
She gave him a crooked smile. “I'm proud of you. Bringing up a child as a single parent is a tough job.”
He shook his head. “No, that's all on you, not on me. Without your mother I was lost. But you filled in the gaps, you forced me to go on, you held the weight of the world when I couldn't and the fact that you've grown up into such a wonderful, brilliant woman, has little to do with me.”
She looked down and blinked.
“So, the project? You'll take it on?”
He'd scraped back his chair and was standing now. She looked at him again, seeing the stoop of his back, the thinness of his face.
“Yes,” she said. “Yes, thank you. This is an amazing opportunity.”
He smiled back. “Like I thought,” he said quietly. “You're a wonderful, brilliant woman, Samara. And there's nothing that you can do or say that would make me think any less of you. Remember that.”
The door closed softly behind him.



Chapter Twenty Nine
There was banging and crashing and dust in the air so thick that Leo sneezed it out every evening. If nothing else, she guessed, the renovations would keep her busy.
Busy enough that maybe she wouldn't have time to think about what she'd done, sending Sammie off like that. It was like losing a limb. Worse. It was like ripping off a band-aid and having the skin come with it. Starkly, harshly painful in a way that she had never experienced before.
Pain is good, she reminded herself every morning when she woke up. Pain means you're still alive. Still feeling. Pain is the first step to getting better. And then she showered, put on her work boots and her flannel shirt and got down to business with the rest of the builders.
“Suppose there's no chance of a beer,” Jack said, as he dodged out of the way of a workman.
“What do you think?” She looked around at what had once been her bar, the only thing she really had, and was now a construction site.
“We've got some in the fridge out back,” Sara said, hearing his request. “I'll go get him one.”
“Don't know what she's doing here,” grumbled Leo. “It's not like she can cook anything yet.”
“The enthusiasm of youth,” said Jack, grunting as he pulled out a chair covered in plastic wrap. “Forgot what that's like, have you? Wanting to be a part of everything, wanting to see how things evolve, how they happen, wanting to have a hand in every cake baked? Pure curiosity.”
“Huh, guess she'll lose that soon enough.”
Jack regarded her, blue eyes almost lost in the folds of his face, beard as grubby as ever. “Not feeling any better then, eh?”
“I'm feeling just fine.” She picked up the scraper that she'd been using to chip away at the paint on one of the old tables.
“Just fine?”
This she didn't need.
She could keep things inside if she tried hard enough. She could paint on her face and go about her business and be the Leo that everyone knew and loved. If she tried. If she kept her mouth shut. If she didn't have to talk or explain or feel. Hell, she'd done the very same thing after Esther left, and again after Esther was really gone. It had worked then and she didn't see why it wouldn't work now. If Jack would stop asking his damn questions.
“Just fine,” she said again, rather more sharply.
He grunted and was about to speak, but then Sara came with a beer and set it in front of him.
“No glasses, I'm afraid. They're all covered in dust. The bottle's clean though.”
“You doing okay, kiddo?”
“Awesome,” Sara said.
To be fair, the girl had really blossomed since she'd got some purpose in life. Leo begrudgingly gave her that. She'd been around after school every day, had been general errand boy for the builders, had made herself useful in a million little ways. If Leo was to be completely honest, the only problem that she had with Sara was that Sara reminded her of Sammie. So she kept herself far away and spoke to Sara in clipped sentences that Sara barely seemed to notice.
“This place is going to rock when it's finished,” Sara was saying now. “And I've already been working on the menus.  I've got—”
“The guys need water,” Leo said, wanting Sara to leave. “If you're going to hang around, at least make yourself useful.”
Sara's face fell, but she went.
“That was unnecessary,” Jack said, placidly.
“None of your business.”
There was the sound of beer chugging out of a bottle and a loud swallow and a sigh. “None of my business? You're my business, Leo. And I'm worried about you.”
“No need. And I'm not your business, Jack. I'm my own business.”
“Really? Well, in that case, may I say that you're not handling your business particularly well. Especially when you're snapping at teenagers.”
With a puff of irritation, Leo threw the scraper down. “Enough. This is none of your business, Jack. Don't make me tell you again. And don't make me ban you from the premises. Neither of us wants that.”
There was a brief silence. Jack's eyes stared into hers and she held his gaze until he nodded. He put down his beer bottle and got up.
“Be back tomorrow to check on you,” he said as he shuffled off.
And Leo felt bad enough about snapping that she didn't respond that she didn't need a nurse-maid, even though the last thing she wanted or needed was Jack checking up on her every day.
PEG CAREFULLY placed the two paper coffee cups onto the table that Leo had just finished sanding. “Thought I should bring refreshments, since the last time you gave me coffee it had dust floating on the top.”
Leo managed a smile. “Thanks.”
“Not a problem. Mind if I take a seat?”
Leo looked around, the renovations were proceeding apace and there was nothing urgent that demanded her attention. In general, she didn't take breaks. They gave her too much time to think and she had enough of that when she was alone in her apartment at night, hour after hour of turning things over in her mind. Hour after hour of trying to find any solution other than the one she'd already insisted upon.
But Peg could keep her mind off things. Probably. She'd been showing up like clockwork at coffee time every morning despite the building work. Leo suspected that Peg was checking up on her, but at least she had the grace not to say so, not to pry, and not to do anything other than gossip.
“Sure, let's both sit down,” she said.
She found a couple of chairs that looked like they weren't freshly painted and sat down, flipping the plastic top off her coffee cup. “Nice, thanks Peg.”
Peg sniffed. “You've upset Sara.”
Leo frowned. Straight to the point then. “Upset her?”
“Yes. Rumor has it that you're being snappy and unpleasant, which I have to admit doesn't sound like you, but there you go. You haven't exactly been yourself lately, have you?”
Shit. So much for Peg minding her own business. “Can't we just have a coffee? I really don't want to talk about this, Peg,” she tried to be polite.
“You'll need to talk about it sometime, Leo. You can't hold everything inside. You'll burst one of these days, and then you'll take out all that anger and resentment and everything else on somebody else. Maybe someone like a poor seventeen year old girl who wants nothing but to help you. Might as well get the talking out of the way in my opinion.”
“No.” Leo put her coffee down.
“You're upset she's gone. You can say that, admit it. Nothing wrong with missing someone.”
“I did what I had to do.”
“Just like you did with Esther? And look how that turned out. You went months and months without being yourself. You know, after Esther's accident Jack came in every morning to check on you.”
“To get a free coffee!” she said, in an attempt to defuse things a little.
“No, to make sure you weren't hanging from the rafters. That's how worried he was about you.”
And Leo's patience broke. “Why the hell can't people mind their own god-damned business? Why can't people just leave me the hell alone? I don't need this, I don't need checking up on, I don't need a shoulder to cry on, I just need to be left alone.”
Peg looked like she was about to reach out, but she changed her mind. Her voice was still soft. “Because we're worried about you, Leo. Because we want the best for you. And because you're dealing with a break up and renovations and a new project and all the stress that goes with those things.” She paused and then lifted an eyebrow. “And because, frankly, you're being such a harridan that people don't want to be around you.”
Leo snorted. “Then you know what, why don't we solve a few of those problems? Make things easier on everyone? Then no one will have to feel responsible for me, or worried about me. Take away some of that stress, eh?”
She stood up, climbed on top of her chair and didn't even think about what she was doing. She clapped her hands, raised her voice. “Listen up, I need everyone out of here. Let's go, people. Out, out, out. The project is over, canceled, come on, out you get. I don't care where you go, but you can't stay here.”
Everything stopped as eyes turned to her, tools raised, movements frozen.
“I mean it. Get the hell out of my bar!”
One of the workmen shifted first. And once that initial move was made, others followed and Leo chased them out, chased them all out. Even Sara with her eyes filling up with tears. And last was Peg, shaking her head silently but saying nothing as Leo ushered her out of the door and turned the lock.
It was better this way.
She never should have started this.
She should have known better than to think that life had any more to offer than a shitty job in a shitty bar.
She marched behind the bar, pulled aside the plastic sheeting and selected a bottle. Whiskey. Just right for the job.
Now no one could bother her. Now no one could worry about her or try to get her to talk or to try and drain some of the pain away.
Because she deserved this pain. She knew she did. She twisted off the top of the bottle. She'd told Sammie to go. And her insides ached so hard that even the alcohol couldn't numb her.



Chapter Thirty
A day had stretched into a week, a week into two and now it was almost three and Sammie knew something just wasn't right. The doorbell rang and her feet sank into thick, expensive carpet as she went to answer it.
“Hello, stranger.” Jonathan was leaning against the door frame. “I come bearing gifts.” He was cradling two paper bags and she could smell the scent of Chinese food.
“I, uh, I'm not that hungry.” She'd taken a step back. The last thing she needed was to give him the wrong idea. She hadn't seen him at all since she'd been back, and it had been one thing that she just hadn't been able to bring herself to do. She didn't know if she was afraid of falling back into a relationship with him, or afraid of what their relationship could be now, but she hadn't wanted to find out.
“Sam, I'm here in peace. Promise. I told you I wanted us to be friends, and I just realized that I haven't actually been that friendly. I was going to give you a week or so to settle in, but time ran away from me, and... Anyway, here I am. Dinner for two friends. And maybe some conversation. Nothing else, I swear.”
She sighed but opened the door wider.
“And forgive me for getting personal, but you look like you could use dinner,” he said, stepping inside. “You're thin as a rake, Sam.”
It was true that she hadn't really been eating. Hadn't been hungry. In fact, she hadn't been anything, other than empty. She'd gone to work like she was supposed to, she'd come home, she'd done the grocery shopping when it needed doing, but had let vegetables rot in the fridge. She did all the things she should, but like she was a robot, without feeling.
“Living room?” Jonathan asked as he went into the kitchen to grab plates.
“Sure.”
And now this. How could she handle this? She'd been afraid, she realized. Afraid because Jonathan knew her too well to hide anything from. And there were some things that she didn't know if she could talk about at all.
“So, fill me in,” Jonathan said, bringing plates to the coffee table. “How's work?”
“Fine.” There was something not to talk about.
“That good, eh?”
She just nodded. He pulled containers out of the paper bags and sat cross-legged on the floor. Then he looked at her and she saw the dimple where he smiled and she wished like hell that he was Leo.
“This is awkward, huh?”
“A bit,” she admitted.
He sniffed and rubbed his eyes, then said: “There's something that might make you feel better. I joined Tinder.”
This was such a shock that she found she laughed. “Seriously?”
Jonathan pulled a face. “Well, I figured that it was best to get back on the horse, you know? Like I shouldn't dwell on things and such. But, Jesus, I'd forgotten that I hadn't done this for a long, long time. The last time I dated anyone was in high school, and let me tell you, girls aren't happy with a milkshake and a letter jacket anymore.”
She laughed again and felt lighter. Without thinking, she pulled a container of noodles open and piled some onto her plate. “So, dating life is hard then?”
“You're telling me. Mind you, if you're going to get out in the field again, you'll find out for yourself.” He paused, chopsticks half-way to his mouth. “I don't know if lesbians do it different though. Maybe they're easier than straight women?”
He was being open, trying to make things better, but her stomach contracted at the word lesbian. Then she forced herself to relax. It was just a word. A word that... That felt more right than she'd thought. A word that she could taste on her tongue.
“I'm pretty new at the whole lesbian thing, this bisexual thing, I guess, so you're asking the wrong person.” Her skin flushed and it was the first time she'd used either of those words about herself and they felt nice, right, good, nowhere near as bad as she'd thought.
“Things aren't going great, are they?” Jonathan said. “I can tell. I know you too well, Sam. If there's stuff you want to talk about, then go ahead. We can do that. That's what friends do.”
“I miss her.”
The words had come out of nowhere, she hadn't known that she was going to say them, she hadn't known that she could say them. But they appeared anyway and just speaking them, giving a name to the emptiness inside her, made her mind relax a little.
Jonathan wrinkled his nose. “Sorry if I'm speaking out of turn, and don't think that I'm not glad to have you here, but if that's the case, then why did you come home?”
“Leo told me to,” she said, face flushing at the memory of it. “She told me to come. Told me that my life was better here, that it was the sensible decision to make.”
Jonathan laughed. “And you believed her?”
“It's not funny!”
“No, you're right, it's not. It's kind of ironic though.” He put his plate down and leaned his elbows on the coffee table. “Sam, when you love someone, sometimes you... you put them first. Even though it means hurting yourself so terribly that you think you might never recover. Sitting here like this hurts me, I want to be with you, I've loved you for so long that I don't know how not to love you anymore.”
“But—”
“No, let me finish. But when you love someone enough you put yourself aside. You do what you know has to be done for the sake of them. It would be easy for me to come here and beg you to take me back, and maybe you even would. But that's not the best thing for you, I can see that. I'm man enough to know when to let go. And I hope that my friendship will be enough for you. As much as it hurts me now, I'll heal, and you, you'll be happy one day.”
“Leo told me to go because she thought it was best for me.”
“Not because it was necessarily what she wanted,” agreed Jonathan. “And frankly, objectively, I can see her point. I would have done the same thing in her shoes, probably.”
Idly, she twirled noodles around her chopsticks, making figure of eight patterns.
“It's done out of love,” Jonathan said. “But that doesn't mean that it's right. Because the problem with all this is that when you make decisions for someone else, you often misinterpret what they might want. And that leads to you making bad decisions.”
“It was the sensible decision though,” Sammie said, not quite believing that she was going to fight Jonathan on all this when all he had said just implied that Leo wanted her back.
“Why?” he asked. “Because of a job? Because of money? Because of a big condo?”
“No!”
“Really?” he asked. “Really and honestly? Because I can see that, I can see why it might be a sensible decision for those reasons. What I don't see is why you of all people would believe those to be good reasons. You're not materialistic, Sammie, you never really have been.”
“It's a sensible decision because... Because this is what I should do.” She realized as soon as the word 'should' came out of her mouth that she was wrong and she shut up immediately.
“Should?” asked Jonathan. “Really?” He looked at her long and hard. “Don't tell me that you're doing all this because you should. Should is what you ran away from, isn't it? Should is the reason that you and I aren't married right now, because you didn't want to do what you should anymore.”
“Don't be angry with me.”
He took a deep breath and blew it out of his nose. “I'm trying.”
“I was given every advantage,” she said, trying to explain. “I had great schools and a great upbringing and all the rest. I can't throw that away to go be a bar bitch in some little town.”
“Why can't you?” he seemed honestly curious.
“Because...”
“Sam, listen to me. You're amazing. You're funny and smart and creative and you will make a success of whatever it is that you do. But success doesn't mean earning big bucks or owning a company or anything else, it means going to bed happy every night. That's it. That's the simple truth. If you go to bed with a smile then you're successful.”
“But... my dad, I can't, I don't want to let him down.”
“You think that making yourself happy will let you father down?” Jonathan shook his head in amazement. “Do you know the same guy as I do? Because your father gave his all to give you happiness. Not to send you to a great school, he could have sent you off to boarding school for that. Not to ensure that you had a good upbringing, he could have employed a host of nannies to do that. But to make you happy. And you think that deciding for yourself would disappoint him?”
His words made sense. But then, Leo's words had made sense too, and look where those had led her. She just shook her head. “I don't know.”
And she didn't. She was so paralyzed, so afraid and unsure and lost, that she really didn't know what she wanted anymore.
Jonathan sighed. “Eat up,” he said. “I won't have you fading away on me. The least I can do is feed you.”
But the noodles tasted like cardboard.



Chapter Thirty One
Something clattered in the bar. Leo groaned. She lifted her head and her stomach started to churn and she almost considered just lying there to die on the couch. In fact, her head was already lowering when the clatter sounded again.
“Jesus Christ.”
Her mouth was dry and her head was pounding and when she forced herself to stand her stomach protested and her legs were wobbly. Not that she didn't deserve all the pain in the world, she very much did. The empty whiskey bottle on the coffee table mocked her.
Stumbling, she made her way out to the bar, grabbing a baseball bat from the passage just in case she had to protect herself. But when she finally came out into the light, eyes blinking, a small shape was standing there.
For a second her heart skipped. Sammie. It had to be.
She lowered the bat hesitantly.
“Leo.”
But the voice wasn't hers, and the hair was too dark and Leo's heart started beating again. “You're not supposed to be here.”
Sara looked around. “But the bar's closed.”
“Not what I meant,” said Leo, the words hard to form with her sticky tongue.
“I just, um, came to give you the menus I'd worked on.” Sara looked down at her feet, stiller and quieter than Leo had ever seen her.
“We won't be needing them,” Leo said in an attempt to be brusque and business like.
“Yeah, I know. I thought they might, I dunno, be like your intellectual property or something. I don't know how this stuff works.”
She looked so downcast, so pale, so small and young and Leo knew she'd shattered her dreams, offered her a future and then snatched it away. And it only occurred to her in that second that the decision she'd made to stop the renovations had affected others, not just herself. Her depression, her stupid ability to get attached when she shouldn't be, her broken promises to herself, they'd only led to pain and heartache for not just her but those around her too.
“Can't say that I know that myself,” she said, keeping her voice gentle. She tried to take a step forward but a wave of dizziness hit her and she grasped onto the bar and swayed instead.
“Leo? What is it? Are you alright?”
Sara was already by her side, clutching onto her elbow and Leo felt nauseous enough that she didn't dare open her mouth for a second.
“Jesus,” Sara said. “You smell like a brewery.” She wrinkled her nose and peered into Leo's eyes. Eyes that Leo was sure would be red rimmed and small with tiredness. “Let me guess, hungover as hell?”
All Leo could do was nod.
Sara sighed. “Come on then,” she said. “Let's get you fixed up.”
A LARGE bottle of water and the steam from a hot shower plus a couple of aspirin had taken the edge off. And when Leo came out of the bathroom she could smell something that made her mouth water even as her stomach warned her that it was in no state for any funny business.
“What's all this?” she asked as she went into the kitchen.
Sara looked up from the stove, face flushed. “Just sit down.”
Leo did as she was told, scraping out a kitchen chair and a moment later a plate appeared in front of her. Her stomach flipped.
“Sara, I can't—”
“Trust me,” Sara said. “Start eating. If you can't stomach it after a mouthful then fair enough, but try.”
There was the sound of sizzling as water hit a hot pan and Leo tentatively cut into a sausage and took the tiniest of bites. Her tastebuds glowed and her mouth watered more and even her stomach agreed that this might not be such a bad idea. She took a second mouthful, bacon this time.
“It's my hangover breakfast,” Sara said, leaving the washing up and pulling out a chair for herself at the table. “I was going to put it on the menu, it's greasy and effective.”
Leo just nodded, mouth too full to talk. Sara put her elbows on the table and watched her, for all the world like someone five decades older, a grandmother watching a foolish drunken teenager eat hungrily.
“You feel that bad, huh?” Sara said eventually.
Leo shook her head and swallowed. “Actually, I'm feeling a hell of a lot better, this breakfast is amazing.”
“I meant about Sammie,” Sara said.
Leo froze for a moment at the sound of her name, and then went back to her breakfast.
“I know it must be hard,” Sara said. “And I know it's none of my business. It's not exactly like I have a ton of experience myself, after all. But you'll get over this, you'll come out of the other side. I mean, people get dumped every day, don't they? And most of them make it through alright. It's just a matter of time, I guess. You just have to wait it out.”
Leo almost choked and took a deep gulp of water. “I wasn't dumped.” The idea stung and she didn't know why she felt the need to explain, but it seemed important.
“You weren't? But I thought—”
“Then you thought wrong. I didn't get dumped.” She was going to leave it at that but Sara's face was disbelieving and she just couldn't. “I told Sammie to leave.”
The teenager's eyebrows raised and she made an almost comical O shape with her mouth. “Huh?” she said, when she could finally talk. “You told her to go?”
Leo nodded, chewing thoughtfully. She guessed she could see how ridiculous that sounded, now, here, in the clear light of day.
“But why?” Sara asked.
“Because it wouldn't work out. Because Sammie is too young for me.” That was the simplest answer she could give. Sara didn't need all the gory details.
But Sara was rolling her eyes and then quickly looking away. But it was too late, Leo had caught the movement.
“What?” she asked.
“Nothing,” said Sara.
“What?”
Sara shrugged. “Just that... well, Sammie isn't exactly a spring chicken, is she?”
“She's twenty seven!”
“Yeah, right, she's pretty old herself.”
“Which must make me ancient,” Leo said in spite of herself.
“I haven't thought about it,” said Sara, finally catching on that perhaps she wasn't being terribly polite. “But, I dunno, Sammie didn't seem that young to me. Besides, why does it even matter? As long as you're both over eighteen, it should all be fine, right?”
Leo cut into an egg that oozed yolk over the plate, something that five minutes ago would have made her sick. Now she was just hungry. Sara was a kid, seventeen, she didn't need to know everything. And yet... And yet Sara was the one that was here, the one looking after her, the one making her breakfast and making her feel semi-human again, the one that had put aside her own disappointment to look after the person that had caused the disappointment. Who exactly was the adult in this scenario?
“Sammie deserved better than me,” she said, finally. The truth of it, spoken aloud like that, was cold and scary and took away her appetite again.
“Bullshit.”
“Sorry?” Leo said, sure she hadn't understood.
“Bullshit,” said Sara. “You don't get to decide that. How does that work? You can't decide what's good for another person. That's like me saying, oh, I don't know, you need to laser off all your tattoos because you're too old for them. It's bullshit and it's not how life works. You don't get to decide what other people want or need or deserve. You get to decide what you want or need. As for deserve, well, you deserve what the world gives you, nothing more, nothing less.”
She blew bangs out of her face, settling back into her chair, obviously afraid now that she'd said too much, stepped out of line, but Leo just looked at her.
“Do you really believe that?”
“Yes, of course.”
She wanted to pick at the argument, but found that she couldn't. She didn't have an argument of her own. She just wanted what was best for Sammie, that was all. And yet, what if Sara was right? What if she didn't actually know what was best for Sammie?
“You're not bad at this, you know,” she said to Sara. “Playing the agony aunt. If cooking doesn't work for you, maybe you should consider psychology.”
Sara shrugged. “I might. You never know. Now, you want to tell me what really did happen? Or should I just believe in the rumors flying around town?”
Leo groaned. “Rumors?” That was the problem with living in a small town.
Sara nodded gleefully. “So, you might as well tell me the whole story, the real story about what went down. Maybe I can even help.”
And much against her will, Leo found herself spilling her story, telling Sara everything. And Sara just listened patiently as Leo unburdened herself.



Chapter Thirty Two
The tapping was eating into her brain, irritating her enough, finally, that she couldn't take it anymore. And then she realized that she was the source of the noise, that she was tapping her pen on the edge of the desk. Tap-tap-tap. She forced herself to stop, but within seconds was right back to doing it again.
It was all too much. Overwhelming. She'd thought things would get better, thought that with distance and time she'd recover, become her old self. But, and here was what had taken a month to realize, her old self was gone. Old Sammie just didn't exist anymore.
And there was no new Sammie to replace her.
Because this, the waking up every morning and going to work and hitting the gym and going home and watching TV and falling asleep, this wasn't working. She'd tried desperately to form a new self out of this life, but she just couldn't. Too many pieces were missing.
And at the heart of it all lay Leo.
The Leo that didn't want her back. The Leo that, according to Jonathan, did want her back. The Leo that she couldn't forget but couldn't be with. For a million reasons. Not least because the project her father had given her was important enough that she couldn't walk away from it. And because... Because she was terrified.
She could, if she were completely honest, see herself walking away. After all, she'd done it once, it had to be easier a second time. This time she had a place to go, a goal in mind. But, and here was the problem, the terrifying, awful, heartsickening problem, what if it didn't work? What if she went all the way there and Jonathan was wrong and Leo didn't want her back?
In her head there were a thousand scenarios. She walked in to find Leo in bed with another woman, she walked in to have Leo scream at her, she walked in to find that Leo wasn't there at all. That was the one that scared her the most, the nightmare she'd had twice now where Leo had never existed and any chance that she had of happiness was gone.
She wasn't happy. She had to face it. Had to take stock of things and say that this life she was living was a pathetic attempt at normalcy. Tap-tap-tap went the pen on the desk. Tap-tap-tap until she made herself stop and put the pen down and there was still tapping. Shit.
“Come in.”
Her father pushed open the office door and she wondered how long he'd been knocking and whether or not she looked just as bad as she felt.
“Everything okay?” she asked, with a smile that she hoped looked genuine.
Her father pulled out a chair and sat down. “No.”
She was taken aback. “Oh, uh—”
“I'm giving the west side project to Alex Jackson.”
Her heart lurched and she knew she was frowning and she had so many emotions that she couldn't choose just one to show, so she kept the frown. “Okay,” she said. Had she done something wrong? Had she been so distracted by her personal life that she'd screwed up? Why was he taking the project away from her?
Her father settled himself more comfortably into his chair, he wasn't really looking at her, and she sensed that he was uncomfortable.
“Do you know how I met your mother?”
The question came out of nowhere. “I, uh, I think... At a dance, wasn't it?”
“Spring formal of my junior year in high school,” he said with a soft smile on his face. “She was the most beautiful woman I'd ever seen. Ever. She'd gone stag, and I made of point of taking every dance with her. I don't think she danced with another guy all night.”
“Sweet,” Sammie said, unsure of what was happening, where this was going, what he was trying to tell her or why.
“After that night I waited three days to call her. And when I did I invited her out to see a movie and her father insisted on meeting me first, and after three dates I gave her my letterman jacket and we were going steady.” He was looking off into the distance, his eyes misty with the memory. “Five years we went steady. Then I asked her father for permission to marry her and we got married right after I graduated university.” He looked at her now. “You were born two years later.”
“I know, dad,” she said now, finding her voice. “I know the story. It was a romance for the ages.”
“I did everything I should,” he said. “I did it all right, from the corsages I bought her to going down on one knee to propose. Everything was as it should be.”
“I know.” So that was it. A warning tale, a nice way of telling her to behave properly, to do what she was supposed to, to fall in love with someone suitable.
“It was the luck of the draw.”
“Huh? Sorry? What?”
“It was the luck of the draw.” He was staring off into space again now. “Lucky that things just worked out that way, that I was well-brought up and she was a perfect lady and her father liked me, and hell, just about everything. You know, I wasn't going to go to that formal at all. I only went because your grandmother was giving me grief about not going. If I hadn't listened to her, your mother and I might never have met.”
There was silence for a second and she could hear the ticking of her watch.
“But it wouldn't have mattered,” her father went on. “It wouldn't have mattered if your mother had been there as someone else's date, hell, if she'd been married to someone else it wouldn't have mattered. It wouldn't have mattered if her father hated me, or if he'd said no when I asked to marry her. None of it would have mattered. Because you know what?”
Sammie shook her head.
“I'd have done it all anyway. I loved your mother so much that I'd have done anything for her. Anything. When she got sick I would have given my life for her. Still would, if it would bring her back for you, so that you could know her, so that you could see what a wonderful, amazing woman she was.”
Sammie blinked, trying to make her tears disappear. But her father was smiling.
“Not perfect, of course. She had a temper on her like you wouldn't believe. Once wouldn't talk to me for three days straight after I came home a half hour later than I told her. But amazing and wonderful and incredible nonetheless.”
He sat forward now, putting his hands on the desk like he was negotiating with her, like he was teaching her something.
“Her sickness destroyed me. But never, not once, did I wish that anything had been different. As hard and terrible and destructive as losing her was, I never once wished that I'd never met her, even if I would have been able to avoid the pain of watching her die. I never regretted a second of our lives together.”
Sammie took a breath, blew it out, controlled herself as much as she could. She knew he was getting at a point, but she didn't quite know what. “Why are you telling me all this?” she asked as gently and kindly as she could.
Her father smiled. “Because you need to know that love, when it comes, is the only thing ever worth having, the only thing worth chasing, the only thing worth risking for.”
An image of Leo flashed into her head, standing behind the bar, sleeveless shirt showing off her tattoos as she reached up to pull a beer into a glass.
“I'm not an idiot, Samara. You're as unhappy as I've ever seen you. And I won't stand for it. You're here for my sake, and that's not what I want, it's never what I've wanted for you. The only thing I've ever wished for you is that one day you find the happiness that I had with your mother. That's it. Everything else is window dressing. Find your happiness and I'll be happy.”
She took a breath. And another.
“And you're fired.”
“What?”
“You're fired,” he said, simply. “If that's the kick up the behind you need to go figure all this out, then so be it. You're fired. You no longer work here. Go find that person that makes you happy.”
She hesitated for only a second. “What if she doesn't want me?”
Her father's hesitation was as small as her own. But it was enough time that Sammie's pulse sped up, enough time for her to imagine him losing all respect for her, walking out on her, never wanting anything more to do with her.
“The bartender?” he asked, neutrally.
Sammie nodded.
“Then she's a fool. And she didn't look like a fool to me.”
Sammie reached out a hand and he took it and squeezed. “I'm scared, dad.”
“Good,” he said. “That's how you know it's real.”
And slowly, slowly she began to see the light. Not full sun, just a gleam, a ray in the darkness. She had no idea what she was doing, what she could do, but she did know that at the very least she had to go claim her RV. At the very least she had a reason to go back to town.
Her father stood up. “And I'll find a tenant to take over the lease of the condo,” he said. “Unless... unless you're planning on coming back?”
She didn't have to hesitate this time. Come what may, she was doing this. “No,” she said. “No, I won't be coming back.”
He grinned at her and started to whistle as he walked out of the office.



Chapter Thirty Three
Leo looked around the bar. The renovations were proceeding apace and for the first time she could really see what the space was going to look like. And it thrilled her. There would be the kitchen, there booths were going in, the floor was tiled and polished up, the place was going to be fantastic. Hammering and the sharp shots of a nail gun rang through the bar and she nodded to herself, pleased.
It had been an easy decision in the end. Easy thanks to Sara. Sara who she'd written off as a teenager, a potential trouble maker, someone who couldn't possibly have the wisdom or the experience to help her had been the one to shock her back into action.
A lesson well learned, she suspected. Age had little to do with most things, and she'd been prejudiced to think otherwise.
It had been a long day, that hungover, emotional day with Sara. The two of them had talked and talked and Leo had opened up in ways she never had before. She could accept, had accepted that her decision to tell Sammie to go had been wrong, that her concerns about the age-gap were unfounded. But it was her baggage with Esther that had been the real sticking point.
“I need closure,” she's told Sara, who'd been earnestly listening, sitting on the couch with a mug of hot chocolate in her hand. “I need to talk to Esther, to figure out what went wrong and how it went wrong. And that's the one thing that I can't do.”
“Why do you need closure?” Sara had asked.
She'd shrugged. “I do. That's what people do, right? I'm afraid that without it I won't be able to make anyone else happy, that I'll just carry this baggage around forever.”
“Closure is bullshit,” Sara had said.
She remembered laughing at that, but Sara's face had been serious.
“Yeah, people say they need closure all the time, and probably sometimes they're right. But then just as often, they're wrong.”
“And what makes you say that?” she'd asked.
“Experience,” Sara had said.
“You? Experience?” The words had slipped out without her meaning to let them.
“Closure is all very well and good in the logical world,” Sara had continued. “But the real world doesn't always work that way. Not every question has an answer. Not every relationship ends for a clear-cut reason. Sometimes the only thing you can do is accept that something happened and decide that you're going to move on with things.”
“Move on.”
“That's the choice you have,” Sara had said. “There's not much else you can do. You can't talk to the dead. You can't talk to someone who isn't there.”
Which had been just about when Leo had realized that Sara did have experience. That her mother had walked out on her, that she'd never had closure either.
“Do you ever think about trying to find her?” she'd asked, not sure if it was the right thing to say but wanting to know anyway.
“Sure,” Sara had smiled. “When I was a kid I used to dream that she'd come back for me, that she'd want me back, that she'd realize what a terrible mistake she'd made.”
“What changed?”
“I grew up.”
Leo had smiled at that. Seventeen and grown up. But then, she was beginning to suspect that Sara was an awful lot more grown up than she herself was.
“I could track her down,” Sara had said. “But what would be the point? I'd be opening up old wounds, bringing back feelings that I've moved on from. Revisiting the past isn't always what it's cracked up to be. Do you feel like going back to high school?”
“Of course not!”
“Why? Did you have an awful time there?”
“No, not really.”
“Then you don't want to go back because that period of your life has ended. You've moved on. Relationships with people are no different,” Sara had said. “You move on and you have scars and luggage to carry with you and all the rest. But in the end, the only person that gets to decide who or what you are is you. You decide whether you let the hurt define you, or whether you're going to let something else define you.”
Such a simple idea. Such simple words. But she'd needed to hear them, had almost forgotten them to be true. She'd nodded.
“If you want Sammie back then the easiest thing to do is to ask her,” Sara had said. “Just decide that that's what you want. That you're not going to let anyone, especially someone who's dead and gone, stop you. Yeah, you made mistakes with this Esther chick. But how about you just try not to make the same mistakes again? We're none of us perfect. Decide that this is what you want and then try your best to make it happen. I think that's all any of us can do.”
And she'd been right.
Life was complicated enough, Leo had realized, without her carrying around guilt and blame for things that were long over. Her experience with Esther had been exactly that, an experience. Something that had led her to where she was now, something that, in the end, had led her to meet someone like Sammie.
Now she wasn't being forward, she wasn't saying that she loved the woman. But she was sure that there was something there, something unfinished, something that needed to be pursued. Something that she deserved to pursue. She had to stop thinking about what other people deserved and start thinking about what she deserved.
Which led her to right now, to standing in the bar and hearing the hammering and the nail gun and smelling the sawdust and having that butterfly of feeling in her stomach that told her she was starting something new. Something that still needed work, but something that was growing and shaping by the moment.
“I'm guessing there's gonna be beer involved, by way of an apology,” said a gruff voice.
She looked over and saw Jack leaning against the door frame, boots covered in snow and a grin on his face.
“More beer than you can drink,” she said, grinning right back at him.
“Jesus, don't tell the man that,” said Peg, appearing next to Jack. “He'll drown himself in one of your kegs before he'll admit that he's drunk his fill. No need to encourage him.”
“And who says you get a say in that?” Jack asked, turning to her.
“Me, I say, you got a problem with that?” Peg snapped.
Jack shook his head and Leo thought for a second that he might actually be angry. But then she saw a twinkle in his eye and suddenly things clicked into place. “You... you two?”
“Took you long enough to catch on,” Peg said with a huff, pulling off her jacket. “And if you're getting his Highness a beer, I wouldn't mind a coffee.”
“But... but how?”
“The usual way these things happen,” Jack said.
“We matched on Tinder,” said Peg.
Leo felt her mouth drop open and forced it closed, not letting a word come out, fearing that she'd offend the both of them.
“If you hadn't been so wrapped up in yourself, you might have noticed,” Peg said.
She felt a flush of guilt. “You're right, I'm sorry.”
“Now, now, there's no need to make the woman feel bad,” Jack said. “You had your own stuff going on, Leo. We appreciate that. But I'm glad to see that you came to your senses. The renovations are looking good.”
“Which brings us to the question of why we're here,” Peg said. “Not expecting us to plaster or bang in any nails, I'm hoping.”
“No,” Leo said. “Nothing like that.”
“I won't talk business until I've got a beer in front of me,” said Jack.
Leo nodded and grinned. “I'm on top of that.”
She went around the bar and into the back, her phone buzzing on her hip as she put the kettle on. “Hello,” she answered, pulling out two mugs.
“It's me, Sara.”
Her hand started to shake badly enough that she had to put the mugs down. “Right,” was all she could say.
“I just got a phone call.”
“Okay.”
“And there's some news.”
“Okay.”
“News that might interest you.”
Leo's patience were thin at the best of times. “Cut to the chase, Sara, or I swear to God I'll fire you before you've even started your job here.”
“You wouldn't do that to a scrappy teenager looking for a chance, would you?” Sara said, sounding almost believably hurt.
“The phone call,” Leo reminded her.
“Right.” There was a quick pause and Leo's heart beat harder. “She's coming. She wants to pick up the RV.”
Sammie. Sammie was going to be here. “When?”  Her voice sounded choked.
“Friday,” said Sara. “Sometime Friday around lunchtime is what she said.”
Leo thanked her and hung up. Three days. She had three days to work all of this out. The kettle hissed and she hurriedly made up two coffees before pulling a bottle of beer out of the fridge. Three days to figure out how to make all of this work.
And she could start by persuading Jack and Peg to agree to her proposition.



Chapter Thirty Four
There wasn't a plan B. Well, there was, but it wasn't a good one. Plan A was obvious: she'd pick up the RV, go to the bar, persuade Leo to have her back and live happily ever after. Plan B proceeded much the same as plan A, except Leo said 'no' and then Sammie crawled into a hole and cried the rest of her life away.
“You sure about this?” Jonathan asked, pulling up just in front of the entrance to the RV park.
“Sure as I'll ever be about anything,” she said, hoping to sound brave.
He put his hand on her knee. “Sam, you can do this.”
“What did I ever do to deserve someone like you?”
He smiled, but it was a sad smile. “You were just yourself,” he said. “Your lovely, beautiful, wonderful self. And if Leo can't see that, can't see who you really are, then she doesn't deserve you.”
Sammie nodded and he squeezed her knee. “You want me to stay and wait?”
“No,” she said. “No, it's fine. Drop me off here and get back.”
He took a breath and then nodded. “Okay, but you have to call if you need anything. Anything. I'll drop whatever I'm doing and I'll come get you, right? I don't want you running away again. If you need help, just ask for it.”
“I will.”
“Promise?”
“Promise.”
He took his hand from her knee and she opened the car door and saw that her hand was shaking. And when she got out, her legs were shaking too. She waited while he turned the car around and then drove off before she started the walk up the driveway to the park.
“You're here!”
Sara's cry came from halfway up the drive and the next second the girl was flinging herself at Sammie, hugging her and chattering away.
“I thought you'd never get here. I've been waiting for ages. Dad gave me the paperwork so we can get the RV sorted. And you'll never guess what's happened?”
“What?” asked Sammie, glad that someone at least was happy to see here.
“It's the talk of the town,” teased Sara as she linked her arm with Sammie's and started to steer her toward the RV.
“What?”
“Sure you want to know?”
Jesus, Sara was such a teenager sometimes. “Just tell me,” Sammie demanded.
“Well... Jack and Peg are dating.”
“No!”
“Yes! It's perfect isn't it, everyone's so happy for them, I really don't know why they didn't get together sooner.”
“And, uh, is everything else okay?” she asked, fishing for information, wanting to know what she was getting into.
Because she could still back out now. If she heard that Leo was fine, or better than fine, then surely the best thing to do would be to walk away. The kindest thing to do. She just wasn't sure if she could do it. What if, say, Leo was getting married? Or moving to Jamaica? She'd have to walk away then, spare them both the pain of another meeting.
“Yeah, everything's fine,” said Sara, suddenly curiously close-mouthed.
“And, um, the, uh, the bar?”
“The renovations are going great, you should see the kitchens, and I've still got a job there, and the floor tiles look amazing too and—”
“Leo,” Sammie croaked, not able to take it anymore. “How's Leo?”
There was a pause and the only sound was their feet chomping through the remains of the snow, cracking and creaking as the RV neared. Only when they were close enough to touch the vehicle did Sara finally say: “Okay. She's okay.”
“Just okay?”
“Just okay,” Sara said, but she wasn't looking her in the eye and was busy unlocking the door of the RV. “I turned the heat on to warm it up a bit.”
“Thanks,” Sammie said, following her in.
Sara busied herself arranging papers on the table, her long hair falling over her face, and Sammie felt oddly awkward. Like something was very wrong, something out of place. She shifted from one foot to the other.
“I, um, was going to go up to the bar when we're done here,” she said, finally, wanting Sara's approval for some reason. “Do you think that's a good idea?”
Sara just shrugged. “Okay, I'm going to need some signatures, here, here, and here,” she said, pushing papers Sammie's way.
Sammie took the pen that Sara was offering and scrawled her signature. What was going on? It was a small town. The rumor mill was more than active. Perhaps that was the problem. Perhaps Leo wasn't as fine as Sara said and the town wanted to protect her and somehow she, Sammie, had been turned into the villain and they all hated her.
“One more here,” Sara said, turning the page. Her phone buzzed and she quickly glanced at it before hurriedly putting it back in her pocket before Sammie could see it.
She signed again. No, that couldn't be right. That was over-dramatizing things. She'd be imagining villagers chasing her with pitchforks if she wasn't careful.
“All done then?” she said cheerfully in an attempt to break through the strange atmosphere that was settling on the RV. “It's been a lovely stay here, so please thank your dad. I'll be out of your hair then.”
“No,” Sara said quickly, standing up.
Sammie frowned. No, something was going on. She wasn't imagining it. Sara was stopping her, Sara didn't want her to go to the bar, she was slowing her down. Why? The only possible reason that Sammie could think of was that something was wrong with Leo. And that just made her want to get to the bar sooner.
“No,” Sara said again. “I need to disconnect you from the pitch. You know, electric and all that. I'll get on it.”
Right, of course. That made perfect sense. Sammie followed Sara outside, cursing at herself for being so sensitive. It was because she was nervous, that was all. Because she knew that she was about to plead for her happiness, for Leo's heart, and she was shit-scared of being turned down. Scared that Leo would just send her away again.
“So, uh, anything else going on that I should know about?” she asked, trying to make conversation with Sara.
And the girl started to talk as she worked, telling Sammie every detail of her week at school and Sammie let her talk. But things still weren't right. Sara's hands, usually so deft and sure of themselves, were slow moving and clumsy. She dropped the cap for the water pipe a full four times before Sammie eventually picked it up and screwed it on herself. She would get involved in her story and stop working, not starting again until Sammie reminded her to.
Sammie checked the time. Close to two now. If she left it much later, the bar would be opening and then she'd lose her chance to talk to Leo alone. She tapped her fingers on the side of the RV.
“Hurry up,” she said, starting to lose patience.
“I'm hurrying.”
Her stomach was starting to flip over now. She was getting more and more nervous. Sara was fiddling with a plug and she couldn't see what the girl was doing. But it was more and more apparent that Sara was trying to delay her here, trying to stop her going to the bar.
Sammie had had enough. Her patience was gone.
“What are you doing?”
“Nothing,” Sara said, looking up at her.
“Why don't you want me to go to the bar?”
“Because she wants you to wait for your ride.”
The voice came from behind her and sent shivers running down her spine. She could see a look of plain relief on Sara's face. So this was what she'd been waiting for, this was the reason for all the delays.
She couldn't bring herself to turn around, knowing that once she did, she'd see the look on Leo's face and know whether plan A was going to come to fruition, she'd know whether Leo wanted her or not. She swallowed hard, trying to force her voice into normalcy.
“My ride?”
“Your ride,” confirmed Leo. “If you wouldn't mind getting into my truck, there's something you need to see.”
She hesitated, she really didn't know which way this was going. Good or bad. Acceptance or rejection. Her legs were shaking again. She looked at Sara, who smiled at her and gave her an encouraging nod.
It took three, big, deep breaths before she could turn around. And another before she could raise her eyes to meet Leo's. And she was there, so familiar, so beautiful, her skin glowing in the cold and a bolt of warmth shot through Sammie's chest as all she wanted to do was take Leo into her arms. And despite what she'd thought, she still couldn't really tell. Leo's face was impassive, giving nothing away.
“Okay,” she said, finally, taking a step toward the truck that had driven up so quietly.
Leo held the door open for her, but said nothing. Sammie came so close to her that they almost touched, close enough to feel the crackling energy that was always between them, close enough that she wanted to reach out. But she just climbed into the truck and Leo slammed the door behind her.



Chapter Thirty Five
It was a five minute drive from the RV park to the bar and Leo pulled over after two. Having Sammie in the car, just having her near, being able to smell her scent, was driving her crazy. She'd sent this woman away and only now was she realizing exactly what a horrific mistake that had been.
She beat her hands in a rhythm on the edge of the steering wheel, not sure where to start. Sammie said nothing, but Leo could feel her eyes on her, could feel her gaze staring into her. She swallowed.
“I screwed up.”
She took a breath, breathing easier now that she'd begun. She turned now, looking Sammie full in the eye, hardly believing that the woman would be here, would be listening to her.
“Right here, right now, away from anyone else, with no gimmicks, no big fanfares or anything else, I need to tell you that I screwed up.”
“You did.”
Leo nodded. “I should never have sent you away. I should never have assumed that I knew what was best for you. I...” She hiccuped a little here and regained control of herself. “I should never have assumed that I didn't deserve someone as wonderful as you are.”
“Absolutely right,” Sammie said.
“And I'm sorry. Truly, completely, unbelievably sorry. From the very bottom of my heart.”
It was Sammie's turn to take a breath. “I'm sorry too.”
“You?” Leo asked, raising an eyebrow. “What on earth are you sorry for?”
“For letting you send me away. For agreeing to it. For not fighting harder.” Sammie looked down. “But mostly for not making you believe that we deserve each other.”
Leo smiled a little. “We don't seem to be very good at this, do we?”
There was only the slightest pause before Sammie said: “We could probably get better with practice.”
The world outside was cold and silent and the truck engine ticked over as it cooled. It was a long minute before Leo nodded. “I think I might like that.”
“Are you sure?” And now Sammie was looking at her. “Because I need you to be sure, Leo. I can't do this again. I can't live a miserable month like the last one ever again. If you don't want me, I think I can live with that. I think that somehow I can survive it. But I can't do uncertainty.”
Leo's heart beat harder and her palms were sweating. She swallowed once, twice, then nodded again. “I want this,” she said. “I can't lie to you, and I'll try never to. I don't know where this is going. I'm not going to declare my undying love for you. I don't know you well enough, and you don't know me.”
“That's not what I'm asking, Leo,” Sammie said, reaching out her hand and taking Leo's so that their fingers mixed together and her warmth flowed over Leo's skin.
“I swear to you that I will give this a chance,” Leo said fiercely. “I will give this every chance to grow into whatever it was meant to be. That I can promise.”
“That's all I want. All anyone should want. I just want a chance. I want us to have a chance.”
“That's fair.”
“And the rest?” Sammie said, her voice getting a little lighter. “The age gap, your baggage, my baggage, for that matter?”
But Leo was already drawing closer, the temptation just too strong now that Sammie was here, that she was back and present and as breathtakingly beautiful as ever before.
“Can we deal with that later?” she said, barely breathing. “Because I'd quite like to kiss you right now.”
Sammie was smiling and tilting her face already and Leo didn't even wait for an answer. She pressed her lips against Sammie's and let the kiss consume them both. It was a shaky discussion, a shaky agreement, but it was a start. And everything needed to start somewhere.
THE SIGN stretched over both shop fronts and Sammie's mouth was hanging open as she got out of the truck.
“It looks amazing,” she said.
“Take a look inside,” said Leo, beaming with pride.
She unlocked the doors and let Sammie in, let her see the wide open space filled with booths and tables, the open window to the kitchen, the bar with its new lights.
“We're opening tonight,” she said. “I wanted you to see it.” She had her hand on Sammie's elbow, couldn't bring herself to let go. “I, uh, I arranged with Sara that she'd call me when you came for the RV, that she'd delay you. Sorry for the deception I just, well, I didn't know how else to get in touch with you.”
“You wanted to get in touch with me before?” Sammie asked, trailing a finger over a freshly polished table.
Leo thought about this and then shook her head. “No, no, I probably didn't. I wasn't ready before.”
“And now?” asked Sammie. “You're ready now? What about all the problems, all the issues that you keep throwing up. They haven't changed, they haven't gone away. We're still thirteen years apart, we still both have pasts, neither of us has essentially changed as a person.”
Leo pulled Sammie down into a booth and sat opposite her. “I've decided to change,” she said. “After a long and solid talking to about what an idiot I've been. After weeks of not seeing you and realizing that my life is worse without you, I've decided that I need to change. I need to stop being a crotchety old woman and start being open to the idea that perhaps there is happiness out there for me.”
“I've been miserable,” Sammie said and the hurt in her eyes was so real that all Leo wanted to do was hold her.
“So have I,” Leo admitted. “Listen, this is who I am. I'd love to give you the story book ending, the big romantic gesture, but that's not me, that's not real life. This is.” She gestured around the empty bar. “This is me, slightly altered now, ready for change, and ready for something new. I want to try.”
Sammie nodded.
Leo took a big breath, time for the important part, the part she wasn't sure Sammie was going to go for. It only occurred to her now that she'd never really considered what she'd do if Sammie said no.
“I, uh, I've had an idea. Not a plan, I mean, not a huge one, and I'm not telling you what to do. It's just an idea right now.”
“I'm listening,” Sammie said, and her green eyes were earnest.
“I think you and I should spend some time alone. Away from the world, away from our pasts, away from everything. Just you and me, so we can see what's growing between the two of us.”
“But...”
“Hear me out,” Leo said, anxious now to spit it out. “Peg and Jack are going to move into the apartment for six months and run the bar. That's taken care of already. Whatever happens, I need some time away from here. I was thinking that maybe it would be a good opportunity to travel. Maybe teach English abroad for a few months.”
“And you thought we could go together?”
Leo blew out a breath. “I thought that together we could maybe come up with a plan that would work for both of us.”
Sammie frowned, but she wasn't saying no.
“For a long time there I thought that the bar was all there was for me,” said Leo, letting herself open up, wanting Sammie to understand, wanting to start bringing down walls. “But you made me realize that there's a whole big world out there and damn it, I want to see it.”
“We'd plan together?”
Leo nodded.
“Say, South America for six months?” Sammie said, her face starting to glow with the idea. “I could get some bar work or something while you're teaching.”
“That's the kind of idea,” Leo said. “Just you and me, alone, seeing where all this is going to take us.”
“But we'd come back to the bar?”
“If we decide that everything's working and that that's what we want, then yes,” said Leo. “No strings, no expectations, just an opportunity to see if we're as perfect as we think, as I think, we might be.”
Sammie's cheeks turned even pinker. “You think we might be perfect?”
“I honestly don't know,” Leo said. But then remembered that she was trying to be honest and open. “But I do have my suspicions.”
Sammie grinned. “You know, I came here promising myself that I would persuade you to take me back.”
“I don't need persuading.”
“Apparently not. But I also promised myself that I'd stop doing what I should do and start doing what I wanted to do, and that I'd stop doing the sensible thing.”
Leo pressed Sammie's hands in hers.
“And this idea doesn't sound sensible at all. Nor does it sound at all like something that I should do.”
“It doesn't?” Leo said, pulse speeding up now, not sure if this was a good thing or a bad thing.
“It doesn't,” Sammie agreed. “But it does sound like the perfect thing. The perfect first step.”
Leo was grinning as she pulled out her phone. She pressed a couple of icons and then music began to play softly over new speakers. An old song, slow and soft and crooning. She stood up and took Sammie by the hand, pulling her up and pulling her close.
“New sound system,” she whispered into Sammie's ear.
“You always know the romantic thing to say,” dead-panned Sammie.
Leo pulled her even closer as they began to sway to the music in the empty bar, treasuring just the feel of Sammie in her arms.
“So we're starting something?” she asked.
“We're starting something,” agreed Sammie, snuggling deeper into her arms.
Leo just smiled, holding Sammie's head on her chest and dancing. “One for my baby, and one more for the road...” she sang as Sammie purred contentedly.



Epilogue
“Jesus Christ!”
Sammie turned around, almost bumping her elbow on the bathroom door but avoiding it just in time. “What?”
“I just nearly killed myself on your shoes, can't you put them away for once?” Leo's hair was half-dried and she was hopping around on one foot, clutching at the bruised toes on the other foot.
“Uh, yeah, sorry. Sorry about that.”
Sammie forced herself to bite her tongue. Living in the RV was hardly ideal, but it was only for another day or so. After that... Well, technically she didn't know. She did know that Peg and Jack would be moving out of the apartment and that Leo would be moving back in. What she was going to do was anyone's guess. It wasn't as though Leo had said anything. Or invited her to move in. Or anything else.
She went back to doing her makeup, propping the mirror up against the microwave and crouching down to see into it.
Their trip had been good. Fantastic even. Six months in the sun and on the beach had been exactly what they needed. Leo had definitely been right about that. And they'd started to build something, or Sammie thought they had. The warm nights, the cozy apartment just off the beach, the friends they'd made. But... There had to be a but, of course. But since they'd been back, things hadn't exactly been perfect.
“Are you going to pick the damn shoes up or not?” Leo yelled.
Sammie rolled her eyes and stood up straight, going into the main room and kicking the shoes under the table. “Better?” she said.
Leo rolled her eyes and Sammie made herself ignore it. She went back to getting ready.
The preparations continued in silence until there was a knock at the door.
“You ready?” Leo asked.
“Yeah, ready.”
Leo was already out of the door, talking to Sara, when Sammie came out, slamming the door of the RV behind her.
“Wow.” Sara's hair was shorter, but her eyes were just as blue and just as big and she was grinning wide enough that Sammie felt weird.
“What?”
“Nothing,” Sara said. “Just, well, you look amazing. In fact, both of you do.”
Sammie looked down at the dress she was wearing. Cotton and long, a deep cream that complimented the remains of her Chilean suntan. It wasn't an expensive dress, but it was perfect for the occasion, perfect to soak up the heat of the Indian summer.
And then she looked at Leo.
Tight black pants ending just above delicate ankles. A sleeveless white shirt cut to curve around her waist, the top two buttons open to show a delectable hint of cleavage, her hair still wet enough  to be slicked back. And her heart skipped a beat, then another. She could hardly breathe as she watched Leo take a step toward her.
Leo took her hand and helped her down the last stair before pulling her in close. “You look beautiful,” she whispered, and the hairs at the nape of Sammie's neck prickled with wanting.
“I'm sorry about the shoes,” she whispered back. “Sorry about everything. About being messy and not sleeping properly and being cranky and, well, everything.”
Tears were starting to collect in the corners of her eyes and she didn't really know why except that she had a growing fear that things weren't working anymore, that maybe they'd had their perfection and now everything would go wrong.
“All is forgiven,” said Leo. “And I'm sorry for snapping.” She pulled back and took Sammie's hand. “And we're going to work all of this out, you know?”
And with the touch of Leo's hand, Sammie believed her. Had to believe her because no one else had ever made her feel the way that Leo did with only the caress of her fingers on her palm.
“Jesus, will you two hurry up,” Sara said. “A wedding awaits, in case you'd forgotten.”
Sammie grinned and pulled at Leo's hand. “Come on slow coach,” she teased. She turned to Sara. “So, how's culinary school working out?”
“It's brilliant,” Sara started, and she was still talking long after they got into Leo's truck.
✽✽✽
 
Leo barely recognized Chaz without his delivery uniform. He strolled into the bar and saw her immediately, sweeping her up into a bear hug that almost suffocated her.
“My favorite English teacher,” he said as he let her go.
And she couldn't stop the burst of pride. It had taken her two months of teaching in Chile before she'd let herself admit that she'd missed it, that she liked it even. And now, with her contract over, she was right back to missing it again. Not the bureaucracy of a real high school, but the motivation and enthusiasm of the adult students that she'd taught most recently. A chapter that she now had to close.
“How's school going?”
“Fantastic,” he beamed. “It's brilliant, I'm loving every second.”
“Go and get yourself a beer,” she said. “It's open bar, so just grab one out of the bucket.”
He went off and she looked around the bar that was familiar and unfamiliar all at the same time. Peg and Jack had done an amazing job, the place was raking in bigger profits than ever before. Big enough profits that she was seriously considering making an offer on the property, rather than carrying on renting.
“Oh, one thing,” Chaz said, coming back past her with an open bottle in his hand. “I don't know if it interests you or not, but I've been volunteering with a remedial English program at school. They're looking for a qualified teacher to teach a light course load.”
Leo smiled but shook her head. “Who'd run this place?” she asked, and Chaz smiled sympathetically and went to join some friends.
“What about me? Have I done such a terrible job?” Jack's hand descended on her shoulder and she turned to hug him.
“The man of the moment. Congratulations. And to you too Peg,” she said, dropping a kiss on the older woman's cheek. “I wish you both every happiness.”
“Well, did we do such a terrible job?” Jack grumbled.
“No, not at all,” Leo smiled. “You were fantastic, and Sammie and I could never have had our adventure without the two of you. You have my undying gratitude.”
“So, why not take that teaching job, if you want it? We can all handle things around here.”
“No,” Peg said. “No, Jack. You're too old, and besides, I've got better things to do with my new husband every evening than wait around while he bartends.”
Leo laughed and Peg turned her eye on her.
“You should still take the job though, I can see you want it. Running a bar with two people is a lot easier than running it yourself. You'll have Sammie around to pick up the slack.”
And Leo paused, long enough that eagle-eyed Peg lifted an eyebrow.
“Trouble in paradise?”
Leo bit her tongue. Things had been... different since they'd come back. Harder somehow. Okay, they were practically living in each others' pockets in the RV, but still, they'd never argued this much when they were away. And then there was the apartment.
“I, uh, I don't know,” she said truthfully.
“Don't know how?” asked Peg. “You're meant for each other, everyone can see that. Don't tell me that between the two of you, you've screwed things up already.”
“No, no, not entirely,” Leo said. And they hadn't, not entirely. There were feelings still there, there was something big there, it was just... the details. That was it. She had every faith that eventually they'd work things out, but right now... She sighed. “I'm not sure that Sammie's going to be moving in here with me tomorrow.”
There. Out there in the open. She'd voiced her worst fears. She took a breath and tried to calm herself down.
“Not moving in with you, that's ridiculous,” Jack said.
Leo shrugged. “She hasn't packed anything, hasn't mentioned anything about, oh, where she wants the furniture moved, or anything else. It's like she doesn't even know the move is happening.”
“Maybe she's scared,” offered Jack.
“We lived together in Chile. Hell, we're living together in the world's smallest RV right now,” pointed out Leo.
“Hmm,” said Peg. She peered more closely at Leo. “This might be a stupid question, but, well, you have asked her, haven't you?”
“Asked who what?” Sammie said, appearing behind Peg and then pausing to kiss both her and Jack on the cheek. “Excellent wedding. And you didn't let the grass grow under your feet, did you? Seven months and you're married already?”
“At our age, you don't get the luxury of a long engagement,” Jack said, but he was blushing and so was Peg.
And Leo was thinking. Surely she had asked, hadn't she? It was understood, obviously, even if she hadn't asked Sammie to move in with her. Of course it was.
“Asked who what?” Sammie asked again, joining in the conversation.
Leo cleared her throat but Peg jumped in first. “Asked you to move in here with her.”
It was immediately clear from Sammie's face that Leo hadn't, in fact, asked. Jesus, how could she have been so stupid? Sammie said nothing and Leo didn't know what to say and Jack took his new wife's hand and broke the silence.
“I think we deserve some champagne for making it through that wedding,” he said. “Come on, Peg.” And they were gone.
“I screwed up,” Leo said, as soon as they were alone. “Again. I screwed up again.”
Sammie took a deep breath and then stepped forward and took Leo's hands. “I helped,” she said. “It was obvious that you kind of wanted me to move in, but I was waiting for you to actually ask and then... And then you didn't.”
“Of course I want you to move in!”
Sammie bowed her head and a cheer went up from somewhere in the bar. “Why don't we talk about this later?” she asked. “All of this? When the party's over.”
Leo nodded. But she didn't know how she was going to get through the rest of the party with this hanging over her head. It seemed like Sammie was truly upset.
✽✽✽
 
Sammie carried two beer bottles between her fingers, condensation glowing on the glass. Leo looked bereft and her heart was hurting just watching her. But she hadn't wanted to have a serious conversation in the middle of Jack and Peg's wedding, that wouldn't be fair.
The happy couple had left now though, and people were trickling out of the bar, just a few stragglers left. It was much quieter and much later, the air cooler after the heat of the day.
“Here,” she said, holding a bottle out to Leo.
Leo took it and Sammie came around to sit next to her, propping her aching feet up on the chair opposite.
“We need to figure some stuff out,” she said.
“Uh-huh.”
“Leaving real life behind for a while was a good idea,” said Sammie. “But now we're back here and we need to figure out how all of this is going to work.”
“If it's going to work,” Leo said, looking down at her beer bottle.
“If?” asked Sammie. “If? Are you willing to let me go again, Leo? Because if you are, then you need to say so now.”
There was a long silence and Leo picked at the sticker on her beer bottle. “No,” she said finally and quietly.
“No?”
“No.”
“Okay, then we need to figure out just what the hell we're doing. Let's start with the obvious. Do you actually want me to move in?”
“Of course I do,” Leo said, sitting up straight. “I was an idiot for not asking, I thought I had, or that you understood I wanted you to, or... Or I should have just asked. I'm sorry.”
“Let's forget about it,” Sammie said. “I've been thinking.”
“That sounds scary.”
Sammie let herself smile. “Not bad thinking, just thinking. It's been tough since we got back. We had such an amazing time together while we were away that at first I just thought that it was being back here that was the problem. Then I thought that maybe it was us that was the problem. But that's wrong. I think the problem is a lot simpler.”
“It is?” Leo asked, arching an eyebrow.
“We're spending way too much time together,” said Sammie. “In Chile we lived together but we both had our own lives too. You were teaching, I was working at the beach bar. We had our own friends and independence too. And I think that's what's missing here.”
She'd been thinking for the last two hours about what had changed, about what was different, and this was the obvious answer. An answer that she was proud of, one that made sense. One that she hoped Leo would see too.
“Okay, okay, that makes sense. So what do we do about it?”
Sammie took a deep breath. “I think I need to go back to work. Part time at least.”
“Doing what? Working with your father again?”
“Too long a commute,” Sammie said. “No, I was thinking about getting my real estate license and doing some work here. If that would be alright with you.”
A look flashed across Leo's face and she knew she needed to stop that thought before it could germinate.
“I will be paying for my own education,” she said. “No loans, no help from you. Please. I don't need to stir up any memories of Esther. That's not who I am.”
Leo nodded, her face clearing a little. “Okay, fair enough. Um, on that note, Chaz was talking to me about a teaching position, a light course load.”
Sammie grinned. “That sounds awesome. You're a great teacher, Leo, the world needs people like you. Go for it.”
“I suppose we could cover for each other at the bar. Maybe hire a manager or at least some bar help.”
“The place is profitable enough for that,” Sammie agreed. “And that way we'd both have our own thing going on. And,” she snuck a glance at Leo. “And you'd remember that there's more to life than a bar.”
Leo smiled but it was a strange smile, scared almost. She cleared her throat, sat up, crossed her legs, then scratched her nose as she did only when she was nervous.
“What?” Sammie asked. Afraid now that she'd planned too much for the both of them, that somehow she'd crossed a line.
“I, uh, I haven't asked you officially,” Leo said. She was looking at the table top but she managed to drag her blue eyes up to meet Sammie's. “Um, would you move in with me?”
Sammie laughed and nodded. “Nothing would give me greater pleasure.”
But Leo was still scratching her nose. Was still nervous. “There's something else. Something I've been meaning to say but I thought perhaps you already knew, or suspected, but now I'm not so sure, so perhaps I should just say it.”
Sammie bit back another laugh, Leo could be adorable when she got like this. “Go ahead.”
“I, uh, I like you a lot, Sammie. You've shown me... Shown me that life could be different, better, brighter. I have so much to be thankful for, so much to thank you for. And the thought of you leaving again, of me asking you to leave again, makes me feel sick. I guess... I guess what I'm trying to say is that, well, I think I'm falling in love with you.”
Sammie's heart filled so much she thought it might burst. She knew exactly what Leo meant. She knew that Leo loved her, and knew that it would take her another eternity to be able to say 'I love you' right out loud. But that was fine. She could wait. She would wait.
“I might be falling for you too,” she said, leaning closer across the table.
Leo smiled her big smile and her eyes lit up and Sammie could already see the promise of what was to come. But the RV was just a minute away and there was no rush. They had all the time in the world.
She held up her beer bottle. “One for the road?”
Leo grinned. “One for the road.”
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The Real Story
Chapter One
Elle shifted her dark glasses against the bright lights of the meeting room. The one advantage of working for a women's magazine was that the glasses were seen as a fashion choice, rather than the inadequate protection that they actually were.
“But that's bullshit. Of course it's cheating. I mean, a text message without the pics, maybe, but with the pics, and those emoji choices, you'd have to be an idiot not to see it,” Leila was saying.
“Which is why it makes a great article,” said Charlie, patiently. “There's a line there somewhere, but where is that line? What's cheating for one person might not be for another. See what I'm saying here?”
Leila nodded thoughtfully. She was an intern. Young, naïve, occasionally stupid, but very, very eager. And one day, Elle thought, she was going to take her rightful place at the editorial table. Alongside Charlie, who'd probably been born with a glossy magazine in her hand and had been made love and relationship editor last year despite being six months younger than Elle. Not that there was any jealousy there.
“Right, that's settled then,” said Kim with a brisk nod in Charlie's direction.
Elle shrank further down in her chair, praying like hell that Kim wasn't turning to her next. Her stomach trembled a little as Kim's eyes moved her way but stopped just short. She gave a boozy sigh of relief.
“Fashion and beauty, what have you got for me for this month?” barked Kim.
The tequila had been a mistake, she was willing to admit that. Well, the third one had. The first two had been warranted because, well, because it was Sunday night and who the hell liked Sunday nights? And because of the scandalized look on Buzz's face when she'd ordered the shots.
“On a Sunday?” Buzz had screeched over the pounding of the music. “What about your editorial meeting in the morning?”
“Editorial, schmeditorial,” Elle vaguely remembered saying as she upended the first shot.
Her head banged like someone was chipping away at her brain with a hammer and chisel. It had been a jackhammer before the three ibuprofen she'd sunk as the meeting was starting. Stupid meeting. Stupid magazine. Stupid world.
Her stomach flipped again and she was wondering whether or not she was going to regret the greasy bacon and egg sandwich she'd picked up on the way to work. Grease to soak up the booze had been her plan, but now she could taste ketchup at the back of her throat.
“Elle, you're up.”
She swallowed quickly, hoping she wasn't going to puke all over the table in front of everyone.
“Well, what have you got?” Kim asked impatiently.
Elle flicked through the notebook that she knew was empty.
Edina wasn't the bestselling women's magazine in the country. Hell, it wasn't even in the top five as far as Elle knew. It was a glossy, fat, slick pile that slid onto her desk once a month filled with beauty shots and articles that had been written months ago and forgotten about. Forgotten about because for the most part nothing about the articles was memorable. It was brain candy, Skittles or caramel popcorn for your head as you waited for the dentist to call your name in the waiting room.
Every eye at the table was on her. The three other writers, the editors, and finally, the editor in chief, Kim Lytham. Kim had once been a big deal at Vogue, or so the rumor went.
Elle racked her brains as Kim's face darkened until finally she managed to dislodge the kernel of an idea.
“Taylor Hadeen,” she started, unsure of how the sentence was going to end.
Not that it mattered, because Kim's face was darker still. “Third rate reality TV stars? No, thanks. Next?”
Fuck. There hadn't been a first, let alone a next. She coughed to cover a pause and pulled the first name that she could think of out of thin air. “Deanna Deacon.”
“Soap stars are so last year,” said someone that Elle suspected was Leila.
Kim growled and began tapping her pen on the desk. Elle felt the blood pumping to her cheeks as she squirmed under Kim's gaze. She'd do better next week, she promised herself. Next Sunday she'd spend all afternoon working on her pitches and wouldn't drink anything stronger than tea. Probably. Maybe a glass of bubbly to celebrate having a list of fantastic ideas afterward. That would be fair, wouldn't it?
“Pitch me again over email by end of day,” Kim said now. “I don't have time for this. Alright, everyone out, meeting done.”
Chairs scraped over the carpet and Elle felt every muscle in her body relax. Her head was starting to feel better. Stomach too. In fact, now that she thought about it, she could really use a coffee. She scooted out of the meeting room before Kim could catch her eye.
HER FINGERS flew over the phone screen, typing out messages almost faster than she could read them.
think i might curl up and die from tequila poisoning. Meeting go ok?
Poor Buzz. She definitely needed to work on her tolerance. Elle frowned as she wrote back.
bit shit. think tequila erased all my pitches from my brain.
She barely had to wait a second before the reply hit her phone.
like you had anything prepared. ever considered taking your job seriously?! i'm not paying your half of the rent if you get fired.
Elle rolled her eyes. As if.
i won't get fired. trust me. i'm too loveable to fire.
Her desk phone rang just as she hit the send button. She picked it up without thinking, one hand still on her mobile.
“Elle, my office. Now.”
No hello, no name, no nothing. Not that Elle needed Kim to identify herself. She'd hear that voice in her nightmares.
And all of a sudden she wasn't quite as sure of herself. Truth be told, she hadn't been sure when she sent the text to Buzz. Kim might fire her. Kim was pretty close to firing her, if she was completely honest. And it wasn't just the partying and the lack of article ideas. Even stone cold sober after a full night of sleep Elle knew she wasn't on a par with the other writers. Even writing someone else's idea, she knew she'd have four rounds of edits to do before Kim found the article acceptable.
She just didn't have the knack of it. Whatever that knack was. Six months ago she'd thought that she'd figure it out. Getting hired by her first magazine, how hard could magazine writing be? It was hardly the quickfire, high pressure world of newspapers, was it?
She slid her dark glasses back on. Newspapers. She'd already been fired by three of those. Had already accepted that newspaper journalism just wasn't her forte, which was fine. There had always been the idea of magazines lurking in the back of her brain.
But now, as she got up from her desk and slowly made her way to Kim's office, now she was worried. Just a little, just a niggling sense at the back of her brain, a little voice telling her that maybe this wasn't for her either, maybe she didn't have what it takes after all.
Except there were no other options. Nothing else she could do.
“Close the door,” Kim barked as Elle walked in. “And take off those damn glasses. Let me see your face.”
Elle did as she was told and then sank into the chair opposite Kim's desk. She couldn't get fired. Not from here. Not like this.
“You're walking a thin line, lady.”
She took a deep breath, nodded, couldn't find words.
“I took a chance on you, a chance that I'm starting to regret. You do understand that you're supposed to present ideas for each issue, right?”
Elle nodded.
“Then what's the damn problem? Do I just need to fire you right now? Get you out of my hair?”
“No!” Finally, a word escaped.
“Then give me one good reason why I shouldn't.”
And now that one word had escaped she couldn't stop the others. “I'm working on something. Something big. A profile piece. Huge. I just didn't want to mention it until the details had been ironed out, didn't want to disappoint if it didn't come through, I just...”
She stopped only because Kim was holding up a hand like a traffic cop.
“A profile piece?” Kim's voice sounded less harsh now, more... interested.
“Uh-huh.”
Where the hell had that come from? Why the hell had she said that? There was only one question that Kim could possibly ask now, and she was damned if she had an answer for it. And she needed an answer. A good answer. No, strike that, a brilliant answer. Because only a brilliant answer was going to let her keep her job.
“A profile piece about who?” The obvious question.
Elle reached into her brain and wrenched out the biggest, most impressive name she could think of. The most unattainable, most private subject she could come up with. She opened her mouth and the name just spilled out.
“Alya Goldstein.”
Kim's jaw dropped and Elle felt a thrill of satisfaction at the reaction.



Chapter Two
She drummed her fingers on the desk top, listening to the man's excuses. It was taking every last shred of her patience not to bang the phone down, but she held her temper. Outbursts and tantrums weren't her style, never had been.
Her nails needed a manicure. Neat and usually short, polished but not colored, they were getting longer than she liked them. She took a breath, closed her eyes for a moment and then, finally, the man took a breath. Time to jump in.
“I appreciate that you had issues,” she said, politely but firmly.
“I did. But they won't happen again. I've got—”
“Which is exactly what you said last time,” Alya said, staying firm. “Which is why we'll no longer be needing your services.”
“But... But...”
“Please send your invoices to the normal address, I'll ensure that it's paid in full.” She didn't wait for anything further before hanging up the phone.
Job done. Except now she needed to find a new supplier. Nothing big, just the little cards that doctors and hospitals dropped into patient information files, making sure that her potential clients knew that she existed. But still, it was one more thing to add to her growing list of things to be dealt with.
Not that the list was ever short. Owning and running a company didn't exactly leave much time for anything other than business. A treadmill in the corner of the office bore witness to this, a single, neatly folded towel hanging from its rail. She couldn't remember the last time she'd used it. Lucky that she had a fast metabolism, or at least that she skipped several meals a week due to work.
She leaned back in her chair and sighed. Her home office, like most of the rest of her home, was minimalist and quiet, white and pine and light and soothing. She needed all the help she could get in the soothing department.
A pile of papers sat in front of her and her laptop was open to a spreadsheet with multiple tabs and she rubbed at her eyes, numbers dancing in front of them.
MedSend was her own brain-child. She was CEO and CFO, and did whatever needed to be done, though the company was growing faster than she'd ever imagined. More than a hundred employees on the books and she was looking at yet another expansion. Not bad for a business that was just turning three years old. Not that this was her first rodeo, but still, it was her first big success.
The idea was simple. An app and telephone service that would make sure medications got delivered to those who were incapable of picking up those meds themselves. The disabled, the elderly, those too sick to get out. They called or texted or pressed a button on their app, and MedSend took care of the rest.
A simple idea, but there was more involved than most people imagined. Matching patients to valid prescriptions and weeding out those trying to illegally receive prescription drugs was just one problem. One that grew as scammers became more creative.
Still though, MedSend was doing well. Doing well didn't necessarily mean big profits though.
She glanced down at the clock on her laptop screen. About time, she figured. She rolled her shoulders and stood up, leaving the quiet of her office and walking down a long corridor.
There were awards, plenty of them. Not that she really looked at them. The interior decorator had somehow found the certificates and statues and whatever else and thought them the perfect decoration for the long hallway. There was one though, one that made her smile every time she saw it.
Young Female Entrepreneur of the Year, said the magazine cover. But that wasn't what Alya liked about it. What she liked was the black shadow outline of a head, a perfectly anonymous silhouette. Anonymous because she'd refused, just as she always did, to be photographed, interviewed, or even quoted in the ensuing article.
She made a rule of never, ever, letting the press into her life. They should have better things to do, in her opinion, than talking to someone who was just trying to mind her own private business and help a few needy people as much as she could.
“Bubbale!”
Stepping over the threshold into her grandmother's self-contained apartment always sent Alya spinning back through time. The smell, the colors, the furniture, it was like her grandmother's tiny Bronx house had been air-lifted into the apartment building. Her feet scuffed onto carpet, thick and swirled with pattern, a far cry from the polished floorboards just outside.
“Hey, Bubbe, I just came to say goodnight.”
Her grandmother had already pinned up her grey curls and covered them with a hair-net. She was sitting, legs stretched out, on an armchair, a book by her side and a mug of cocoa on the table.
“You're still up working.” There was a slight accusatory note there.
“I am, Bubbe. But I won't stay up too late.”
Her grandmother tutted in disbelief. “You need someone to look after,” she said. “That would keep you away from your desk.”
“I have you,” Alya pointed out.
“Then you need someone to look after you. And don't say you have me, you know what I mean.”
Alya grinned. “Nobody would ever take care of me as well as you.”
The words had their desired effect as her grandmother grunted and tried to hide her pleasure. “Still though, you should think about a family. How am I going to have great-grandchildren with you sitting around in your office all day?”
“Given that I'm gay, great-grandchildren might be a stretch,” Alya said, having heard this conversation far too many times before. “And anyway, you're as proud of MedSend as I am, so you can stop that nagging about work right now.”
Her grandmother smiled and nodded, a mosaic of wrinkles spreading across her face. “You do good, Bubbale. You help people. That's important in life. You give back, and I'm proud of you, you're right. I just worry about you sometimes is all.”
“And I worry about you,” Alya said. Her grandmother's face creased into a frown now. “Did you take your meds already?”
“I rattle like a pill-box every time I turn over in bed,” grumbled her grandmother.
Alya took that as assent. “And your blood sugar? What was it the last time you checked?”
Shoshanna sighed the kind of deep, heart-wrenching sigh that only a Jewish grandmother can achieve. But Alya was having none of it. She went into the small bathroom and came out with a testing kit.
“Finger,” she ordered.
One, shaking finger was extended and quickly and efficiently Alya did the test.
“130, not bad.”
“See, even grandmothers can behave sometimes.”
Alya laughed and bent to kiss her grandmother's cheek. “Good night then. Love you, Bubbe.”
One hand reached out and grasped hers. “I love you too, little one,” Shoshanna said. Her eyes were dark and bright like a bird's. “But there's plenty more love in the world, if only you'd go out and find it.”
Alya just about stopped herself from rolling her eyes. Her grandmother wasn't about to let the subject go tonight. “You worry about your blood sugar, let me worry about my love life.”
“I would if I thought you'd actually worry about it.”
Alya laughed and left her grandmother to her bedtime routine. Work was calling her. She went back down that long hallway, the rest of the apartment silent and dark now. Empty. Not that she'd ever felt the need to fill it, much to her grandmother's chagrin. No, family, kids, relationships, not exactly her style. She was as anonymous as that black silhouette on the magazine cover and perfectly happy to remain that way.
DESPITE WHAT she'd said to her grandmother it was long after midnight when she finally shuffled her paperwork together and shut down her laptop.
The numbers were no longer swimming in front of her eyes, they were in orderly rows now, and she was absolutely clear on how everything added up.
MedSend was doing fine. Not about to go bankrupt, but then not about to make a killing either. And the growth rate was falling much faster than she liked to see.
Which meant only one thing. Expand. Get bigger. The bigger the risk, the more potential profit there was. And profit meant more money that she could plow back into the app and phone services, which meant she could charge a lower commission on meds delivered, which meant she could help even more people.
Ideally, those ordering delivery meds shouldn't be charged for the privilege at all. That had always been Alya's plan. Getting to the point where she didn't need to charge was the problem though. She'd skimmed as much as she could, pushed the numbers, manipulated data, and those delivery charges were as low as she could get them.
Making them zero though? That would mean expanding out into whole new areas, getting a whole new string to her bow, an additional service that could help fund the med delivery arm of the business.
Go big or go home, wasn't that what they said?
And it was time now to go big.
Alya's heart beat a little harder at the thought. Yes, it was definitely time to start taking more risks.



Chapter Three
“I fucked up.”
“Tell me about it,” Buzz said, sliding into the booth with a groan. “Tequila and beer on a Sunday night? Never again.”
Elle grinned, not exactly what she'd meant. Besides, Buzz looked like she always did, like she'd just stepped out of one of Edina's fashion shoots. With her half shaved hair, punk boots and artful make up, Buzz did something in PR. Something that Elle had never quite pinned down the details on, but a job that gave Buzz the freedom to pretty much do as she pleased as long as she went to parties, concerts and whatever other events her firm could dream up.
Buzz was also her best friend, flat-mate, and confirmed drinking partner.
“Another Jack and Coke,” Elle shouted over after getting the waitress's attention.
Not that either of them needed it. But ordering a drink was just what she did. What they both did. It was part of the lifestyle, part of living in the city, part of who they were. And she was going to take it easy tonight, she'd promised herself that. Okay, so it was a promise that had been made before, but this time she was going to keep it.
“So how exactly did you fuck up?” Buzz asked.
Elle had a sudden memory of sitting in Kim's office. An icy feeling trickled down her spine. She slurped down the rest of her drink, feeling the warm alcohol in her bones and shouted over to the waitress: “Make that two!”
So much for taking it easy. Tomorrow would be alcohol-free, she promised herself. Wednesday too. That was fair. Two nights of drinking in trade for two nights of abstinence. Abstinence. Hmm. Across the bar the woman Elle had been watching tossed her hair back, baring the long, sleek line of her throat. Tall, dark, gender neutral, just the way Elle liked her partners.
“Hey, Earth to Elle! My face is over here!”
She tore herself away from the vision across the bar. Buzz was raising an eyebrow at her. “So, I fucked up,” she said again.
“So you said. How exactly?”
And that stupid icy tremor went down her back again. “I, um, might have told Kim that I've got a profile piece that I'm working on.”
“When you don't?”
“When I don't,” Elle agreed as the waitress slid two drinks across to them.
Buzz sighed and shook her head. “Elle, sweetie, as much as I love you, have you ever really considered, well, not doing this?”
“Not doing what?” Elle asked, taking a long sip from her drink. “Not fucking up? I mean, sure, yes, I try.”
“I mean maybe taking life seriously once in a while,” Buzz said.
Anger prickled her skin. “Like you do? With all your partying?”
“That's my job, Elle. And yours, in case you've forgotten, is supposed to be journalism. Which, if we're being very, very honest with ourselves, might not actually be your thing.”
“Of course it's my thing. What are you talking about? I've got a damn degree in it and everything.”
Buzz sighed and took a small sip of her own drink. “Do you like your job?”
“Yes, obviously.”
And she did. Kind of. She liked telling people what her job was. She liked the idea of her job. It was just... the actual work part of it that she wasn't terribly fond of. But then people had jobs they didn't like all the time, didn't they? And it wasn't like she had a ton of options. What else was she supposed to do?
“If you really do like your job, then you're going to have to start taking it more seriously. Putting a little planning into your pitches. I'll be your sounding board if you like. I can even help come up with ideas.”
And Buzz's blue eyes were soft and kind and Elle couldn't be angry with her.
She'd walked into a college dorm nearly fifteen years ago now, leaving her parents behind. They'd only had time to drop her off and ditch her stuff on the side of the parking lot before they'd both had to get back to work. And she'd been feeling lost and sad and so very alone. Even though all she'd wanted for the last couple of years was to get out of the house, to get her life started.
And then a head had poked up from the top bunk bed, complete with pink spiked hair and a barbaric looking pin through the nose, and an oddly cultured voice had said: “Hi, I'm Buzz. Who are you?”
Fifteen years. Through college, through boyfriends and girlfriends and jobs and moving and everything else. Buzz had always been there for her. On the absolute worst day of her life, when she'd hung up on her father with her hand trembling, Buzz had been holding her other hand. Buzz was her rock.
“I know you'd help,” she said now. “But to be honest, I'm not entirely sure that you can help me right now.”
“With this profile that you don't have?”
Elle nodded and took another drink. The woman across the bar turned and she could see a regular profile, a sharp nose. She'd leave her number with the woman before she left, she vowed. Maybe even try to buy her a drink.
“So, who's this profile supposed to be of then?” Buzz asked. “I mean, we could try and set it up real fast, call their agent or whatever. I'm sure we can work it out. It's not that big of a deal. You just told Kim before you actually got it set up, that's all.”
“Oh no,” Elle said, turning back to Buzz. “It's a big deal.”
“Who is it then?”
She took a deep breath and wondered at her own sanity. Out of all the people in all the world, why the hell had she chosen this one? It was like for a brief second there she'd actually lost her mind. She felt shaky and nauseous just thinking about it.
“Elle, just tell me.”
“Alya Goldstein.” It came out as a whisper, so quiet that she was sure Buzz hadn't heard. So she said it louder, this time almost at a shout. “Alya Goldstein.”
And Buzz's face turned into a palette of O's. Her eyes were round and open, her eyebrows raised, her mouth a perfect circle. Elle picked up Buzz's drink and handed it to her. Buzz took a sip, eyes still on her, and almost choked.
“Jesus,” she said, when she'd recovered her breath. “Jesus, Elle. What the hell were you thinking?”
“Dunno,” and she sounded sad and sheepish.
“Alya Goldstein? As in the great mystery woman? The rich entrepreneur that never does interviews. That doesn't have photo shoots. That most people couldn't even identify if they had to?”
“Yep,” Elle said. Which was kind of the point. The idea wouldn't have saved her job if it had been just any old regular interview. Unfortunately, she seemed to have slid from 'soap opera star that will literally pay to be interviewed' all the way over to 'has never done an interview ever before' in the space of just one afternoon. She really needed to work on this pitching business.
“Oh Elle, what are you going to do?”
She didn't realize until just that moment that she'd been hoping for Buzz to have some idea, hoping that Buzz would somehow, magically know how to solve this problem. It was clear, however, that Buzz had precisely zero tricks up her sleeve. Crap. “Dunno,” Elle said again.
Buzz took a deeper drink, composing herself. “You could say that you made a mistake,” she said. “Tell Kim that it was agreed and that Goldstein pulled out.”
The woman across the bar stood up and for a second looked to be heading toward the bathroom. But she swerved at the last minute and made for the exit instead. Just her luck. The woman disappeared out of her life forever.
“I could,” she allowed.
She could. She could pretend that all of this was a giant mistake. A misunderstanding even. But... But that wouldn't save her job. A job that, in all honesty, desperately needed saving.
“I could,” she said again. “But I'm not going to.”
She took a huge drink of her Jack and Coke, the alcohol working now, making her feel better, braver, bigger. She would do this. She could do this. She'd find a way.
“You're not going to?” Buzz was looking at her like she was crazy.
“Nope,” Elle said.
“So what are you going to do, exactly?”
“I'm going to do the interview,” she said, with far more confidence than she felt.
“Um, how?”
It was on the tip of her tongue to say 'dunno' for the third time in the last five minutes. But she bit it back. She was a journalist, dammit. She was going to do her job. Journalists got stories all the time, they got interviews with hermits, with jail-birds, with all kinds of people. How hard could it really be? She just needed to work at it, that was all. Come up with a plan.
“I'll think of something,” she said.
She wasn't giving herself the choice. Come hell or highwater she was getting the damn interview. She had something to prove, to Kim, to Buzz, to herself. She was a journalist and she was going to interview Alya Goldstein.
“Here,” said the waitress, sliding a shot glass across to Elle. Elle raised a questioning eyebrow. “From the woman over there.”
Elle looked across to see the androgynous woman she'd been eyeing all evening back in her seat and raising a glass to her. Huh. She hadn't left after all. Maybe her luck was changing.
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