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To N.–
Perfection is over-rated.
xxx



Chapter One
In and out. That was the plan. A week. Two tops. Then she’d treat herself to a nice vacation and then find a new project. Easy. The child in the seat behind screeched and Hannah grimaced, holding her temper in check. Honestly, if a child wasn’t old enough to behave himself, he wasn’t old enough to fly. It really was that simple. God knows why parents couldn’t understand something so elementary. Another screech and Hannah huffed in disgust.
“Is that really necessary?” she said, turning in her seat to see the child, chocolate smeared over his face, and a harassed looking mother, hair flat and skin tired.
“I’m sorry, it’s the pressure because we’re landing. It hurts his ears. It’ll be over in a second.”
Hannah didn’t deign to reply, turning back in her seat and taking deep, calming breaths.
Oakview. She knew little about the place other than that it was neither New York nor LA. A small, po-dunk, mid-western town. She could picture it now. Waitresses in diners with big hair, second-run movies in cinemas too small to have a proper screen. No decent coffee. Forget about shopping. The high point of the year would be some crappy fourth of July parade with a third rate celebrity.
The noise increased as the plane began to descend. Not exactly how she’s anticipated spending the first couple of weeks of her hard-earned time off, but Oakview it was. She checked her phone. No messages. She hadn’t bothered to switch it to flight mode, had never seen the point. Not that she was expecting anything. With her last consulting gig all wrapped up and nothing new planned yet, there’d be no one anxious to get hold of her. Still though, checking for emergency messages as fired employees had break downs or CEOs questioned her methods was a hard habit to break.
A rest was well deserved. Time alone. Time to sit on the beach, time to read all those books she’d been putting off. Time to reflect and recharge.
“Ma’am, the seatbelt sign is lit if I could ask you to buckle up, please?”
The flight attendant smiled politely but Hannah frowned back. She thought about complaining. Complaining about the lack of alcohol served that had denied her her habitual glass of wine. Complaining about the child behind, still murmuring in discomfort. Complaining about the lack of a first class section in what had to be one of the oldest and smallest planes she’d ever flown in. But she bit her tongue. It would all be over soon.
Soon she’d be on the ground. In Oakview. Which brought her all the way back to what she’d been puzzling over for the entire flight. For the last week or so, to be honest. Why her? Why Oakview? Why the hell had Laura Bancroft seen fit to leave a niece that she’d never even met an art gallery and a house? It made no sense. No sense at all.
The plane shuddered a little as it went down again, banking to come in to land straight. Hannah clutched at the arms of her seat, her knuckles turning white. The plane shook again and she took a deep, gulping breath. Not now, not like this, she said in her mind. There was a roaring sound, and she clutched her arm-rests even more firmly. She couldn’t die on a tiny plane in a nothing town. She wasn’t ready yet. She glanced around. Across the aisle, a man was gripping the hand of a woman. Hannah’s eyebrows arched in distaste. Public displays of affection didn’t agree with her. Distracted, she loosened her grip a little on the arm-rests. The plane straightened out again, she took another breath. Idiot. She really shouldn’t be a nervous flyer, not with all the traveling she had to do.
From the window she could see flat stretches of yellow land flowing out towards the horizon. There was a jolt that seemed to come far too soon and that made her shiver once again, and then they were landed, the plane coasting down the runway.
She unbuckled her seatbelt as soon as they were on the ground. She was in a hurry to get started. Not because she was looking forward to it, but because the sooner she started, the sooner it would be over. Then she could get back to her own life. She shot a glare at the woman behind her, the kid now drowsily leaning against the window. Then she stood, reaching for her hand luggage in the overhead cabin. The sooner this was all over, the better.
✽✽✽
 
“I’ll just put these with the others then, shall I?”
Frank glanced up, saw the two canvasses, and nodded.
“Up at the back, please,” she said.
The olive skinned woman grinned, strode over and deposited the pictures, then came back, wiping the sweat and dust from her hands as she did so.
“That’s the last of them,” she said.
Frank nodded again.
“You’re a barrel of laughs this morning, aren’t you?”
With a sigh, Frank turned from the computer where she’d been entering the new pictures into the inventory.
“Sorry, Dan, I’m just...”
“A bit overwhelmed?” asked Danny. “Understandable. You’ve been running this place single handed for the last month now.” She looked around, then rubbed her nose. “Why don’t you play hooky? I’ll take you out for a coffee.”
And now Frank finally smiled, relaxing just a little. Danny Cooper was one of Oakview’s best known artists, a truly talented painter who also ran the town’s dog shelter. More than that though, she’d become a friend over the last few years. Frank knew her well, and knew that Danny often had trouble with social interactions, with reading people. If she looked bad enough that Danny could see something wrong, then she wasn’t hiding her worries as well as she’d thought.
“I’d love to,” she said. “But I can’t. She’s going to walk through that door any minute. And I don’t want the gallery to be locked up and closed when she arrives. This is going to be hard enough as it is.”
“She?” asked Danny, leaning on the counter. “The niece, you mean?”
“Hannah Layton,” said Frank. “The name’s all I’ve got.”
“She might be nice,” said Danny. “I mean, she might be hot. Or she might be your new best friend. You never know.”
Frank frowned. Her mother had said much the same thing the night before. But Frank just had a feeling.
“She might not,” she said now. “She might be a witch. She might be awful. And more than likely she’s going to be pissed off that she, the rightful blood heir, has to share this place with someone like me.”
“Someone like you?” asked Danny, scratching her nose.
“Yeah, the hired help.”
It was, Frank thought, a valid concern. She had no claim on the gallery, though she’d worked here for as long as she’d been working. Fifteen years, give or take. And she definitely had no claim to Laura’s house. At first, she’d been overjoyed. But the longer she’d had to get used to the news of her unexpected windfall, the more worried she’d become. Worried enough that now she was expecting a lawsuit to come walking through the door any second. Not that Hannah Layton had bothered to inform Frank of her plans. But still, it couldn’t be long now.
“Listen to me,” said Danny, leaning over further and looking serious. “You’re not just the hired help, and you know that. Laura loved you and depended on you. She left you a share in this place for a reason. Because she knew you were the best person to be running the gallery. End of story. And if this niece doesn’t like it, then...”
She trailed off, lost for words to describe the consequences.
“Then what?” prompted Frank.
“Then you let me know and I’ll set the dogs on her,” finished Danny.
Frank laughed.
“She’ll get licked to death,” she said. “But thanks for the thought anyway, Dan. I appreciate it.”
Danny scratched her nose again, a troubled look on her face.
“What?” asked Frank.
“Just... Just sometimes I see things that remind me of me. I mean before I met Lena, before...”
“Before you got married and got a successful art career and became a sensation.”
“Yes,” said Danny, grinning. “And it makes me sad, I guess. You’re sitting here thinking that you don’t deserve all this, that’s what it is. I was like that. Thinking that I didn’t deserve anything good. I think it’s because we don’t see how good we are.”
“Meaning?”
“Meaning, I can see how good you are. I know how much you helped me. I know how much I’ve depended on you, to give me advice, to talk me down when I was nervous. I know how generous you are with your time, and what a lovely, genuine, funny person you are. But you can’t see that. It’s sort of like a selective blindness.”
“If you don’t stop complimenting me, my head’s not going to fit out that door come home-time,” Frank said, shifted uncomfortably at the praise.
“You’re attractive too,” grinned Danny. “If I weren’t a married woman then, well, I’d probably be stumbling and stuttering and completely unable to talk to you. How’s the online dating going?”
“Don’t ask,” groaned Frank, though she was happy that the subject had changed.
Online dating had seemed like a great idea. Freedom to check women out before she committed to a date, the ability to sort people by their interests. Frank had always had a very clear idea of what she was looking for in a partner. In reality, however, the process was disappointing. So few women turned out to be what they said they were. Probably something to do with Danny’s selective blindness theory, she figured.
“Stick with it. You’re a catch, trust me,” Danny said, with a grin. “And if you don’t want to play hooky with me, I guess I should be getting back to the shelter. It’s getting close to feeding time.”
Frank said her goodbyes, then turned back to the computer. In the screen she could see her own reflection. Dark, curly hair, as messy and untamed as always. Dark eyes. A snub nose. And, though she couldn’t see them on the screen, freckles. Girl next door, that’s how she’d described herself in her online dating profile. Hardly the glamorous supermodel kind of looks that she’d qualify as attractive. Danny was just being kind. Not that there was anything wrong with that.
She shot a look at the door again, still firmly closed. Her stomach ached with anxiety. She wished stupid Hannah Layton would just turn up and say her piece, whatever it was going to be, and put her out of her misery. With a sigh, she went back to entering Danny’s new pictures into the inventory.
✽✽✽
 
“I’m sorry, what?”
Her feet hurt from standing. She knew that flying in heels wasn’t recommended, but she was damned if she was going to bow to comfort over style. But now, after flying plus over an hour of standing by the baggage carousel and then the half hour it had taken to find the luggage desk, her feet were pulsing with pain.
“Your bags weren’t on that flight, ma’am,” said the middle aged man behind the desk, his grey mustache bristling.
“Well that’s not exactly my fault. I checked them, just as I was supposed to. Where are my bags?”
The man shrugged, tapping at his computer.
“Right now, I don’t know,” he said. “But I’ve put a track on them, and as soon as we find them, they’ll be re-routed here and delivered to wherever you’re staying.”
Hannah took a very deep breath.
“And just exactly what am I supposed to do in the meantime?” she hissed.
“It shouldn’t take long, ma’am. You’ll have your bags by tonight, tomorrow morning at the latest.”
“It’s just not good enough. It’s simply not. First I have to fly in a decrepit piece of junk that could have fallen out of the sky at any minute, then I don’t even get a drink, now you’re telling me that your airline is so incompetent that they can’t even load my bags onto the right plane. I’ll be complaining about this, mark my words.”
“You’ll find our complaint forms online, ma’am,” the man said, seeming unruffled. He pushed a slip of paper towards her. “If you could just fill this out with your address, I’ll see to it that your bags are delivered to you as soon as possible.”
Hannah gripped the flimsy ballpoint pen he’d offered her so hard that the point scratched through the paper.
“The Oakview Inn,” she said, pushing the paper back to him. “I assume that you can find that? Or should I be worried that you’ll put my bags in a taxi to Oregon instead?”
She didn’t wait for an answer, yanking at the handle of her carry on luggage and striding away, wanting to limp on her painful feet but not wanting to give the man the satisfaction of seeing her do so.
A fantastic start to a fantastic trip. Perfect. She gritted her teeth. She’d planned on going to the Inn for a shower and a change of clothes, but there was no point in that now. She’d head straight to the gallery, get the lay of the land there. And first thing tomorrow she’d call the realtor. Selling the gallery and the house and getting the hell out of Oakview were the only things on her mind.
✽✽✽
 
Frank was stacking canvases when she heard the ding of the bell above the front door. She carefully placed a protective sheet over the pictures she was working on, looking up in time to see a tall, blonde woman striding towards her, incongruously pulling a small black wheeled bag. Frank had time to wipe her hands down her ratty jeans and wish she’d had time to clean up a little before the woman stopped, staring at her with eyes as blue as glacier ice.
Frank looked at the sleek hair, the tailored suit, the sharp profile, cheekbones high and angled, skin taut and clear. Now this, she thought, was attractive. This is what the word meant, the perfect example. Displeasure was already etched across the woman’s face. Frank’s heart sank. Her legs started to tremble.
“Hannah Layton,” the woman said, almost spitting the words out.
If anything, Frank’s heart sank even further. It would leak out the soles of her shoes if she wasn’t careful.
“I know,” was the only thing she could think of to say.



Chapter Two
Christ. Hannah looked at the woman in front of her. Holes in her jeans, a t-shirt with a stretched out neck. She looked like a farmer’s wife. What the hell was she doing in an art gallery? She tapped her foot on the tiles, hearing the click of it, waiting for the woman to speak, to explain herself. Until it became clear that she wasn’t going to.
“I’m Hannah Layton,” she said again. “The owner.”
“Frank,” said the woman. “Uh, Francine Raines. The other owner.”
Hannah frowned involuntarily. Other owner. That didn’t sound right. Her patience had been stretched thin enough today already. She really didn’t have time for this.
“I’m afraid you must have misunderstood something,” she said, sharply. “I’m Hannah Layton. Laura Bancroft was my aunt. She left the gallery to me along with her house.”
The woman straightened up a little, as though she was preparing for something, and Hannah saw a spark come into her dark eyes. Cute enough. Cuter now that she was fired up about something. Not Hannah’s type though. She didn’t go for the girl next door, never had. Lose ten pounds, straighten out that hair, put a decent suit on her though, and then there’d be something to her.
“I know,” the woman said.
Hannah was having a hard time thinking of her as Frank. What a name.
“But actually, Laura left the gallery and house to both of us.”
“No,” said Hannah. “No, that’s not right.”
The woman shrugged.
“I’m afraid it is. And now that you’re here, we can go and see Laura’s lawyer tomorrow. He’ll explain everything to you.”
“There’s some kind of mix up,” Hannah said.
Seriously. She did not need this. Didn’t need some farmer’s wife or daughter or whoever the hell this woman was telling her that what was rightfully hers was only half hers. She closed her eyes, trying to bring some of her control back.
“I can see why you might think that,” the woman said, her voice careful. “But the lawyer will explain everything. If you don’t want to believe me, that’s fine. We can deal with it tomorrow.”
Hannah stayed silent. This was not how she’d planned things. In her head, she’d swept in, had a look around, talked to her staff, and then put the place up for sale. Easy. Now it seemed like things were going to be a hell of a lot more complicated than she’d planned. Not that she believed this woman for a second.
“Um, do you want a coffee or something?”
Her eyes snapped open. She noticed for the first time the white walls, the stacked canvases, the minimalist décor, nothing to distract from the art on the walls. At least the gallery looked like a reputable place. Should be easy enough to sell.
“No,” she said, decisively. She pulled a business card from her top jacket pocket. “Here’s my number. Text me with the details of the lawyer’s meeting. I’ll be at the Oakview Inn if anyone needs me.”
And she turned on her heel, striding out just as she strode in, powerfully, in charge, a woman with more important places to be.
✽✽✽
 
“Frank!”
Frank picked up the boy, twirling him around and planting a kiss on his head before putting him back down on the ground.
“Come play with us!”
“I gotta run in and talk to mom for a minute, ‘kay?” she said.
But he was already running off, chasing after a ball and two older boys, bouncing across the lawn and yelling for the others to wait for him.
She let the screen door bang closed behind her as she went inside.
“Frank? That you?”
“Live and in the flesh,” she said, walking into the kitchen. “Well, live might be pushing it. I feel half dead.”
“Bad day?”
Her mother pushed a tray of cookies towards her and Frank helped herself, tossing the hot cookie from hand to hand trying to cool it before taking a bite.
“The worst.”
“Let me guess,” said her mother, bending to take another cookie sheet out of the oven, her grey hair escaping from its ponytail, a streak of flour across her cheek. “Hannah Layton finally appeared.”
“She did,” said Frank. “And she’s awful. A complete snob. Big city girl with a suit and business cards and everything.”
She toyed with the business card for a while after Hannah had left, feeling the thickness of the paper, the quality of it.
“Frank now, don’t be judging her. You only just met. Remember, you can never know...”
“...what journey someone else is on,” finished Frank, biting into the cookie. “I know, ma. I do. Honestly. But you should have seen her. She came striding in like she owned the place.”
“Which she does,” put in her mother.
“She owns half the place,” said Frank. “Not that she believes that in the slightest.”
Her mother rubbed a forearm across her forehead.
“Well, you’ll go and see Bob Fines tomorrow and you’ll get all that straightened out. Don’t you worry. He’ll set her straight. You’ve just as much right to be there as she does.”
“I know, ma,” said Frank.
Her mother grinned.
“I’m not so sure you do. But there’s no point worrying about something that hasn’t happened yet. Maybe she’s tired, maybe she’s jet lagged. Maybe she’s upset about her aunt and all. She might be nice as pie tomorrow.”
The chance would be a fine thing. Frank didn’t get any sense that she’d seen anything other than the real Hannah Layton.
“What if she’s not, ma?” she asked, reaching for another cookie and getting her hand slapped away. “What if she’s not nice, and I have to work with her, and...”
“And, there’s no point worrying about something that hasn’t happened yet,” repeated her mother. “You leave those cookies now, the boys have a bake sale at school tomorrow.”
“Need any help?”
“It’s all in hand. You go and have yourself a hot bath or a lie down and rest yourself a little. Shall I expect you for dinner? It’s meatloaf.”
Frank’s stomach rumbled. Her mother made a mean meatloaf.
“Yeah,” she said. “That’d be nice.”
She went out the back way, skirting the edge of the house, hearing the boys playing in the front yard, and going up the metal fire escape stairs to the apartment above the garage.
“Home,” she said, flinging the door open and kicking off her shoes.
The apartment was small and the furnishings sparse, but it was homely, with cushion covers her mother had sown and bright curtains fluttering in the breeze. Her first real home, her only real home.
Martha Wheaton had fostered Frank since she was seven years old. Seven was old. Old enough for Frank to remember what it was like having no one, what it was like being pushed from place to place. She’d been scared then, scared and defensive, had bitten a clear round mark onto Martha’s arm the first time the woman had tried to hug her. It had taken three years before Frank had called Martha mom. But by that time the word had slipped out accidentally, without thought, the truth of it evident in everything Martha had done to build a home and a family for Frank.
The apartment above the garage had been a temporary solution. An independent place for Frank to live alone, but close enough that she could still help out with the other kids that were constantly in and out of the house. Now the children were older though, and Frank’s help was less necessary. There was an itch of guilt in her stomach when she thought about it. She really needed to get a place of her own, let Martha rent out the garage apartment, get some extra income. She’d tried a dozen times to pay rent, but Martha was having none of it, claiming that babysitting duties and cooking dinner a couple of nights a week more than made up for having the small apartment.
Which was why Laura giving her a share of the gallery and the house had been such a windfall. For just a moment Frank had seen life as it could be. Her own business, her own home. And then the reality had seeped in. She’d need to share the windfall. Not that she had a problem with sharing. But what if Hannah Layton wanted to sell the house? Sell the gallery? She could, she supposed, take her share of the profit of the house and buy Hannah’s share of the gallery with it. But she had no concept of what kind of prices would be involved.
She checked the time. Time enough for a long, hot shower before dinner. Slipping out of her t-shirt, leaving it on the pull out bed, pulling down her jeans and abandoning them too, she made her way to the bathroom.
Her mother was right. Hannah was a problem for tomorrow. She really shouldn’t worry about everything until then.
✽✽✽
 
Hannah put down her knife and fork, angling them neatly to one side.
“Was everything alright?”
The woman appeared quickly, the same one that had taken her order, the same one that had brought the food. Her accent was clipped, English, Hannah thought.
“Fine,” she said.
More than fine. The meal had been delicious, surprisingly good. And the small room she’d been given was pleasantly decorated, a mural on the wall, the bed comfortable and large. The Inn was turning out far better than she’d expected. In a way, it disappointed her. She’d been prepared to make a fuss, prepared to complain at length about any shortcomings, particularly after the kind of day she’d had. But there was nothing to complain about. Not really.
“Can I get you more wine?”
“No, thank you, Ms....”
“Barret,” said the woman. “And it’s Doctor Barret, actually.”
“Doctor?”
The woman laughed.
“I’m a professor at the University, German history.”
“And you’re working as a waitress because...?”
She laughed again, showing even white teeth and Hannah found herself liking the woman against her will. She seemed intelligent, sharp.
“Because I own this place,” she said. “Well, my wife and I do. And you can dispense with the formalities and call me Charlotte if you’d like.”
What was a woman like this doing in a place like Oakview? Hannah’s expert eye took in Charlotte’s outfit. The sweater was certainly light cashmere, the pants were well cut, the shoes expensive.
“Tell me something,” she said, not able to contain her curiosity. “Why Oakview?”
Maybe there was something here she wasn’t seeing. Maybe this was one of those rich little towns, the ones that the wealthy hit up a few times a year to buy furniture, to eat at special restaurants, to buy art. Perhaps she’d stumbled into a goldmine. Sure, Oakview wasn’t Connecticut, but still.
“Family,” Charlotte said, simply.
Glancing over her shoulder, Hannah could see a blonde woman, pregnant by the looks of her. Her excitement faded. Family. Not a reason she’d stay anywhere. Quite the opposite, in fact.
“I think I’ll go to my room,” she said now. “Will you add the restaurant bill to my room bill?”
“Of course,” said Charlotte. “And please do let me know if there’s anything you need.”
Hannah dismissed her with a nod, pushing back her chair to stand up.
Family. Such an innocent sounding word, and yet one that made her feel a little sick whenever she heard it. She’d had a family at one point, obviously. But she’d left the minute she turned eighteen, the afternoon of her high school graduation. And since then, well, she realized now that Laura Bancroft had been the only living family member that she’d had left. Perhaps that was why her aunt had left her the gallery. She was the only option.
Family was not a good word, not in Hannah’s world. Family was what got you laid off, struggling companies couldn’t afford to pay for you to go to your kids’ baseball games or doctor’s appointments. Family was foolish, a series of ill-considered decisions strung together. A burden. A collection of strangers forced to put up with each other.
She let herself into her room, the old fashioned key clicking in the lock. No key cards here, a sign of class, she thought.
No, she was better off alone. Had always been better alone. As for moving to Oakview just for family, the mere thought of it made her shudder. She sighed and began peeling off her suit. Her luggage had still not arrived, so she carefully hung the suit up in case she had to wear it again the next day.
For a second she lingered on the memory of the woman in the gallery. Frank. She wondered if the woman was going to put up a fight. If she was going to contest what was clearly either a mistake or an ill thought out decision. Not that it would make a difference. Hannah’s lawyers were good and expensive. Little Frank wouldn’t stand a chance.
✽✽✽
 
Dinner had been the usual loud, messy, glorious affair, and Frank had stayed on, taking care of the washing up whilst her mother got the kids ready for bed. She’d crept upstairs to say her goodnights to them all, and been persuaded to tell a story even though she knew it was past lights out.
“You shouldn’t indulge them,” her mother said when she finally came back downstairs.
“Like you wouldn’t,” said Frank.
Her mother smiled, a dimple appearing in her cheek.
“I’d be less easily persuaded than you,” she said.
“They deserve a little spoiling.”
“That they do,” said her mother.
Frank had no idea about the history of the three boys upstairs. Her mother never shared someone else’s story. As a foster, it was your story to tell, she’d always said. And all three of the boys had seemed content to forget their past.
“Ma,” she said. “I want you to put the garage apartment up for rent.”
Her mother looked up, her eyes tired.
“No, Frank. There’s no need for that. It’s yours as long as you need it.”
Frank smiled. There had been other foster children, many of them. But Frank was the only one that had chosen to stay right here in Oakview. She knew that her mother appreciated that.
“I know that,” she said. “But the time’s right now. I have a job, I have money coming in. As long as I stay at Laura’s then I’m within walking distance, so I can still help out whenever you need a break. And you could use the extra money, ma. I know you could. It’s time.”
Her mother looked at her, her gaze clear and blue, then she nodded.
“If that’s what you think,” she said.
Frank grinned and leaned down, kissing the softness of her mother’s cheek.
“Night, ma.”
As she climbed the stairs up to her apartment she wondered if she was right. If now really was the right time. There was no telling what Hannah Layton was going to decide to do. There was every chance that Frank was going to have to fight for what Laura had given her so easily. But in her heart, she knew it was now or never. She needed to leave home. She was almost thirty five, for God’s sake. She’d been here more than long enough.
Whether or not she was ready to live independently, to look after herself, wasn’t really her decision. Her fate, she knew, lay in the hands of Hannah Layton. She crawled into bed, closed her eyes, and saw Hannah’s sharp face in her mind. Beautiful. But also rude, snobbish, and, Frank suspected, dangerous when crossed. Her stomach shook.
“Worry about tomorrow, tomorrow,” she whispered out loud.
But it was a long while before she fell into an exhausted sleep.



Chapter Three
Hannah strode into the room ahead of her. Hannah did a lot of striding, Frank had noticed. It was her default walk. Where someone else would linger or jog or simply walk, Hannah strode. Maybe she thought it made her look for powerful. Maybe she had some kind of problem, bad knees perhaps. Frank smiled a little to herself as she followed Hannah into the office. She was nervous, her stomach shaking, but best to get this over with, she figured. Within a few minutes, she’d have a clearer idea of what was going to happen and she could start planning things.
She was barely inside the room when Hannah started to talk.
“Right, let’s cut to the chase. I’m a busy woman. Give me the basics.”
No please, Frank noted. She took a chair. Hannah did too, crossing her legs. Same suit as yesterday, Frank saw. Why? Maybe she was only planning on staying for today, maybe she hadn’t bothered to bring anything else with her.
“Things are quite simple,” the lawyer said. “The business and the house both now belong to you and Ms. Raines. Evenly divided.”
She watched a moue of distaste cross Hannah’s face and knew what she was thinking. She stayed quiet though. Let Hannah speak first.
“And if I decided to contest that?” Hannah asked.
The lawyer shrugged. Frank recognized him, she’d seen him around town, a jovial man, his nose and cheeks flushed red, a beer belly. The kind of guy that would make a good grandfather.
“You’re free to do so, Ms. Layton. However, I should warn you that the bequest is iron-clad and you’re likely to cost yourself a lot of money and even more time should you decide not to abide by your aunt’s wishes.”
Frank held her breath. She still hadn’t spoken. There was no need. After an agonizing moment, Hannah gave a sharp nod.
“Money I have, time I don’t. The bequest stands. I’ll need all the paperwork in order, and the deeds of ownership to pass on to the realtor.”
Again, no please. Frank had just let out her breath, just let relief sag down on her shoulders, but the realtor had already been mentioned, Hannah’s intentions were clear as ice. She swallowed, turning to the lawyer, pleading with her eyes to be saved from this, to get some kind of help. He flashed her a small smile, then turned back to Hannah.
“I’m afraid that there is one more clause you should be aware of,” he said. “Your aunt was certain about what you would do once the property came to you, and took measures to avoid hasty decisions. The bequest states that neither the house nor the gallery may change hands in any manner for a minimum of six months. Additionally, the house may not be rented out, and must be occupied for at least a month.”
There was a long silence. A silence in which Frank processed all of this, when she realized that the sword hanging over her head had just been moved slightly, that she was no longer in danger of losing everything immediately. Sure, six months wasn’t that long, but it was better than nothing. Six months to figure things out, six months to persuade Hannah to either not sell or to sell to her. She felt suddenly lighter, happier, she smiled back at the lawyer and saw the twinkle in his eye.
“Un-fucking-believable.”
Hannah stood, picked up her briefcase, and walked straight out without another word, the door slamming behind her. Frank took a breath, then another.
“I’m sorry,” she said turning to the lawyer. “She’s... um...”
“I know exactly what she is,” he said gently. “And don’t you worry about it. Laura warned me that her niece was likely to be difficult. Besides, I see her kind often enough. Big city wealth thinking they can buy their way into town.”
“I think she’s having a hard time,” Frank said, carefully, not sure why she felt the need to defend Hannah’s behavior.
“I think she’s rude and used to getting her own way.”
“Maybe,” she allowed.
He cleared his throat, then said:
“Ms. Raines. Frank. I know your mother well, she’s a good woman. So if you wouldn’t mind a little advice from an old man?”
Frank almost laughed. She’d take any damn advice that she could get.
“Sure.”
“The next few months are going to be tough, I expect. But Laura was quite adamant that you had your share. I tried to persuade her that splitting the inheritance the way she did was... not the best idea. I tried to tell her to leave the house to one of you and the gallery to the other. But that wasn’t the way she wanted things. She wanted exactly what she got, the two of you partners in everything.”
Frank frowned. She’d never thought of how odd it was that Laura had done what she did.
“I wonder why?”
The lawyer smiled.
“You know Laura, she always had her reasons for everything. And she was smart too. I’ve got no idea why she was so definite that you and Ms. Layton share, but she very much was. So if I were you, I’d go with it. Maybe you’ll find out the reasons along the way. And Frank?”
“Mmm?” said Frank, still thinking.
“Don’t let Ms. Layton bully you. Laura wanted you to have half, and half you shall have. The property was Laura’s to give away, and she decided that you were deserving. So watch out for Ms. Big City. And look after yourself.”
✽✽✽
 
Fantastic. Absolutely fantastic. So now, instead of having a quick visit and then a quick payout, she was penned into spending the next six months in Oakview. Hannah stood by the side of the street, hand raised, but not a single cab stopped. Actually, not a single cab was in sight. She growled and started to walk. The thought of bringing in her city lawyers had been abandoned. The lawyer was right about the time element. Contesting the inheritance could take years, and that was even worse than spending six months in the middle of nowhere.
Stuck in Oakview. Unless she could persuade the farmer girl to do all the work. That was a possibility. Leave Frank to do everything and then just re-appear six months from now and get the payoff. Her mind spun as she walked. She knew where she was heading. The gallery’s books needed looking at, and she was the one to do it. She was damned if she was going to let that woman run the place into the ground before she had a chance to make a profit.
She calmed slightly as she walked. Six months. It wasn’t a long time, not in the grand scheme of things. And if she didn’t need to stay here at all, well then, what difference did it make? The only thing that kept her irritated was the fact that she hated having her plans changed. Always had.
Laura Bancroft. That’s who she blamed for this. Aunt Laura. She could barely remember the woman’s name being mentioned growing up. Once or twice maybe. She had a hazy memory of the existence of an Aunt Laura, but that was pretty much it. Never a visit, never a postcard or a birthday card. And now all of a sudden she was Laura Bancroft’s heir. It didn’t add up.
If she had to reason it out she would assume that Laura hadn’t gotten along with her brother, Hannah’s father. Not an unreasonable assumption. Her father had been a strict man, conservative, set in his views, unwilling to change. Not the type to get along with a free-thinking artist of a sister. So a family feud, that made sense. And, she supposed, she was the only living relative. As for Frank, well, who knew? Perhaps she’d been her aunt’s lover. More likely her aunt was the kind of person that hired employees out of pity, and kept them on out of guilt.
She crossed the street, stepping into the shade of the buildings, keeping up her pace. Time and again she’d seen the same situation in struggling companies. Business owners who couldn’t possibly fire their assistants or their vice presidents because they were “family.” Family. That word again. Those companies ended up bankrupt. Those that put feelings ahead of profits ended up with no profits at all. And feelings didn’t pay the bills.
The street was lined with small stores, boutiques, a diner, it was a pleasant enough street, she guessed. The businesses looked to be thriving. Good news if she intended to keep the gallery running. There appeared to be no competition, nothing art related, her aunt’s gallery had cornered a market. That was a good sign. Slowly she stopped wondering about her aunt and started thinking numbers, profits, business plans.
And by the time she pulled the lone key from her pocket and unlocked the gallery door she was beginning to think that she might have been a little hasty. That possibly, just possibly, her aunt had been wise to stop her selling immediately. Because this little gallery, this little business, had potential. She could almost smell it in the air along with the sting of oil paints and the musty dust.
Her job was simple. She was contracted by failing companies and she made them succeed. Either by increasing profits or by making the company look healthy enough to sell for a decent price. But now a sneaky thought had entered her head. Why not do the same for herself?
It would depend on the books and accounts, of course. But she had no new project lined up right now. Why not work her magic on the gallery for the next six months, get the profits herself, rather than sell her skills to someone else? It would be interesting. Challenging. Smart.
Her blood started warming, her heart pumping a little harder, as it always did when she could scent a profit. This could work.
She went into the small back room, spotted a coffee maker and switched it on. The meeting at the lawyer’s office was forgotten. She had more important things to think about right now. Bigger things.
✽✽✽
 
By the time Frank got outside, Hannah was gone. Of course she was. She’d taken her temper elsewhere, and probably for the best. Frank sighed and turned towards the center of town. She needed to open up the gallery. Whatever was going to happen, it was in everyone’s best interest to keep the place up and running.
But what was going to happen? She couldn’t help but think about it as she walked slowly towards the gallery. She needed that house. She needed a place to stay, even if it was only for six months. And she needed her job. She needed to save money so she could rent a new place if or when the house was sold. All that meant keeping in nice with Hannah. As much as she wished she could avoid it, it made sense that she try to talk Hannah around.
Maybe, she thought as she turned a corner, if she offered to take care of everything, run the business so Hannah could go back to wherever she came from, then she’d get all she needed. At least in the short term.
She sighed, then took deep breaths of clean morning air. She wasn’t so sure that Hannah was going to be easy to negotiate with. Wasn’t sure that she had enough to offer to make Hannah agree to what was, she thought, a sensible plan. Temporary, but smart.
Approaching the gallery she was surprised to see the lights already shining. Of course. Where else would Hannah go? She took a moment to calm herself, walking slowly, thinking about what she could say to persuade the woman to leave things as they were.
She paused by the big glass window. She could see Hannah inside, her profile lit by the glowing computer screen in front of her. And just for a moment, it took her breath away. She looked so beautiful, but it was more than that. She looked like she belonged. Elegant, graceful, exactly what the owner of a thriving art gallery should look like. Frank looked down at her own jeans, holes in the knees, frayed around the ankles. She was going to have to try harder. Maybe a shopping trip was in order.
Taking one last look at Hannah’s profile, she pushed through the door.
“Hi.”
“Hey,” Hannah didn’t even look up from what she was doing.
Frank waited for some other kind of acknowledgment, and didn’t speak until it was clear that she wasn’t going to get any.
“So, I’ve been thinking. We’re kind of in a bind here.”
Now Hannah did look up, and Frank was caught off guard by the deep blue of her eyes.
“A bind?”
“We’re stuck,” elaborated Frank. “There’s nothing we can do. I assume we both want to make some money here, and that’s going to mean coming to some kind of compromise. Working together perhaps. I think...”
But she couldn’t finish the sentence. Didn’t know what she thought. She groaned. So much for being persuasive. Hannah scared the hell out of her, made worms squirm around her stomach, made her feel like a tongue-tied kindergartener.
“I completely agree.”
The words were so unexpected that Frank didn’t understand them.
“You.. what?”
Hannah gave her a calculating look, then nodded.
“I completely agree. You’re right. We’re in this together. That means we need to work together. Making the gallery profitable is in both our best interests.”
Frank frowned. Was it really going to be that easy?
“Okay,” she said. “I don’t mind doing the work. I mean, if you want to go back to... wherever you work and leave me to run the gallery in the meantime, that’s fine. I’m used to it. I can send you reports or whatever.”
“No,” Hannah said. “No, I’ll stay. There’s a good business here, and I think I can improve it. I assume that you won’t mind making a little more money?”
“Uh, no. Of course not.”
It was that easy. Frank turned things over in her mind, tried to find out what Hannah was doing, where the catch was, but came up with nothing. Then she remembered the house.
“What about, um, what about the house?” she asked.
Hannah clicked on something, and the computer hummed before turning dark.
“Good point. What about the house?”
She tapped her fingers on the desk for a second and Frank stood still and silent. Perhaps she should say something, perhaps she should tell Hannah that she needed the house, needed a place to say. But something kept her quiet. Then abruptly, Hannah stood up. She was lithe, thought Frank, that was the word. Lithe and willowy beneath the harsh suit. Her hair was slicked back, twisted, but Frank could imagine it free and loose, floating in waves down her back.
“Come on then,” said Hannah.
“What? Where?”
Hannah glared at her.
“Let’s go check out this house.”



Chapter Four
The idea had materialized in her head and Hannah knew she was onto something. She shut down the computer, not wanting Frank to see exactly what she’d been looking at, what she’d been doing. She wasn’t sure yet what role Frank was going to play in things, and she never made a decision until she was absolutely certain.
“Where is the house?” she asked.
She didn’t listen to the answer, her idea still spinning around. An exhibition. A big one. Some of the best new up and coming artists. Throw in great catering and invitations to some of the more serious critics and art lovers that she knew her New York and LA connections could set up, and she could really put the gallery on the map. Make it known, famous even. Make it the place to go to find the latest, hottest artists.
“Are we going then?” Frank said.
She was standing by the door, her jeans as ratty as always, her hair looking like it had gone un-combed that morning. For a second, Hannah could see her groomed and well-dressed, that hair tamed, her dark eyes made up, greeting customers, schmoozing with artists. Frank was beautiful. Darkly, exotically beautiful. A heat rose in her stomach and then she shook her head and the image was dispelled. There’d be time for that, if that was the direction she chose to go in.
“Yes, we’re going,” she said.
She left her briefcase where it was. The house was part two of her plan. As long as it was up to scratch, she fully intended to take up residency. It would be cheaper than the inn, but more than that, she knew that actually living in it would make a difference. A difference when it came time to deciding when to sell and for how much. The last thing she needed was for Frank to move in and then continually delay the sale.
That was providing, of course, that the house met her standards. Her high standards. She wasn’t about to move into some squat, or the kind of hoarding nightmare that the place might be.
“What kind of condition is the place in?” she asked, as Frank locked the gallery door.
Frank frowned at her, then shrugged.
“Good, I guess. I mean, Laura had the roof done a couple of years ago. I don’t know about anything else though.”
Hardly informative. Hannah took a breath, then allowed Frank to lead the way down the main street. She needed to be pleasant, she reminded herself. Making Frank into her enemy would only make things harder.
“So, uh, what do you do for fun around here?” she asked.
That seemed like a harmless question.
“Movies, coffee, bars, the same things as people do everywhere.”
Short and sweet. Ten more steps and nothing further came from the girl.
“Are you from Oakview?”
“Kind of.”
Again, no further explanation. Hannah gritted her teeth. She was really trying here.
“Did you know my aunt well?”
“As well as anyone. I’ve been working at the gallery since I left school.”
And again that silence. Hannah gave up. If the woman didn’t want to talk to her, she didn’t want to talk. Fine. Maybe she was doing things wrong. She had to admit that making friends wasn’t exactly one of her skills. Meeting people, making business connections, that she could do. But that was different. There was a clear understanding in that kind of relationship, an understanding that both people were somehow going to profit. Friendship was different, she had sense enough to know that.
They rounded a corner, and there, just off the main strip, was a row of townhouses. They looked older than Hannah would have expected. Built in the twenties perhaps, a stretch of five houses on each side of the narrow street, built from warm, red brick, looking mellow in the morning sun. Frank kept walking until she reached the middle house on the right side, the one with the pale blue door and bright white painted window frames.
“This is it,” she said, pulling a set of keys from her pocket.
Hannah looked up, seeing the shine of clean windows, the pitted surfaces of solid brick, the metal of clear guttering. And she nodded. Yes, this would do very nicely indeed.
✽✽✽
 
Frank unlocked the door and a familiar smell greeted her. She remembered long evenings spent here with Laura and her artist friends. The smell of good food, of incense, of Laura’s perfume, was all it took to bring those memories back. And for just a second, she didn’t want to let Hannah inside. She didn’t want the woman to intrude on what had once been a haven, a comfortable, beautiful place. Not that she had a choice.
She opened the door fully and stepped aside, letting Hannah go into the hallway before following her. She guessed that Hannah was trying to play nice, guessed that that was what all the questions had been about. And she knew that she should probably try harder, try to like her, or at least get along with her. But she was nervous, and that made her shut down. Nervous because she wanted, needed to move into the house. Nervous because Hannah had agreed so readily to working together at the gallery that she was waiting for the other shoe to drop, waiting for Hannah’s true intentions to become clear.
“It’s nice,” said Hannah, sounding surprised.
Light was streaming in through the skylights, illuminating the minimalist hallway with its wood floors and painted staircase.
“It’s lighter than you’d think from the outside,” Frank said. “Laura was big on natural light. She had windows and skylights knocked in everywhere she could.”
But Hannah was already opening doors, was stepping into the big room that stretched for almost the entire ground floor. A combination living room, kitchen and dining room, with large plate glass windows all across the back wall, light and bright and white with pale pine furniture, this was one of the most welcoming places Frank had ever been. And she could hear a small gasp from Hannah as she took it in.
“It’s beautiful, isn’t it?” she said.
Hannah just nodded.
Frank rubbed at her face. These nerves were ridiculous, all of this was ridiculous. She needed to come clean with Hannah, and the sooner she did that, the better. This place belonged to both of them. And Hannah had agreed so easily to running the gallery together. Maybe it would be equally easy to get her to agree to this.
“I’m thinking about moving in,” Frank said.
Hannah spun on her heel, turning to face her.
“Moving in here?”
Frank felt a prickle of anger.
“Yes. Why not? It’s my place too. Why, are you thinking of moving in yourself?”
“Don’t you already have a place to live?” demanded Hannah.
“It’s complicated.”
Don’t let her bully you, Frank told herself.
“Complicated how?”
“Complicated as in I need a new place. I need my own space.”
“And what exactly do you expect me to do?” asked Hannah. Her eyes were bright and her cheeks getting flushed. “Spend the next six months living in a hotel?”
Frank paused. It was a fair point. She couldn’t expect Hannah to stay at the inn for all that time. There was another possibility, of course. Not one she favored. Not one she wanted.
“There are two bedrooms,” she said, not wanting to directly offer the other possibility up, hoping maybe Hannah wouldn’t see her point.
“You mean we live here together?”
She sounded so disgusted by the idea that Frank bristled.
“Why the hell not?” she asked. “What’s wrong with that? Both bedrooms have their own bathrooms. We’re both owners of the house. We both need a place to live. We’re going to be working together anyway. I don’t see the problem.”
Except she did. The problem was that she didn’t think she could last more than a week living in the same space as this rude, over confident, arrogant woman. On the other hand, Hannah’s reaction to the idea made her even more determined to live in the house, to take what was hers.
“I’m moving in,” she said. “And that’s the end of it. Whether or not you decide to move in is your own business.”
✽✽✽
 
Not ideal. The idea, not the house. The house was better than she’d ever imagined. Light, airy, the perfect place, an oasis of calm and culture and good taste. From the second she’d walked in the door Hannah had known that this was the place for her. Frank complicated matters.
Sharing was not in her nature. She didn’t want to. It was as simple as that. But, and here was the thing, she didn’t know how to stop this from happening. Walking away from the negotiating table when you knew you were beaten was essential. And as hard as she racked her brain trying to come up with a solution, she just couldn’t think of an argument. The house was Frank’s too, if she wanted to live in it she had the right to. Unless Hannah contested the bequest, which she’d already dismissed as time consuming and pointless.
Frank had sat down on one of the couches and was looking truculent, arms folded. Hannah ignored her, leaving the room, determined to see the rest of the house. If it was as Frank said,  if the bedrooms were big and separate and had bathrooms, then maybe it wouldn’t be so bad to share.
She took her time, surveying the rooms with a critical eye. Both were large, both had double beds, both had televisions and full bathrooms. The only real difference was that one was on the second floor, the other on the third. There was little to choose from between them. But Hannah didn’t work that way, she needed the upper hand. Finally, after a second look, she decided that the third floor room was a little better, the light a little clearer, the room a little quieter. So she went back to the living room.
“I’m taking the third floor room,” she said.
Frank raised her eyebrows.
“So you’re moving in too?”
“It’s my house,” said Hannah.
There. Done. She wasn’t making idle threats, she was definitely moving in. Maybe Frank wouldn’t want to now. But the woman just shrugged.
“Fine then,” she said. “I’ll take the second floor room. Not a problem.”
The afternoon passed with Hannah nose deep in the company accounts, and Frank taking care of the daily work, sorting canvasses and sending invoices. Hannah held her counsel, and the two barely spoke. At five o’clock on the dot, Frank prepared to leave, and Hannah kept a close eye on her.
It wasn’t that she didn’t believe the woman. It was more that she needed to see things with her own eyes. And she was going to be living with her, after all. Frank’s comment about her complicated living situation had piqued Hannah’s curiosity. Maybe she was telling the truth, in which case Hannah wanted to know just exactly what was so complicated. Maybe she was lying in order to guilt Hannah into letting her live in the house, in which case Hannah might get the ammunition she needed to form a solid argument for why Frank shouldn’t move in. Either way, when Frank said her goodbyes and walked out, Hannah waited just a few moments before locking up the gallery and trailing behind her.
It wasn’t far. Hannah kept back, keeping the same pace as Frank, following her, watching the way she moved. She could be attractive, she thought, given a make over and some new clothes. She wondered why she didn’t try, why she wouldn’t make herself more than she was. If Frank wanted to continue working at the gallery, she was going to have to step her game up, that much was clear.
After ten minutes or so they came to a small development of houses, and Frank’s pace quickened. She turned into one of the driveways, and the second she did, three boys of indeterminate ages ran over to her, flinging themselves at her. Frank picked the smallest of them up, twirling him around. A grey-haired woman appeared at the front door, smiled at the sight of Frank and the boys, and retreated again. Hannah’s eyes narrowed.
So Frank had been truthful. Things were definitely complicated at home. Wanting to move away from the noise and stress of three kids, that was something that Hannah could understand. Wanting, what was it Frank had said? Wanting her own space, that was it. That she could understand.
And suddenly, standing there in the street in a place she’d never live, a place that represented everything suburban and family-like and cozy that she’d spent her whole life running away from, Hannah had a thought.
What if Frank was more like herself than she’d imagined? What if Frank just needed a little push in the right direction? What if Frank could become her protegee? There were advantages to this. Grooming Frank could mean having a safe pair of hands to leave the gallery in should she choose not to sell it. And it would make her far more comfortable and easier to live and work with. Hannah smiled a little to herself and began to walk.
Only when she was at the bottom of the driveway did Frank turn and see her.
“Hannah? What are you doing here?”
Hannah nodded at the small boys before turning her attention back to Frank.
“I was rude before,” she said, loudly and clearly. “The house belongs to both of us, it’s only right that both of us should live in it.”
Frank’s face looked bewildered.
“Uh, yes,” she said. “Right.”
“And since we’re going to be both living and working together, I thought that perhaps we should try a little harder to get to know each other.”
“Right,” Frank said again, bewilderment still obvious on her face.
“I’ll be moving in tomorrow,” said Hannah. “I suggest you do the same.”
Frank’s eyes darted towards the house, then back to Hannah.
“Right.”
Jesus, did she know any other words?
“I thought perhaps I could cook us dinner tomorrow night. We could discuss the gallery, business. Somewhat of a celebration maybe?”
An ice breaker, that’s what it was. If she was going to make serious changes in Frank then the woman needed to trust her first.
“I could cook,” Frank said, snapping out of her surprise. “If you prefer.”
The thought of Frank’s cooking didn’t appeal. Hannah suspected that meatloaf and macaroni and cheese were as high class as Frank got.
“No, it’s fine. I enjoy cooking. I’d be happy to deal with it.”
The boys were staring up at her with big, wide eyes, and Hannah shifted under their collective gaze, feeling like she was being judged and not favorably.
“So, I’ll see you tomorrow then,” she said, hurriedly. “Feel free to take the day off to move in.”
It would give her a chance to investigate the gallery more thoroughly without Frank’s eyes on her.
Frank nodded.
Hannah waited a half second more, but there were no more words, and the boys seemed to be edging closer to her. She turned to make her escape.
“Hannah?”
She turned back at the end of the driveway.
“Yes?”
“Thank you,” Frank said, jogging down to meet her. “Thank you for apologizing. I’m sure this is going to be awkward enough as it is. So thanks for saying what you did.”
Hannah nodded. For a moment there was a kind of expectation in the air, the prelude to something. A touch, a handshake, a cheek kiss, something. And then, quick as a flash, it was gone.
“Goodbye then,” Hannah said and turned to walk away.



Chapter Five
The sound of three boxes in quick succession hitting the floor made Frank grimace. She was reaching up to put the box cutter she was holding on a high shelf, out of the reach of little hands, when her mother stopped her.
“I’ll go tell the boys to be more careful.”
Frank looked around the bedroom. Sure, it was cluttered with boxes, sure, heaps of clothes were littering the bed, but it was still the most beautiful place she’d ever called home. Almost home. The way the light streamed through the windows, the soft, pale colors of the walls and carpets, it was like being in some kind of hotel room. She still couldn’t quite believe that she could stay here.
“I sent them for a run around the block to burn off some of that extra energy,” her mom said, coming back into the room. “The car’s empty anyhow, so they’ve done their part.”
“Thanks, ma,” said Frank.
Her mother perched on the side of the bed, looking around just as Frank herself had done moments before.
“Moving on up in the world, huh?” she said.
Frank laughed.
“It’s going to feel strange,” she admitted. “Quiet too. I’m not sure I’ll be able to sleep without the screaming and crying and all the rest of it.”
Her mother snorted.
“The boys haven’t woken in the night for months now, and you know it,” she said. “But if you’re going to miss it that much, you can always come back. There’ll always be a bed for you, Frank.”
With a sigh, Frank joined her mother on the bed, taking her hand.
“I know that,” she said.
And it didn’t seem enough. She looked down at the wrinkled hand in hers, felt the warmth of it, and didn’t know how to even begin telling Martha what she meant to her.
“You’ll always have a home with me,” Martha said.
“And I can’t thank you enough for that. Not just for offering it, but for making me feel it,” said Frank, feeling tears starting to prickle at the corners of her eyes. “I don’t know what I’d have done without you.”
“You’d have managed,” said Martha. “You’re stronger than you give yourself credit for.”
“I’m glad that I didn’t have to manage. I’m glad that you took me on, glad that you gave me not just a home, but love, and a family as well. I know how lucky I am, I know that most foster kids can’t expect any of those things. And I thank God every single day that you came into my life.”
Her mother patted her hand, and Frank thought she heard a short sniff but wasn’t sure.
“Don’t underestimate the impact you’ve had on us as well,” said Martha. “You’ve brightened my life, and helped so many of the other kids when they came, when they were frightened and lonely. This has been a two way street, Frank.”
Frank blinked furiously. She hadn’t expected things to be this hard. She was old to be still living with her mother, she knew that. But it had just kind of happened. Her mother had needed the help, and she’d needed somewhere to stay, and they’d fallen into the routine so naturally. And for a second she couldn’t remember why she’d ever wanted to leave Martha’s house.
“And listen to us, going on like we’re about to live oceans apart,” Martha said, chuckling. “You’re a ten minute walk away, and don’t think I won’t be calling you to come over for dinner or to babysit every now and again.”
“I’ll be there, promise.”
“Promise me something else,” Martha said, putting a finger under Frank’s chin and tilting her head until they were looking into each other’s eyes. “Promise me that you’ll work on you for a while. That you’ll look for a nice girl, that you’ll be a little selfish. I worry that I’ve kept you so busy, that I’ve been selfish. I want you to have your own family, Frank. It’s time.”
“Promise,” Frank said. “But it’ll be your family too, you know that.”
Martha laughed, lines creasing between her nose and the corners of her mouth, the kind smile that had made little Frank begin to trust her all at once.
“I can’t say I’d say no to a couple of grand-kids if it comes to that,” she said. “It’d be nice to play with the babies and then send them home with someone else for a change.”
“Um, maybe I should find a girlfriend first,” said Frank, grinning. “Maybe not rush into having kids right away.”
There was another clattering from downstairs, then the shouting of three over-excited boys.
“I need to get them home before they start running wild around Laura’s house,” Martha said, standing up.
“It’s my house now,” said Frank. “And they can run wild anytime they like.”
“And something tells me that Hannah Layton might not approve of that,” Martha said, arching an eyebrow. “So I’m going to get the boys home. You settle in. And Frank?”
“Mmm?”
“Call me if you need something. And don’t feel like you need to wait for an invitation to come visit. The door’s always open, my home is still your home, wherever you’re living.”
From the window of her bedroom, Frank could see Martha corralling the boys into their car seats, and then slowly driving away. And a little piece of her wished that she was sitting in the passenger seat. The silence of the house enveloped her, strange and a little frightening. She was alone. Completely alone.
She shook herself.
“Grow up, girl,” she said out loud. “You wanted this, you got it. A place of your own.”
Still, she spent a long few seconds looking out of the window before turning back to her boxes and beginning to unpack again.
✽✽✽
 
The more she thought about it, the better the idea seemed. The gallery was in excellent shape. Whatever else her aunt had been, she’d been a shrewd businesswoman with a keen eye for not only talent, but for works that would sell. Making the gallery big, making it a known name in the art world, didn’t really seem that difficult.
Hannah drank down the last of her coffee, cold now, and nodded to herself. Okay, she’d probably need a crash course in art at some point. But for the time being, she could rely on the knowledge of others, could listen to rumors and gossip, and find herself some great artists to take part in the big show. Then all she needed to do was persuade people to come. And that was going to be easy. A new location, an unheard of town, some big names, all would be enough to intrigue some serious collectors.
But enough was enough. She’d promised Frank dinner, and dinner she’d get. Getting the woman on side, turning her into a miniature Hannah, had a certain appeal. It was logical, sensible, and she had to admit, rather appealing. Frank could be stunning given the right make over, she was sure of it.
A quick trip to the corner grocery store, and before she knew it, Hannah was walking up to the blue front door, dragging both the grocery bags and her hand luggage along with her. The cabin luggage had yet to appear, despite several irate phone calls to the airline. But she’d been too immersed in the gallery to get too angry. That was the way it always was. Once a challenge began, it was all she could think of.
The house was quiet, and she had no idea if Frank was even there. She quickly washed her hands and prepared a simple one pot meal, sticking it into the oven, and then took a deep breath. Searching the cabinets she found wine glasses and was just about to pop the cork on a bottle when there was movement on the stairs.
“Hannah?”
“In here.”
Frank appeared looking rumpled, her hair sticking up at the back and a smudge of dirt on her cheek. For a flash of a second Hannah was reaching for a cloth to wipe off the smudge. Then she stopped herself.
“I’m here if you want to put me to work?” Frank said.
“Everything’s taken care of,” said Hannah. “Dinner’s in the oven and will need an hour or so. I was just going to open some wine. Care for a glass?”
Relax her, lower her guard. Make her believe that they could almost be friends. Frank had to trust her, had to trust her judgment if this was going to work.
“Sure,” said Frank. “I’ll find the corkscrew.”
With a glass of wine in her hand and dinner safely cooking, Hannah gave herself a tour of the large living room space. She checked out the art on the walls, admiring several pieces before stopping in front of a small collection of photographs.
“Is that my aunt?” she asked, pointing to a tall, dark haired woman in one of the pictures.
“Mm-hmm,” Frank said.
She picked the photograph up, the frame heavy and a little dusty in her hands.
“She looks a little like me.”
“I thought that when I saw you,” Frank said. “Laura was a heart breaker when she was younger, I’ve definitely heard that from someone.”
“What was she like?” asked Hannah, suddenly curious.
Frank was quiet for a minute.
“Kind,” she said, finally. “I think that’s the first thing anyone would say about Laura. She was kind and generous. Whatever she had, she wanted you to have as well. She held amazing parties. Not dancing and loud music, but a sort of meeting of the minds. The room would be full of people discussing and arguing, smelling of spilled wine and cigar smoke.”
Her voice sounded wistful and Hannah felt a spark of jealousy that Frank should have these memories and she herself shouldn’t.
“You must have known her well,” she said, more sharply than she’d really intended.
“I’d like to think so,” said Frank. She bent slightly over the picture, looking more closely, so that one of her dark curls brushed against Hannah’s arm. “Laura was my... well, I don’t know what to call her really. My protector maybe.”
“What does that mean?”
Frank laughed.
“When I was, oh, sixteen or so, Laura was the first person I came out to. It just sort of happened. I was in the gallery one day and we got to talking, and suddenly it all came spilling out. This horrible, deep, dark secret that I’d been keeping to myself for what felt like forever. Except once I told Laura I realized it wasn’t a horrible secret at all. It was just a fact. She made everything seem normal. She did that a lot.”
Hannah felt that spark of jealousy again. If only... No, she wasn’t about to start thinking that way. What had happened had happened. End of story. There was no point in regrets.
“She always seemed to know the right thing to do,” Frank said. “The right thing to say. When she offered me the job at the gallery, well, I couldn’t think of anything more perfect. It was like being around family. Close. Cozy. People and friends dropping in and out all the time. But Laura was always at the center of it all.”
She’d probably been a busy body, Hannah told herself. Interfering. A gossip. But somehow, she couldn’t make herself believe that, not whilst she was staring at the kind, gentle face in the photograph. The words came out before she could stop them, before she realized what she was going to say.
“I wish I’d known her.”
Frank said nothing, that curl of hair was still brushing against Hannah’s arm, still tickling her. But she didn’t pull away. Then she had a thought. It would only be proper to pay her respects. Only right. Laura was family, after all, as much as Hannah might not like to think of family. And she had left her a thriving business and a beautiful house.
“Where is my aunt buried?” she asked.
“Buried?” Frank said, sounding confused.
“Or... I don’t know, scattered? Memorialized? I assume there’s something?”
There was a silence that she didn’t understand. She lowered the picture slightly, turning just a little so that she could see Frank, who was staring up at her like she was insane or worse.
“What are you talking about?”
Those eyes were dark as chocolate, the skin was smooth, the eyelashes long and sweeping. Hannah felt a pang of lust before she came to her senses and stepped just an inch or so back, preserving her personal space.
“My aunt,” she said again. “Where can I go to pay my respects?”
And then suddenly, Frank was laughing, a chiming, burbling sound that rang out through the high ceilinged room.
“What?”
Frank took a breath, calmed herself.
“Laura isn’t dead,” she said. “Did you really think...? I mean, wouldn’t you have been invited to a funeral or something? Wouldn’t someone have told you? Your parents maybe? A cousin or something? Laura is absolutely, definitely not dead.”
“Not dead? But...”
She looked around at the room as though that explained everything, and then back at Frank, who was still grinning.
“But the house and the gallery?” Frank said. “That was... well, that’s Laura all over. She always said that the second she turned sixty that she was going to leave all this behind, spend time doing what she’d always wanted to do. Last month there was the biggest party you’ve ever seen, right here, everyone that Laura knew came to see her off, came to wish her happy birthday. And the next day, she was gone.”
“Gone?”
“Um, New Mexico, I think?” Frank said, biting her lip uncertainly in a way that strangely made Hannah’s pulse quicken.
“New Mexico?”
“Yep, some kind of art commune. She said she was done with the world of business and that she was going to spend her declining years creating beauty. That’s it.”
“And no one thought this was strange?” asked Hannah.
Frank shrugged.
“Not strange, just... Laura, I guess.”
Hannah’s hands began to shake. She wasn’t alone. She’d assumed that the death of Laura had meant that she was completely alone in the world. No family at all. The idea at the time hadn’t displeased her. But now she found that she had feelings she couldn’t identify. Now that Laura wasn’t dead, now that she wasn’t all alone in the world. Her heart was beating faster and faster, her hands shaking more.
She felt a brush of movement. Frank was reaching to take the picture from her shaking hand. She looked up, saw those chocolate eyes again, felt her mouth go dry. Then Frank’s hand clasped her own, an arm was coming out, pulling her closer, Frank was trying to comfort her, trying...
She couldn’t think straight. Frank’s touch was burning through her, was making her heart race, making her blood pulse through her body. It was like being hit with an electric shock, like the connection between them created some kind of power circuit. Frank was pulling at the picture, and at the same time pulling her closer, reaching to hug her. The photo slid from her grasp, and the loss of the weight of it broke the moment.
Hannah pulled herself away, turned on her heel, and in the flash of a moment was gone.



Chapter Six
For a long few seconds, Frank stared in the direction of the front door. The air still trembled with the sound of it slamming behind Hannah. What the hell had just happened? She’d definitely felt something. Some kind of heat, some kind of thrilling connection. Just for a moment, just when her skin brushed against Hannah’s. What was that all about?
She looked down at the photo in her hand. Laura’s face shone out, the resemblance to Hannah striking now, the same high cheekbones, the same arched eyebrows. Laura was a good looking woman. Not Frank’s type, a different generation, and as far as she knew straight as a die. Hannah on the other hand... Surely that hadn’t been a burst of attraction? It couldn’t have been. Laura’s eyebrows still arched questioningly from the picture.
Okay, okay, maybe it could have been. Hannah was beautiful. Fragile and strong at the same time and just, well, beautiful. She was also rude, arrogant and not at all what Frank looked for in a woman. That didn’t mean that she could be attracted, that just meant that she couldn’t act on any attraction. It was simple biology. Hannah was a good looking woman and Frank was naturally attracted to her. That’s all it was.
Her heartbeat slowed down a little, her breathing calmed. It had just been one of those strange things that happen sometimes. She’d never really, truly be attracted to Hannah. Not in any kind of meaningful way. She couldn’t be.
Carefully, she dusted the photograph with her t-shirt and put it back in its proper place on the shelf. Laura’s face smiled back at her and she grinned.
Perhaps it was the shock, she thought. The shock of finding out that her aunt wasn’t dead. Which was weird. The whole situation was weird. Why hadn’t Hannah not already known all this? Maybe her family just wasn’t close. Maybe that was it. Still though, she’d have expected someone to tell Hannah the truth.
With a sigh, Frank looked around the living room. She saw Laura everywhere she looked. Laura had always been so sure about things, and Frank had a feeling that was something she had in common with her niece. Hannah seemed like the kind of person that was always sure as well. She’d always trusted Laura’s judgment. Had always made sure to swing by the gallery with a date so that Laura could check her out first. And when she’d questioned Laura about leaving, about the house and the gallery, about her unknown niece, Laura had simply shrugged and smiled that little mysterious smile she sometimes had, the one that said ‘my gut’s telling me this is right, so you’re just going to have to trust me.’
A savory smell was beginning to permeate the air, and Frank’s mouth started to water. She was starving. Whatever Hannah had put in the oven smelled amazing. But would Hannah be back in time to eat it? Would Hannah be back at all?
For a second she hesitated. Maybe she should take the food out of the oven. But whatever it was could surely be microwaved later if necessary. And Hannah might just walk in at any minute expecting dinner on the table.
A box and a bag were sitting in the hallway ready to be taken upstairs. Frank pulled her laptop out of the bag and wandered over to the couch. She might as well let dinner cook and then see where things went from there, she figured.
The house was silent without Hannah in it. And Frank could feel Laura’s eyes watching her from every picture frame.
“I hope to hell you know what you’re doing,” Frank muttered.
She wasn’t sure if she was talking to herself or to Laura.
✽✽✽
 
The sun was setting making the light orange and warm. Hannah strode down the street like she knew where she was going. She didn’t have a clue. In fact, she didn’t even really know why she’d left the house. It had been a gut reaction, one that she’d followed through, something she rarely did. So now she was walking, listening to the comforting rhythm of her feet on the sidewalk and feeling almost panicked, shaky and sweaty.
Her aunt wasn’t dead, there was fact one. She was no longer completely alone in the world. There was a small warm spark inside her at the thought of that, and she didn’t understand it. Hannah didn’t like things she didn’t understand. She didn’t need family, didn’t want family. Laura had only been a hazy shadow of a person at the best of times, right up until she’d found out about the inheritance. Losing her aunt hadn’t had much of an effect on her, so why should not losing her?
It was more than that though. The physical reaction she’d had to Frank had bothered her more than it should. Which was ridiculous. She’d slept with plenty of women, had loved them and left them. Okay, Frank working with her made things slightly more complicated, but it was nothing she couldn’t handle. And Frank was attractive. Very attractive. Brush that hair, blow dry it, get her in a suit and a shirt, some decent shoes, and she’d be a knock out. The kind of woman Hannah would jump on in a bar late at night.
She remembered that burst of electricity when skin touched skin and her mouth went dry. It was the strength of it that had bothered her. The tingling, pulsing power that had fizzed between them. Her footsteps slowed a little.
Lights were beginning to flicker on and she heard the faint buzzing of neon. Oakview’s main street was long and wide. Cars crawled down the road carrying home tired office workers, stressed mothers, screaming children. A block away a blue beer sign flashed.
Perfect. That was what she needed. A drink to calm her nerves. A drink to get her over the shock. And... and a woman. It had been too long. She’d been so wrapped up in her last project, so busy with work, that she’d neglected her personal life. That must be the explanation. It had been so long since she’d last had any kind of physical intimacy that of course her body had responded to Frank’s touch. A simple explanation, and a problem that was easily rectified.
She picked up her pace again, the bar nearing. A couple of drinks and a one night stand. Just what the doctor ordered. By later tonight when she would be sneaking out of some stranger’s bedroom quietly enough not to wake its occupant she’d be feeling much better. Much more herself.
She took a deep breath before pushing open the bar door. This was going to fix everything.
✽✽✽
 
With a groan, Frank rubbed her eyes and closed the tab she had been looking at. Another immediately took its place, a stranger’s face smiling at her, a list of likes and dislikes prominently featured on the sidebar.
Online dating had seemed like a great idea at the time. It had been a great idea. It gave her time to examine someone, time to decide if their interests matched, if they wanted the same things. She’d been on a fair few dates, had even had fun on some of them, but nothing had clicked. And now, despite being on three different sites, she was just starting to see the same faces over and over.
Oakview wasn’t exactly small, but it wasn’t huge either. And given how specific Frank was in what she was looking for her options were somewhat limited. Looks weren’t top of her list. Wanting a family was. Liking animals, living somewhere in the Oakview area, not smoking, no drug use, social drinking only, everything that Frank wanted seemed to narrow her field of candidates ever smaller.
She sipped from the glass of wine by her side. She wanted someone. She wanted a relationship. She’d had her share of one night stands, had had a few casual girlfriends. But she was ready to settle down now. Ready to build a home, think about having kids, ready to start her real, grown up life. It just didn’t seem like there was anyone in the Oakview area that wanted the same thing.
Frustrated, she clicked the settings icon. Maybe she needed to be less picky. Quickly, she unchecked all the filter options until only two things remained: she was looking for a woman and she was looking for someone close by. That was it. The other stuff she could work around. Probably.
The new search shot up a lengthy list of new faces and Frank grinned. Much better. She began scanning down the list of profiles, clicking on the faces that appealed to her, opening new tabs as she made her way through the pool. Her future wife could be in here somewhere, and the thought as always made her heart beat faster. Someone to love, someone to build a family with. The perfect girl.
Hands almost shaking she clicked on the first tab to bring it up and began reading through the attached profile.
It wasn’t until the third profile that she noticed. And then she clicked quickly through all the remaining tabs. Blonde. All blonde. All blonde just like Hannah. Where the hell had that come from?
The oven timer began to beep and she hastily slammed her laptop shut. Grateful for the distraction she went to the kitchen, pulling on thick oven gloves to take the pot out of the oven. It smelled so delicious she couldn’t help but raise the lid. She frowned.
Chicken. Surrounded by cut vegetables. Simple. Filling. Not... not what she’d expected. But then what had she expected? Caviar? Steak tartare? The kind of fancy food that looked better on the plate than it tasted. She’d expected Hannah to give her something with what cooking shows called a wow factor. Instead, she had this. A simple, home cooked meal.
Perhaps, she allowed herself as she placed the lid back on the pot, perhaps she had judged Hannah unfairly. A little unfairly. Yes, she was arrogant, yes, she was rude, yes, she was a big city girl with a big city attitude. But maybe she wasn’t all that bad. Maybe she wasn’t quite the witch that Frank wanted to paint her as.
And perhaps, said a little voice in her head that sounded suspiciously like Laura’s, perhaps being attracted to her wasn’t all bad.
“No, it’s bad,” Frank said aloud. “Whatever it was you planned, Laura, it’s not going to happen. I know you, after art, match-making was your favorite activity. But it’s not going to happen.”
The house was silent. Frank grabbed herself a plate. There was no point in letting food go to waste.
“It’s a terrible idea, Laura. She’s not for me. And if you’d actually met her then you’d know that. We’re too... different.”
She ladled food onto her plate.
“Besides, what would a woman like that want with a homebody like me? Eh? Ever think of that?”
She pulled a knife and fork from a drawer.
“And I have to work with her. And she’s going to disappear off to New York as soon as she can sell your gallery. And, hell, I don’t need any more reasons than that.” She hesitated for a moment. “But there’s plenty of them, don’t you think there isn’t. Hannah isn’t exactly the family type, in case you hadn’t noticed. Can you see her covered in baby spit-up? Could you see her picking out curtains and bedspreads? No. No way, no how.”
She picked up the laden plate and began to walk towards the couch, but stopped half-way, turning to glare at a portrait of a Laura that was far younger than she remembered her.
“You keep your interferences to yourself,” she said, sure now of what Laura had planned, though not knowing quite how she’d imagined things would turn out, or how she’d even known much about Hannah at all. “And stay out of my love life. I can handle dating all by myself.”
The house was still unsurprisingly quiet. She sat herself on the couch, taking a bite of chicken and finding it tender and delicious. The words came from nowhere and everywhere, from the house and the portrait and most likely from inside Frank’s own head.
“Because you’ve done such a stunning job of running your own love life.”
Frank ignored the words and continued to eat.
✽✽✽
 
It had been a good choice. The bar was dark, but the leather seats were comfortable, the cocktail selection excellent, and the light jazz just the kind of music she’d have chosen herself. The first drink had gone down quickly, and with her second in hand, Hannah surveyed the room.
There were a fair few people around. Some talking quietly. Others simply listening to the music. But no one in particular caught her eye. She took a drink. She wasn’t usually so picky. Looks were important. That was pretty much it. She wasn’t looking to build relationships here.
“Buy you a drink?”
She turned and found that a woman had seated herself on the opposite side of the table. Thin, angular, her long red hair swept up. Hannah waited for the warmth to flow inside her, waited for her body to react to tonight’s conquest. But nothing happened.
“Sure,” she said.
The woman beckoned for the waiter and Hannah watched her carefully. She was attractive, she knew what she wanted, she fitted the bill perfectly. So why wasn’t she falling into the game? Why wasn’t she responding to the woman’s obvious interest?
“Sara,” the woman said, turning back from making the drink order.
“Hannah.”
“Pleased to meet you. In town long?”
Too long, Hannah wanted to say, but she bit back the words.
“A few days.”
The woman nodded and Hannah studied her, trying to figure out what was wrong. She was beautiful. Maybe if her hair was darker, curlier. Maybe if she was wearing something a little more comfortable than the unforgiving, close-fitting black top and pants.
“Business or pleasure?”
“Business,” said Hannah.
She didn’t want to say more, didn’t want to give the woman a hint as to where to find her when she inevitably came looking. Play and run, that was Hannah’s motto. The last thing she needed was a one night stand that ended up wanting more.
“Mysterious,” the woman said, but she was smiling.
Drinks arrived and Hannah drained her glass to hand it over to the waiter, taking her new drink in hand. Lighten up, she told herself. Play the game.
“And what about you, Sara?” she asked. “What do you do?”
The woman began to speak and Hannah zoned out. She was feeling nothing. No connection. Not that a connection was usually necessary. But generally she found the thrill of flirting was enough to give her a physical response which was enough to get her into bed, enough to let her relieve her tension.
“You’re not listening,” Sara said.
Hannah blinked. There was no denying it, nothing was happening here. There were a dozen things that she wanted this woman to be, darker, smaller, more feminine. More like... No. Don’t even think that. Frank, her head said. More like Frank, that’s what you want.
“No,” she said, trying to fill up the silence and trying to quieten the voice in her head. “I’m sorry, I wasn’t. It’s been a tough day. Rude of me, I apologize.”
The woman smiled.
“No need to apologize,” she said. “If you like, we could go somewhere a little quieter, a little more... relaxing?”
She knew it was an invitation, she wasn’t stupid. And she wanted to take it, desperately wanted to. She looked down at her glass. Christ. She’d left dinner in the oven. She hoped that Frank would have the sense to take it out. Hoped that Frank would... what? Would understand that she’d just walked out without a word for seemingly no reason? What kind of idiot was she being? What the hell was she trying to accomplish here?
She threw back her drink in one smooth mouthful.
“No, thank you,” she said to Sara. “It’s nothing personal. I’m just not feeling it tonight.”
She stood up and left before the woman could answer. She dropped a couple of bills on the bar to cover her drinks and went back out into the night.
Her confusion wasn’t lessened. If anything, it was worse. She needed a little time to think about all these strange feelings she was having. No, that wasn’t right, she thought as she walked slowly back towards the house. She needed to forget the entire evening. Forget Frank touching her, forget that her damn aunt wasn’t dead at all, forget that she’d been incapable of even picking up a woman in a bar. Forget all of it. Start clean and new tomorrow like none of this had ever happened.
A light shone in the window of the second floor bedroom. Hannah pulled out her key and slid it into the front door. She’d assumed that she’d be sneaking out of a house at some point during the evening. Instead, she was sneaking in. Quietly and carefully, so as not to let Frank know she was home, she went up to her own room. What she needed, she told herself, was a good night’s sleep. And a clean start in the morning. That was all.



Chapter Seven
The house was still when Frank went downstairs the next morning. Sunlight streamed through the windows and the kitchen was clean, dishes stacked next to the sink. So Hannah had been home. She’d thought that she’d heard something at some point during the night, but she’d been too involved in her own thoughts to pay much attention.
Hannah was different, that was the conclusion that she’d come to. And perhaps she’d been a little harsh. There was obviously something wrong here. At a guess she’d say that there was some kind of family problem. There had to be some reason that Hannah had thought her aunt was dead, and that seemed the simplest explanation.
Plus, she’d thought once she’d had quiet and calm in which to consider the matter, there was something about Hannah that she recognized. A strange sort of fragility, a brittle aura of distrust, that she’d seen many times throughout the years in foster kids. It came from some sort of lack of love, or neglect, she’d figured. So perhaps that was what was wrong with Hannah. She’d had a rough upbringing, though in what kind of way Frank could only guess at. And now she was defensive and spiky, afraid to let others get close to her. Defensive rather than rude. It made sense.
She poured herself a coffee from the pot on the counter and added milk before grabbing a cereal bar from the cupboard. It was getting close to nine, she’d slept badly and late, and if she wasn’t careful she’d be late to work. The last thing that she needed if she was looking to cement a better relationship with Hannah.
The coffee was scalding, but she threw it down anyway. She needed the caffeine. Because, she decided, she was going to be nicer to Hannah. She was going to show her that building relationships with people didn’t have to be difficult. Not through any kind of interest, she’d made that clear to herself. Anything more than friendship (and that could be overstating things) was just not going to happen. But she was good at making the distrustful trust her, good at taking scared kids and turning them into confident children. Maybe she could do a little of the same for Hannah.
She munched on the cereal bar, picking up her bag and throwing it over her shoulder before going out into the morning sun. She felt sorry for Hannah, that was the truth of it. The woman needed help, she needed connections, she needed friendship. No matter how difficult she could be, there had to be some kind of underlying reason she was the way she was.
“Don’t judge someone until you’ve walked a mile in their shoes,” she told herself.
And she found that she was looking forward to the day. Looking forward to spending a little time with Hannah. Maybe, just maybe this could all work out. They’d had a bad start, and last night had been weird, but a new morning was a clean morning, a clean slate.
“Let’s do this!” she said, marching down the street towards the gallery. “Mission begins.”
✽✽✽
 
A clean start. She’d taken the idea to heart, washing all the dishes and scrubbing the chicken pot before she’d left the house. And now she was in work mode. If this idea was going to work then she’d need some big names. The first step was always the hardest, getting the first artist on board would be tough. But then she could use that name to lure others in.
A half hour of going through the gallery files and she had a good idea of who she needed to make that first call to. There was one artist that consistently out-sold any others shown in the gallery. One man whose work consistently fetched four and even five figure prices. This was going to be her first step. Not a household name exactly, but he would be, one day. All she needed to do was persuade him to provide a piece for the big show. Easy.
Her hand didn’t shake as she dialed the number. She had no fear here. Negotiating was one of her best skills, and she was confident that she’d have the man eating from the palm of her hand.
“Damien Hines, please,” she said as soon as her call was answered.
“What do you want?”
The voice was gruff, suspicious, and maybe even slightly drunk though it was barely nine in the morning. Hannah took a breath before she began her spiel.
“Mr. Hines, this is Hannah Layton from Bancroft Gallery in Oakview.”
“Piss off.”
For a second she expected the buzzing of a hung up phone, but the line stayed connected, the silence almost tangible.
“I have an interesting offer for you, Mr. Hines,” she began again.
“Not interested.”
But still he didn’t hang up the phone.
She took yet another deep breath.
“In the autumn we’re going to be holding a special gala show,” she said. “With some of New York’s top critics attending, as well as some big spenders. We’re looking to showcase the best of new artists, up and comers, and obviously your name was first on our list.”
“Piss off,” he said again.
And he sounded no more interested, bored even. Hannah rolled her eyes, the first bite of irritation itching at her. The front door dinged open and Frank walked in. Hannah nodded at her, and Frank, seeing the phone, nodded back before disappearing into the back room.
“Mr. Hines, your piece, should you choose to provide one, will have pride of place, obviously. This is a huge opportunity, one that’s likely to get you a lot of media coverage, and...”
“And I don’t do group shows,” he said, coming to life now. “You want me then you give me the whole gallery. I’m not interested in giving you just one piece, not interested in being compared to anyone else. Got it? And where the hell is Laura, or even Frank, who the fuck are you?”
“Mr. Hines, I’m not sure you quite grasp the opportunity that I’m offering you here.”
She was unable to keep the irritation out of her voice now. The man was an idiot. The deal was a no brainer. Pride of place in a top exhibition in front of the top critics and buyers. What kind of idiot would turn this down?
“I’m. Not. Interested.”
“Come now, Mr. Hines, I think...”
“Piss off!”
The words were loud enough that Frank who had reappeared raised her eyebrows at Hannah.
“Let me,” she whispered, gesturing for the phone.
Getting angry and knowing that her anger would show in her voice and annoy the man even further, Hannah handed over the phone. Damien Hines was obviously an idiot and if she couldn’t succeed then Frank wouldn’t either. But at least it would give her a chance to calm down before trying again.
“Dame, Frank here,” Frank said, smiling into the phone.
She was quiet for a second, then nodded.
“Yep, big show. I can put you right at the back, not a problem. You’ll get the whole blank wall.”
More quiet.
“Uh-huh,” said Frank. “You know you’re going to knock it out of the park though, Dame. It’s not like anyone will remember anyone else’s work once they’ve seen yours. You’ll do just fine.”
Her voice had softened, become gentler, more maternal even. Hannah frowned. Something was happening here.
“No one has more impact than you, Damien, you know that. The first time I saw your work, I cried. Literally cried. No one else has ever been able to do that to me.”
Hannah couldn’t tell if she was telling the truth or not, but her brain was already working, already planning.
“Absolutely,” said Frank. “Alrighty, I’ll talk to you then.”
She replaced the phone on the cradle.
“He needs time to think about it?” Hannah guessed.
“Nah, he’ll deliver a piece by the end of next month,” said Frank.
“But...”
Frank shrugged.
“He’s like a lot of artists, afraid of what others will think, lacking in confidence. You just have to talk him up a bit. And to be honest, it was all true, his work is incredible. Lay it on a little thick, you can’t over-egg the pudding here. He needed his ego stroking. And maybe it helped to talk to someone he knew, rather than a stranger.”
Useful, very useful. In fact, she was starting to see how Frank might be more useful than she’d imagined. But now Frank was staring at her, her eyebrows raised, like she was expecting something.
“What?”
“Big show?” asked Frank. “Care to elaborate on that?”
Time to make a decision. But it was already made. Frank needed to be in on the idea. More than that though, from what she’d just seen, she needed Frank. Frank could do things that she couldn’t. Hannah sat back in her chair and collected her thoughts for a moment before beginning.
✽✽✽
 
She was a little hurt that Hannah hadn’t mentioned this before. But she managed to set aside her irritation for long enough to see that the idea was a good one. More than a good one. A great one. She was no fool. She knew that Hannah was just trying to make money. In fact, was probably just trying to get the gallery a good reputation so she could sell it to the highest bidder. But that didn’t have to be the way it worked.
Show Hannah how exciting a show was, get her interested in the art, get her to see what kind of profits were possible in the art world, and maybe she wouldn’t want to sell at all. This could all work in Frank’s favor. She swallowed down her anger at Hannah not being completely honest with her.
“It’s a good idea. If we can pull it off.”
“But we can,” said Hannah.
Her eyes were dancing now, her cheeks a little flushed with the excitement of the idea.
“Between us. My contacts in the business world and in New York, your ability to deal with artists. There’s no reason why this shouldn’t be the art show of the year. We can really put the gallery on the map.”
There wasn’t exactly a lot to consider. If she was being totally honest with herself, Frank was excited. The idea of such a big show, of putting it together, of all the logistics, thrilled her. As much as she’d always loved working for Laura she’d sometimes felt that she’d like a bigger challenge, something to really sink her teeth into. This could be it.
She looked at Hannah, seeing her ambition, seeing how much she wanted this. Not for the art, of course, but still, it was an enticing idea.
“Can I ask you a question?”
“Yes.”
“You’ve been wearing exactly the same clothes for the last three days. Is everything in your closet the same? Or are you actually just wearing the same clothes?”
Hannah blinked. It obviously hadn’t been the question she’d been expecting.
“My luggage got lost,” she said.
“And it’s still not here?”
“Obviously not.”
Frank filed that information away for a second.
“Okay,” she said.
“Okay?”
“The show. Okay. Let’s do it. But there’s a condition.”
“Which is?”
“That from now on you’re completely transparent with me about everything to do with both the gallery and the house. I’m not thrilled that you kept this project from me, and I don’t even want to think about what you were planning to do if I said no. But from here on out, we’re open about anything to do with business.”
Hannah nodded.
“Deal.”
“Now, let’s get to work on your other problem.”
She picked up the phone again, dialing the number and taking a step away from the desk, not wanting Hannah to hear any sound leaking from the other end. She had a feeling she knew what was going on here.
“Joe?” she asked when a voice answered.
“That’s my name, don’t wear it out.”
Joe was a friend of Martha’s, and he’d once taken her out to the airport to look at the planes. It was a childhood memory that Frank held very dear.
“Listen, my business partner is here, Hannah Layton, and she says that she lost her luggage a few days ago on a flight coming in from New York.”
Joe laughed.
“As if I could forget. She was pretty rude, Frank. Thought I’d let her stew in her old underwear for a day or two before I got her her stuff back.”
Frank didn’t laugh, though she wanted to.
“Well, if you could see to it that the luggage gets sent ASAP I’d consider it a personal favor,” she said for Hannah’s benefit.
“Sure thing, whatever you want Frank. I’ll have it delivered in an hour. Give my love to Martha.”
Frank grinned and hung up the phone.
“Your luggage will be here within the hour,” she said.
✽✽✽
 
“How do you do that?” Hannah asked. “How do you get people to just do what you want like that?”
Frank shrugged. “Just be nice, I suppose.”
Hannah considered this. In New York nice got you nothing. No, that wasn’t true, nice got your taken advantage of. Nice got you walked all over. Apparently things were different out in the sticks. The decision to include Frank had been a good one, she thought. A very good one. Although there was still the problem of how Frank looked. She thought about mentioning the jeans now but then decided against it. Why ruin the moment? There’d be time for makeovers later.
“So we’re in business?” she asked now.
Frank held out her hand.
Hannah hesitated. It wasn’t the physical contact. She’d shaken hands on deals plenty of times. Or it was the physical contact, but more importantly the person that the contact would be with. She had a quick flash of the electricity that had passed between them the night before. Frank’s hand was starting to withdraw just a little. Hannah swallowed. She needed to do this right.
She stuck her hand out, preparing for a firm, business-like grip, shaking on the deal like she’d shake on any other deal.
The warmth of the connection, the buzz of electricity, the sheer thrill of touching hands made her knees weak. Christ. She needed to get laid. The next time a woman approached her in a bar she wasn’t going to say no, she promised herself.
Frank’s chocolate eyes looked into hers and she saw freckles on the bridge of her nose, saw the small curls of fine hair close to her neck, saw the glimpse of white teeth and pink, soft lips.
“Let’s do it,” said Frank.
And for a moment Hannah wasn’t thinking of doing business. She was thinking of doing something else entirely. Something very, very unprofessional indeed. Then Frank let her hand drop, and the moment was broken.



Chapter Eight
Frank had already left for lunch and Hannah’s stomach was grumbling when the front door opened.
“Anyone home?” called a voice.
Hannah stuck her head around the door to the back room and saw a familiar figure standing there. The woman from the inn, and just for a second she struggled to put a name to the face. Charlotte. That was it.
“Can I help you?” she asked, puzzled as to why the woman would be there. She’d paid the bill in full, of that she was sure.
“This is more like me helping you,” grinned Charlotte.
She stepped to one side, revealing Hannah’s luggage.
“They delivered it to the inn about a half hour ago. I was coming into town anyway, so thought it would be easier to bring it with me than arrange for a pick up. I hope that’s alright?”
Hannah felt a weight drop from her chest. Finally. Clean underwear, clean clothes, her favorite shampoo.
“More than okay, it’s wonderful of you.”
“And you look like you’re just headed out the door,” said Charlotte. “So I’ll leave you to it.”
“Actually, I was just headed for some lunch. I don’t suppose you feel like joining me, do you? I’d feel better about you dragging that suitcase down here if I brought you lunch to make up for it.”
Why not? Making contacts in the town was important. And the food she’d had at the inn had been fantastic, making Charlotte a prime candidate to help cater the art show. Charlotte checked her watch, then grinned again.
“Why not?” she said.
Five minutes later they were ensconced in a booth at what Charlotte assured her was the best lunch spot in town, Dolly’s. The air smelled of grilling burgers and french fries, and Hannah’s stomach grumbled again. Burgers and fries weren’t generally her food of choice, but everything smelled so good she wasn’t about to complain.
“So, how’s business?” Charlotte said, picking up a fry.
“Why?” Hannah asked, suspicious already.
Charlotte flashed that grin again and leaned forward a little.
“Something you need to learn about Oakview is that pretty much everyone knows everyone, and everyone knows everything,” she said. “There are no secrets here, trust me on that. The university makes sure that there’s a pretty large transient population, but the towners, we all know each other. The gossip mills are on fire right now with talk of the big city art expert that’s come to run the gallery.”
Hannah couldn’t help but laugh.
“I’m no art expert,” she said. “Far from it. But as it happens, yes, I’ll be helping run the gallery for at least a while.”
“Not selling up then?” asked Charlotte.
Her accent was crisp and proper and Hannah wondered just how an English woman had ended up in Oakview.
“Not for the time being,” she said, not wanting to provoke the rumor mills any further. “But there is something you might be able to help me with. In fact, I think it could help us both out.”
Hannah gave her the bare outlines of the plan for the show, and Charlotte listened as she munched on french fries.
“I need a little help lining up caterers,” Hannah finished with. “The food at the inn was excellent, so I’m hoping you can help me there. In return, we’ll book the top name critics in with you, so you’ll profit from the show as well.”
Charlotte nodded.
“That sounds like something we can talk about,” she said. “I’ll need to go over it with Avery first, but provisionally, yes, not a problem.”
“Avery?”
“My wife,” Charlotte smiled.
Hannah had a vague memory of a pregnant woman behind the reception desk of the inn.
“And how is she?” she asked, politely.
“Amazing, the baby is kicking already,” Charlotte said. She cleaned up the rest of her ketchup with her last fry. “And what about you and Frank?”
Hannah frowned.
“What about me and Frank?”
“How did you meet?” asked Charlotte. “How do you handle working together? I know it was a little tough for Avery and me at the beginning. Separating business and pleasure isn’t always easy. But it’s definitely do-able.”
It took a few seconds before Hannah realized the misunderstanding. And when she did she could feel herself blushing furiously.
“There’s nothing between me and Frank and,” she said, sharply. “We’re colleagues, nothing more. Laura Bancroft was my aunt, which is why I’m here.”
Charlotte didn’t look bothered in the slightest.
“Oh, we all know that,” she said. “About Laura, I mean. We just assumed that there was something between you and Frank which was why Laura had left you the gallery, rather than just giving it to Frank is all. So there’s really nothing going on there?”
“Nothing.”
“There’s someone else then?”
“No!”
Charlotte shrugged.
“There are plenty of opportunities in Oakview,” she said. “There’s a huge gay community here. And it’s very welcoming. I have a friend who...”
“No!” Hannah said again. She took a deep breath. “No, thank you,” she said, more calmly. “I’m not here for anything like that. Business only.”
Charlotte regarded her for a moment, her eyes cool and green. She was attractive, Hannah thought. Well put together, well dressed, the kind of woman that she would generally go for. Far more appropriate than someone like Frank who dressed as though she was twelve.
“Sure,” Charlotte said. “Let me know if you change your mind though. I’d be happy to invite you over to dinner or something so you can meet people.”
“Not interested.”
Charlotte grinned.
“Alrighty then. I guess the gossip mills are all wrong. Seems a shame though.”
“A shame?” asked Hannah.
Charlotte shrugged.
“It’s just that you and Frank seem very well suited is all. You’d make an attractive couple. But if it’s not meant to be... then...”
“Then nothing.”
Charlotte nodded, but she was still watching with those cool, green eyes, and Hannah felt like she was being judged again.
“What?”
“Laura Bancroft had quite the reputation as a match-maker,” Charlotte said. “That’s all. I just wonder if she knew what she was doing when she left the gallery to you and Frank.”
There was a quick glimpse of Frank’s dark eyes, a quick memory of their skin touching and the warmth that followed it. Hannah swallowed. She was feeling pushed towards Frank, or drawn towards her, and she wasn’t sure which.
“My aunt had nothing in mind other than business,” she said.
Charlotte grinned again.
“Whatever you say,” she said.
✽✽✽
 
“It’s so nice to have you home for lunch.”
Frank helped herself to some pasta salad.
“It’s nice of you to have me over. How are the boys doing?”
“Great. They miss having you around though,” Martha said. “I don’t have the energy to keep up with them playing soccer anymore. I think you’re going to have to make a play date with them.”
“Not a problem,” said Frank, diving into the food. “This is delicious.”
“So, how’s it going? Tell me everything.”
Frank shrugged.
“It’s going fine,” she said. “I mean, Hannah is kind of difficult I guess. I don’t really have a great read on her yet. But I’m thinking she’s probably had a tough life. And probably I judged her kind of harshly.”
“That’s not like you.”
“She’s kind of... skittish, I guess. Doesn’t like being touched. Doesn’t do personal conversations, that kind of thing. At a guess, I’d say she’s been hurt, or she’s learned that emotions aren’t something to be discussed. I don’t know.”
“Show patience,” Martha said. “And remember, not everyone is like you. We all do things our own way, and you just have to let that happen.”
“She’s got a great idea for the gallery though.”
Martha raised a questioning eyebrow, and Frank filled her in. When she was done, her mother was smiling.
“What?”
“Nothing,” said Martha.
“Ma, come on. I know you better than that, what?”
“You light up a little when you talk about her, that’s all,” Martha said.
“Because I’m excited about her idea for the gallery.”
“If you say so.”
“Ma, stop it. There’s nothing going on there. Seriously.”
“And why not?” asked Martha. “Is she unattractive?”
“No,” allowed Frank.
“But?”
“But nothing. She’s Laura’s niece, she’s a colleague, there are tons of reasons why there’s nothing going on.”
“She doesn’t fit with your idea of how a girlfriend should be,” said Martha, taking another spoon of salad. “Well, am I right?”
“Maybe.”
Martha sighed. Frank dropped her eyes to her plate, feeling like somehow she’d disappointed her mother, but she wasn’t sure how.
“You know what I thought when you came out to me?” Martha asked.
And Frank remembered the day. Remembered coming home from the gallery after talking to Laura, filled with a new sense of purpose, a new sense of self. Remembered seeing Martha in the kitchen, needing to tell her right then, not wanting to keep things from her anymore. Not that she hadn’t been nervous. She’d been terrified. Martha had loved her for longer than anyone else, but there had always been the chance that she’d be thrown out, sent to another foster home.
“No,” she said.
“I thought that at last you could find happiness,” said Martha.
“I don’t understand.”
“I knew there was something about you,” explained Martha. “I knew that there was something keeping you from being happy. And when you told me you were gay, I thought maybe that was it. Maybe keeping that secret had been what was stopping you from truly being happy. But now I’m not so sure.”
“I am happy, ma. And I was always happy with you.”
“Surface happy,” said Martha. “I’m talking about real happy. The happiness that comes from finding yourself, from being yourself. But it was more than just your sexuality, Frank. You’ve always had very exact ideas of how things should be. Not everything, but the important things. And I’m worried that you’re never going to find a partner if you have this perfect ideal in your head of how she’s supposed to be.”
“I don’t...” began Frank.
But she did. She knew she did. She had this picture of the woman that she wanted, like a treasure map, an ideal she followed to try and find her partner.
“Love doesn’t work that way, Frank. You never find the perfect person. You find a person and they’re not perfect, not in the slightest. But you love them anyway. That’s how you know they’re the one for you.”
“And you think Hannah is the one for me?”
First Laura’s meddling and now Martha. People seemed to think that she belonged with a woman that nobody knew, a stranger.
“Not necessarily,” said Martha. “But you should be open to the idea. She might be.”
“I barely know her.”
“Then get to know her. You might find yourself surprised. At least consider the fact that there could be more to this than just business. Laura was very good at what she did, you know.”
“Selling art?”
Martha laughed.
“No, match-making. I swear, there are dozens of couples in Oakview that were set up by Laura. You know the Pattersons down the street?”
Frank nodded.
“Laura introduced Rose to Jim at a fourth of July cookout. She just had an eye for this kind of thing.”
“As far as I can tell, Laura never even met Hannah,” Frank said. “I get the feeling there was some kind of family rift or something.”
Martha shrugged.
“Maybe she did, maybe she didn’t. Who knows?”
“Ma, I...”
“Okay, okay, enough,” said Martha, smiling gently. “I shouldn’t interfere, I know better than that. Just don’t let your ideals stop you from keeping an open mind, that’s all.”
Conversation turned back to the boys and their school reports and all too soon lunch was over. Frank walked slowly back to the gallery, enjoying the feeling of the sun on her shoulders. But all she could think about was Hannah.
The woman was attractive, there was no denying that. And she wasn’t quite as bad as Frank had imagined. She definitely had her... quirks. But, and here was the thing, there was some kind of connection between them. She felt it, felt the heat when they touched. It was like nothing she’d ever felt with anyone else before, and it intrigued her.
Okay, so Hannah wasn’t the domestic, family-oriented girlfriend she’d always wanted. But people changed, didn’t they? Maybe Hannah would change. Maybe if Frank showed her that opening up was alright, that love was good, maybe then Hannah would be more vulnerable.
The gallery was up ahead, the door propped open to let in the breeze. Hannah was obviously inside. Frank sighed. This was all ridiculous. Hannah had shown no interest in her whatsoever. And far from falling in love at first sight, which was what Frank had always assumed would happen to her, she’d hated Hannah the first time they’d met.
There was nothing between them. Nothing at all. That didn’t mean she wasn’t going to try to be friends of a sort. But nothing else would ever happen. However, she thought as she stepped into the cool gallery, she would do one thing, just for her mother. She’d keep an open mind.



Chapter Nine
“That’s ridiculous. I mean honestly, a five year old could have done that.”
Frank gritted her teeth. Patience, she counseled herself. Patience. If there was one thing she’d learned over the last two and a half weeks of living with Hannah it was that the woman had very definite ideas.
“It’s abstract,” Frank said, calmly.
The picture shone out from the screen, a mad chaotic mess of bright red, blue and yellow. Something stirred in Frank as she looked at it, it made her feel hungry somehow, jangled against her nerves.
“Abstract or not, it’s ridiculous,” frowned Hannah.
Frank sighed.
“The artist’s last piece sold for just a little over thirty thousand dollars,” she said.
Hannah’s eyebrows rose and she whistled under her breath.
“Thirty thousand?”
“Thirty thousand,” agreed Frank.
Hannah sat back in her chair still frowning at the picture. Her profile caught the light, and Frank snuck a glance at her and felt another tremoring inside before she could tear her eyes away. Things had been getting worse. Worse as in she was becoming increasingly certain that she felt something for Hannah Layton. Something that she didn’t want to feel. The way her hair was always perfect, even first thing in the morning. The way she smelled of coconut after she took a shower. The way she could throw together a simple meal in a matter of minutes.
“It’s no good,” Hannah said.
And now it was Frank’s turn to frown. What was no good? The feelings she was developing towards the woman next to her? She knew that already. The painting on the screen? Surely that was a matter of taste. Frank settled on the latter option.
“Good is subjective,” she said. “If you’re going to be in the art business then the first thing you need to realize is that your own personal taste has nothing to do with matters. The first and only thing that should concern you is how saleable a piece is. Period.”
Hannah peered at her then nodded.
“That I understand,” she said. “Business is business. I was more concerned, however, with my own ability to deal with things. Tact and diplomacy aren’t exactly my way.”
Frank had a flash of memory. Hannah informing the barista at The Beanery just how awful her cappuccino was. The girl had been new and Frank had felt bad for her, leaving a bigger than normal tip.
“Well, perhaps...” she began.
She was determined to bring Hannah out of her shell, to make her less prickly. Criticizing her wouldn’t help. Whatever Hannah’s background was, whyever she felt that she had to be so defensive, so strident all the time, Frank wanted to change her. Both for her own sake, a gentler Hannah would be easier to live and work with, and for Hannah’s.
“I know my own failings, Frank. And I can admit them. No, tact and diplomacy aren’t my thing. And you should be grateful for that.”
“I should?”
“You should. Because my failings are the very reason that I need you.”
Frank bit her tongue. No, Hannah didn’t need her because she owned half the damn gallery and the house. She needed her for her tact. Fantastic. But she refused to rise to it. In fact, she was sure after these few weeks that Hannah didn’t even think she’d said anything wrong at all.
“The reason you need me,” she echoed.
Hannah nodded then abruptly reached over and flicked the computer off.
“Lesson’s over?” asked Frank.
She’d been trying to instill at least a little appreciation of art into Hannah. But the only thing Hannah ever really responded to was price tags and profits. Making an art lover out of the woman was going to be impossible, she felt.
“Yes,” Hannah said. “Because I’ve come to a decision.”
She paused and looked Frank up and down in the late afternoon light of the gallery, her eyes narrowing a little.
“A decision?” prompted Frank.
“All in good time. First, we need to get home. There’s something that I’ve been meaning to take care of for a long time now.”
It was a little after four. The gallery wasn’t likely to do much business now anyway. Frank sighed and nodded. She’d go. Whatever it was Hannah wanted to take care of it was obviously already decided. She learned many things about the woman, and yet another one was that she was not to be denied when she got an idea in her head. It was far easier just to go along with the ride.
Frank grabbed her rucksack and waited for Hannah outside, letting the warmth of the afternoon shine on her skin. She was a mystery. Despite sharing a living space and a working space she knew little more about Hannah’s personal life than she had on the first day. The woman just didn’t open up. They spent twenty four hours a day in close proximity to each other. Except for the odd nights when Hannah disappeared for a few hours, going who knows where. Or the nights that Frank went to Martha’s.
And yet... and yet, Frank was warming to her. Slowly, gradually. Once she’d tried to be open-minded as her mother had suggested, once she’d tried seeing things from Hannah’s point of view, she’d found that the woman wasn’t deliberately being hurtful or rude. She was brutally honest and didn’t stop herself from saying what was on her mind, which could certainly come across as both hurtful and rude. But it wasn’t deliberate, her words weren’t calculated to sting.
“Get a move on then,” Hannah said, letting the gallery door bang shut behind her and turning to lock it. “We’ve got work to do.”
What the hell kind of work? As far as Frank was concerned everything was in hand, more or less. She’d planned on going to Martha’s for dinner tonight. But the set of Hannah’s shoulders and the firmness of her step told another story. There was a project on tonight. Just like last week when she’d got it into her head that all the kitchen cupboards needed reorganizing to be more efficient. Frank hitched her bag over her shoulder and followed Hannah, pulling her phone out of her pocket to text her apologies to Martha as she went.
✽✽✽
 
It hadn’t been as bad as she feared. As soon as she’d begun seeing Frank as a protegee, rather than as an employee, Hannah’s mood and attitude had changed. Here was a small town girl who could become stylish, intelligent, and successful. All she needed was Hannah’s help. And since Hannah wanted someone to take care of her business, well, their interests collided.
No, not bad at all, she thought, as she crossed the street, hearing Frank’s hurried footsteps behind her. Except... said the voice in her head. Except those sparks of electricity when they accidentally touched. Except trying to keep her gaze from Frank’s body at every opportunity. Except that she was rapidly developing feelings. Which was foolish. Very foolish.
She turned into their street. Several times now she’d gone out with the intention of picking up a one night stand to fulfill her needs. And yet somehow she’d always gone home alone. Because once she was out there, once she was confronted with someone else, the need had seemed to abate, become less urgent.
It was, she told herself, a side effect of being in such close contact with another woman. To be fair, she’d never spent so much time alone with someone else. It was only natural that her body should begin to respond to Frank, should consider her as something more than a room-mate. Only natural that she should consider... No. She should consider nothing.
Frank was sweet, naïve, nice, and yes, attractive. Or could be attractive. What she was absolutely not was a woman that Hannah could afford to spend any personal time on. She was not one night stand material. After all, where would she run to when the night was over? And she was damned if she was getting pulled into Frank’s complicated family life. She’d met Martha by now, the boys too, and the constant noise gave her a headache. How the hell Frank had survived a lifetime in a home like that was a miracle to her. She unlocked the front door, not looking to see if Frank was following, and went straight up the stairs to Frank’s room.
“Get in the shower,” she said, turning to open up Frank’s closet.
She perused the tidy line of clothes. Jeans. T-shirts. Sweaters. A winter coat that looked as though it had seen better days. Jesus. Not exactly a lot to work with. She was about to reach for what might be a decent shirt when she felt a prickling on the back of her neck. She whipped around. Frank was staring at her.
“What?”
“Get in the shower?” said Frank, very, very slowly.
Hannah sighed. She did hate being questioned.
“Get. In. The. Shower. Quickly now, jump to it.”
Frank stared at her still, chocolate eyes boring into her. And then a slight change came over her face, a relaxing, a giving in. She shrugged.
“I was going to shower anyway,” she said. “I guess I can do it right now.”
Hannah turned back to the closet.
By the time Frank re-appeared, robe wrapped close around her, a towel around her wet hair, Hannah was prepared. A makeup kit stood on the dresser, a hairdryer next to it. A collection of simple clothes from Hannah’s own closet was hanging from the back of the door.
“What’s all this?” asked Frank, suspiciously.
“A makeover,” Hannah said, flatly.
Frank took a step back.
“Oh no,” she said. “Nope. You’re not getting your big city hands on me. I’m quite comfortable with who I am, thank you very much.”
And now Hannah looked up from the drawer she’d been rummaging in looking for hair products. This wasn’t what she’d expected. Not an outright no. Why on earth would Frank be averse to looking better? She had to know that she hardly looked sophisticated.
“You, uh, I mean...” she began.
But she had no argument because she hadn’t known that she was going to need one.
“I mean it, Hannah,” Frank said, taking another step back towards the bathroom.
“It’s...” she started, thinking as quickly as she could. “Uh, it’ll be fun,” she finished.
A weak excuse. But Frank had stopped her retreat.
“Fun?”
“Yes, fun. Girl time. Relaxing. I thought after you’ve been teaching me so much about art that I could maybe teach you a little something. Not for every day, of course, just for special occasions.”
Frank’s eyes roved over the makeup case, over the clothes.
“Fun,” she repeated.
“Come on,” Hannah said. “It won’t take long. Let’s just give it a try, shall we?”
How was that for tact and diplomacy, she thought. Maybe being around Frank was starting to rub off on her. Not one mention of how Frank looked like a farmer’s wife. Not a word. And now Frank was stepping forward again, hesitantly.
“I guess,” she said.
And Hannah got straight to work before Frank could change her mind.
✽✽✽
 
There was an ulterior motive, Frank knew that. She just couldn’t figure out exactly what it was. And once Hannah started putting makeup on her she was too busy to worry about it. Long, cool fingers smoothed cream over her cheeks and Frank’s heart skipped a beat. Fingertips brushed color over her face, over her eyelids and Frank lost the ability to breathe for a moment.
In the mirror she could see Hannah’s face, absorbed in her work, her defenses dropped as she focussed on what she was doing. It softened her somehow. Made her look like someone else. And Frank could see in her mind how Hannah would look when she woke up, as she slowly dropped off to sleep. She looked prettier, kinder, nicer.
“Just a touch of color,” Hannah said. “Nothing too flashy.”
“Mmm,” agreed Frank.
She couldn’t form words. Hannah’s hands on her skin felt... right. Hot and cold at the same time. Her stomach squirmed with longing. And she felt guilty for it, guilty for having these thoughts when Hannah was doing nothing wrong, was just helping her.
“Look up,” said Hannah.
Obedient, Frank looked up as Hannah brushed mascara onto her lashes. She needed to snap out of this. Hannah was not the woman for her. She just wasn’t. The feelings could and would be denied. Frank wanted a wife, not a... whatever the hell this could turn out to be.
“There, not bad,” Hannah said, taking a step back.
Frank looked in the mirror. Her eyes looked bigger, her skin more perfect. She didn’t look as she’d expected. The only time she’d worn makeup was for prom, and then she’d had pink eyelids and red lips and had looked like a painted doll. Hannah’s makeup made her look... somehow more like herself.
“We’re not finished yet,” said Hannah.
And she was already pulling the towel from Frank’s hair, running her fingers through it in a way that made a disturbing wave of heat cascade through Frank’s body. Frank struggled to ignore it. Struggled to look at her own reflection in the mirror. She felt possessed almost, like she couldn’t control her own self. And then Hannah was switching on the hairdryer, and at last Frank had an excuse for the sweat beading on her forehead, for the flush in her cheeks. She closed her eyes and just let it happen.
“Keep your eyes closed for a second,” said Hannah when the buzz of the dryer was silent.
There was a rustling behind her, the sound of movement, and then Hannah’s hands were on her, pulling her up, guiding her step by step.
“Alright, put on the clothes and don’t look in the mirror. I want you to get the full effect all at once,” ordered Hannah.
There was the sound of the bathroom door closing and Frank’s eyes flashed open. On the side of the bath lay a dark grey skirt and a plain white blouse. She took a deep breath, trying to gather herself, calm herself, before she picked up the skirt.
The skirt wasn’t an issue. The blouse though, smelling as it did of Hannah, a flash of her flowered perfume with an undertone of something that was just her, was more of a problem. Frank tried to hold her breath as she buttoned it up. How long ago, she wondered, had this material last touched Hannah’s skin? There was something that was definitely dangerous to think about. Her fingers worked faster on the buttons, and she practically flung open the bathroom door.
✽✽✽
 
Jesus Christ. A bolt of heat struck straight through her body, her stomach wobbled just a little, and her breath caught in her throat.
Frank stood in the doorway. The skirt cupped her behind, sheathed her legs. The blouse lay open at her neck, baring a fragile, pale glimpse of skin. Her hair cascaded down her back, longer now that it was straight, with just a hint of wave. Her eyes, those eyes, those deep chocolate pools, shone in a face that was formed so perfectly, so delicately, that Hannah couldn’t believe she’d touched her without breaking her.
In that moment, with no shoes or stockings, with a bemused look on her face, standing in the doorway of the bathroom in the fading light of the day, Frank Raines was the most beautiful woman that Hannah had ever seen.
“Well?” Frank said.
There was a tartness to her voice, a hint of irritation at being made over like a doll, but a touch of amusement and forbearance as well. And what was she to say? The only words she could think of were ones she should never say aloud. Not to Frank, not to anyone. She swallowed, took a breath, pasted on a business-like smile.
“Now you’re ready for New York,” she said.



Chapter Ten
It was the first time Frank had been on a plane. Not that she had told Hannah that. Not that she would. She wasn’t afraid as such, just... uncomfortable. Her ears felt muffled and the air smelled funny.
“I just don’t think that we should be here,” she said.
Hannah rolled her eyes and sipped from her glass of wine.
“We’ve been over this a hundred times. Half the interesting artists you showed me are based in New York. Meeting them in person will be more persuasive. Particularly if it’s you doing the persuading. And I need to schmooze with a couple of the critics, and with a few big name buyers. Face to face is important. We can’t do everything over the phone.”
The topic had been discussed over and over since Hannah had brought up the subject of New York two weeks ago. And as reluctant as Frank had been at first, she’d come around to the idea, was cautiously excited about seeing the city.
“That wasn’t what I meant,” she said now. “I meant we shouldn’t be sitting in first class. This is a business expense, I get that. But why should we cost the gallery an extra few hundred bucks for first class tickets when it’s a two hour trip. We could just as easily have sat in coach.”
Hannah’s nose wrinkled in disgust, and she took another sip of wine to clear her mouth.
“Trust me,” she said. “You don’t want to sit back there.”
“But–”
“I used my air miles to upgrade us,” Hannah said. “The gallery isn’t paying for this. Now hush.”
She was already flicking through a magazine. Frank sighed. In front of her sat the smallest bottle of wine she’d ever seen and a glass. She eyed it for a minute, then unscrewed the top. Hell, she might as well try and enjoy herself a little. Two days in New York. It wasn’t exactly an imposition.
Hannah’s arm was close enough that their skin was touching and Frank didn’t withdraw from the warmth. She’d almost become accustomed to it. Not quite, but almost. Hannah wasn’t exactly the touchy feely type, but living and working together meant that occasionally they touched, accidentally, of course. Not that Frank would ever engineer a situation so that they touched. Never.
She took a big gulp of the wine. It tasted acid and vaguely unpleasant. But the alcohol worked fast, beginning to calm her even as it made its way down to her stomach. Two days in New York. With Hannah. Staying at Hannah’s apartment. This didn’t have to be any different to being in Oakview she told herself, had told herself a hundred times. But somehow it seemed different.
She leaned back and looked out of the window at fluffy clouds below them. There were, she thought, worse things in life than flying first class.
✽✽✽
 
Hannah had expected to feel different. Cleaner, happier, lighter, more comfortable perhaps. But the nightmare of finding a cab at the airport, and the hell that was city traffic had left her frazzled by the time she greeted the doorman at her building. She stood silently in the elevator, not even looking at Frank.
Why, she wondered, had she offered Frank a place to sleep? She could just as easily have put her up in a hotel. Could have kept her privacy. But she hadn’t. Maybe because it seemed... normal being around Frank now. After more than a month, hearing someone else moving around in the house was somehow comforting. Not that they lived in each others’ pockets, but still.
The elevator dinged and the doors slid open. It was too late to do anything about it now. Too late to keep the door closed, to keep her private life fully private. And she was afraid as she unlocked the door. Afraid to let someone into her own apartment. She didn’t really know why.
“You’ll be in the guest bedroom,” she said, pointing down the corridor to the right.
But Frank wasn’t following her, she was already walking into the light, going towards the plate glass windows that had sold Hannah the apartment in the first place. Just walking into the apartment like she owned the place.
“Wow.”
The duffel bag fell from Frank’s hand and she stared from the window. Hannah’s heart softened just a little. The view had had much the same effect on her when she’d first seen it. Buildings rose and soared into the sky, sunlight glinting off windows, the angles and shadows making a futuristic landscape that stretched as far as the eye could see.
“It’s amazing,” Frank said.
Hannah smiled. Frank tore her eyes away from the view, glancing around the apartment. High ceilings, minimalist furniture, light pine and white. The place was airy and vaguely reminiscent of Laura’s house. It hadn’t been lost on Hannah that she and her aunt had shared similar tastes. The apartment had cost her a fortune. Every last penny of her savings when she’d bought it almost six years ago now. But it had been worth it.
“I love it,” said Frank.
And Hannah suddenly felt more settled, happier, lighter. She hadn’t been afraid of letting Frank into her private life, she realized. She’d been afraid that Frank somehow wouldn’t approve. And now that she was smiling and appreciated the apartment, Hannah felt better.
“Let me show you your room,” she said gruffly.
She walked away, not looking back, throwing open the guest room door when she reached it.
“In here,” she said. “You’ll want to change for drinks and dinner.”
She saw Frank look down at her jeans and shirt. Fine for traveling, she guessed, though she herself had worn a suit. It was first class after all. Not fine for hitting the New York nightlife.
“It’s for your own good,” she said. “You’ll feel more comfortable if you fit in.”
Frank sighed.
“Fine,” she said. “Fine.”
And Hannah left her to it, going back out into the light living room. Home. She was home. So why did she feel like she was in a hotel? Or in someone else’s place? There was something missing, something that just didn’t feel quite right. She hadn’t sunk into the space like she normally did after returning from a trip. She looked around, sighed, and took herself off to her bedroom to shower off the plane.
✽✽✽
 
“I’m sorry, ma’am. I’m afraid we’re fully booked tonight.”
Frank watched Hannah draw herself up. She didn’t raise her voice.
“I’m Hannah Layton,” she said. “I think you’ll find that there’s a table for me.”
The nervous young man’s eyes darted from side to side and he licked his lips. Then an older man swept in, almost knocking the boy from behind his pedestal.
“Ms. Layton, so nice to see you again,” said the older man, bending to plant and air kiss on both of Hannah’s cheeks. “We’re very busy tonight, as you can see. But if you’d bear with me and help yourself to a drink at the bar on the house, I’m sure I can clean a table for you very, very shortly.”
Hannah didn’t even thank him, Frank noticed. She simply nodded and turned towards the bar.
Frank felt like a redneck in a Hollywood movie, her mouth half agape, staring at the room filled with expensively dressed people. Suddenly she was happy that Hannah had made her change. The suit she was wearing was one of Hannah’s, taken in by her mother, and her hair was swept up in a bun, curly tendrils falling down. She wasn’t as glamorous as some of the other women here, but at least she didn’t stick out like a sore thumb.
“Hannah,” said a tall man, walking past and giving a half nod.
Hannah smiled and kept walking.
It was a short walk to the bar, but three other people greeted Hannah by name before they got there. Frank let Hannah do the ordering.
“Who were all those people?” she asked, once a glass was in her hand.
“Friends,” said Hannah, sharply.
Frank’s brow creased.
“Friends?” she asked. “But they didn’t stop to talk. Didn’t ask where you’ve been for the last month. Just a nod, that’s all you get?”
“New York doesn’t work that way,” said Hannah.
“Ma’am, you’re table’s ready.”
The young man was back, deferential this time, his head bowed as he allowed Hannah to walk in front of him. Frank followed them both to the table. Those people hadn’t seemed like friends, no matter what Hannah said.
“So how does New York work then?” she persisted, once they were sat at a small corner table looking out over the crowded restaurant.
Hannah sighed and closed her menu.
“In New York you’re only as big as your current project,” she said. “Since as far as anyone knows I’m not working on anything right now, I’ll be treated carefully. It’s a superstitious city, Frank. No one wants any bad luck to rub off on them. Once word gets out about the gallery and the show, once some big names are confirmed, I’ll be the toast of the room again, don’t you worry.”
Frank opened her menu to hide her face. Was that really what Hannah thought? Seriously? New York wasn’t a superstitious city. The problem was that right now Hannah had nothing to offer anyone. Which meant the people they’d seen were what Martha called ‘fairweather friends.’ Those that were only interested when they could get something from you. Not her idea of friends at all.
They ordered and more wine was provided, and Frank was beginning to get a taste for it. She’d gone with steak. Easy, simple, and unlike most things on the menu, not written in French. Hannah treated the staff brusquely, though she wasn’t exactly rude.
“So who do you talk to then?” asked Frank.
She was burning with curiosity about Hannah’s life in New York now.
“I talk to colleagues, co-workers.”
“What about if you have a problem. Say, I don’t know, say you’re sick and you need someone to pick up some meds and some ice cream, who would you call?”
Hannah raised an eyebrow.
“My doorman.”
Frank sighed.
“Okay, say you’ve had a really bad day and you just need a friendly ear, who do you talk to then?”
“My therapist.”
Frank bit her lip and waited for the food to arrive, Hannah talking about work again. As far as she could see the woman didn’t have a single real friend. She lived all alone in that half-empty apartment, not a single photograph in the place. She was alone. Lonely. Just her. Frank’s heart ached a little. She couldn’t imagine being alone, couldn’t imagine having no one to call. Maybe it explained a little why Hannah was the way she was. She just wasn’t used to dealing with people who weren’t paid to listen to her, who didn’t want anything from her.
✽✽✽
 
Frank seemed unimpressed by New York, by the restaurant, despite it being one of the most exclusive in the city. Secretly, Hannah was relieved that she’d still had the pull to get a table. She’d had a moment of doubt when she’d said her name. She’d been out of the city for over a month, after all. Now she was wondering why she’d bothered to try and impress Frank at all. It was hardly necessary. All Frank seemed to be interested in was her personal life. She poured them both more wine.
“You don’t like it here?”
Best to ask directly.
“It’s... nice,” Frank said. “The food is good. Very good.”
“What’s wrong then?”
Frank shook her head.
“Nothing. Probably just tired from the trip, that’s all.”
But she didn’t look tired. She looked sad. Suddenly, Hannah wanted more than anything to see her smile. She was dressed up, smart, her hair up revealing the slim curve of her neck. And just for a second Hannah could imagine putting her hand on the back of that neck, pulling Frank closer to her, letting their lips brush. She took a deep breath to get the picture out of her mind.
“Tell me what it is.”
Frank puffed out her cheeks and looked down at her half-empty plate.
“Tell me.”
She looked up again, eyes like molten chocolate.
“It’s just that you don’t seem to have anyone,” she said.
The words took Hannah aback.
“I... I have plenty of people,” she said. “The doorman, my therapist, friends, colleagues. My phone is constantly buzzing. What on earth are you talking about?”
“No one close, I mean,” said Frank. “What about family?”
That word. How she hated that word. She topped up the wine yet again. It was starting to go to her head, this really had to be the last glass.
“You want to know about my family?”
Frank nodded.
Hannah took a drink. She never told anyone about anything, least of all her family. But Frank was... different. Frank was always there. Frank was always talking. Frank couldn’t be fired. But she could be depended on. Perhaps, Hannah thought, Frank was struggling with her own family situation. Perhaps hearing Hannah’s story would calm her a little. She took a last sip and put her glass down.
“I’m an only child. My parents are dead.”
“I’m sorry.”
“Don’t be. My mother was a sweet woman but too weak to stand up to my father. My father was a conservative bigot.”
Frank’s eyes were wide open.
“How can you say that about your own father?”
Hannah took a breath.
“Because I lived with him. When I was eighteen, just before I graduated high school, I got outed. A teacher told my parents that she suspected I was gay. I expected arguments, punishments, but they were strangely silent on the matter.”
Just for a few weeks she’d thought she’d been wrong. She’d thought she’d misjudged them. Those precious few weeks were the happiest she could ever remember. And then they were gone.
“A while later I found out that rather than graduating and going on to college, I’d instead be graduating and going on to a rehab facility that specialized in... what’s the phrase? ‘Getting the gay out,’ is how they put it, I think.”
Frank said nothing, her face ashen.
“So I left. I graduated and that very afternoon I took everything I owned and left. I put myself through school, I built my career. End of story.”
She stared at Frank, daring her to say something. When she didn’t, she looked around for the waiter, handing over her credit card and telling him to take care of the bill. Frank sat quietly until the card came back.
“Let’s go,” said Hannah.
She really must have had too much wine. She stumbled on the way out of the restaurant, almost ending up face down on the sidewalk. Frank caught her elbow at the last moment. The shock of electricity that ran through her was so powerful that she shook. And then Frank was pulling her closer, was wrapping her arms around her, was holding her. And Hannah wanted to pull away, wanted to stop this. But she didn’t. Because being in Frank’s arms felt more right than anything had in a long, long time.



Chapter Eleven
It was instinct, nothing more. Instinct that made her pull Hannah into her arms. Not lust, not wanting. Just comfort. What she had heard had made Frank’s heart break. Hannah alone, Hannah with no family, or a family that couldn’t accept their daughter for the beautiful, wonderful woman that she was. And now here she was, her arms around a stunning woman in the middle of a New York street. Still, she supposed, the city had seen worse.
Predictably it was Hannah that pulled away, and Frank was left with a feeling of emptiness. And slight embarrassment. She cleared her throat.
“Sorry. You just... It felt like you might need that.”
Hannah didn’t answer. Her cheeks were flushed, perhaps with the wine, and she turned and began to walk. Not her usual stride, but a slower, more even pace that Frank could easily keep up with.
“I suppose I am rather alone,” Hannah said, after a while.
“There’s nothing wrong with that, if it’s what you want.”
Don’t judge, Frank told herself. Some people preferred to be alone.
“More alone than you anyway. Just how do you cope with such a huge family? Growing up like that must have been a nightmare.”
“Not at all,” said Frank. “It was lovely. Wonderful.”
“Are you kidding?” asked Hannah. “All that noise, all that activity all the time. People always around. I think it would have driven me crazy.”
“No,” Frank said, quietly. “I was lucky. Very lucky.”
Hannah’s step paused, and she shot Frank a glance.
“Lucky? That’s an odd way of putting it.”
And Frank found herself telling Hannah her story. About being a foster kid, about finding a family with Martha, about being luckier than so many thousands of other fosters in that she’d found a true, loving home. She kept things as short an impersonal as she could, knowing that more would irritate Hannah.
“Well, that explains a lot, I suppose,” Hannah said, thoughtfully, when Frank was done.
“It does?”
“Mmm.”
Hannah pushed through the door of the apartment building and for a second Frank just watched her. The way her body moved, her confidence, but beneath it all a fragility, a broken-ness that Frank could now better understand.
Holding her had felt right somehow. Good. Perfect even. Closer to happy than anything else that Frank had ever felt before. The feelings were right there, bubbling beneath the surface, and now Frank wasn’t so sure that they could be ignored. Hannah was so, so wrong. But so, so right. All at the same time.
“Hurry up!”
She jumped and hurried to follow Hannah to the elevator.
“I’m not so alone, I guess,” Hannah said, as the doors slid closed behind them. “I mean, not if you listen to Oakview gossip, anyway.”
“Oh yes?”
The fluorescent light caught in Hannah’s hair, giving her a kind of angelic halo.
“I had lunch with Charlotte Barett a few weeks ago, you know, the woman that owns the inn?”
“Avery’s wife, right?” asked Frank.
She’d seen the couple around town, and Avery had bought a couple of pieces for the inn a few months back.
“Mm-hmm. And she said that half of Oakview is convinced that the two of us are, well, together, for want of a better word.”
Frank laughed, more out of shock that the words had been said aloud than anything else.
“What’s so funny?” asked Hannah.
“I don’t know,” said Frank. “My mother said something along the same lines. Actually, she’s convinced that Laura set all of this up to force us together. Your aunt was something of a matchmaker.”
“So I’ve heard,” Hannah said.
But she was grinning, and the look on her face was so relaxed, open, that Frank’s heart skipped a beat.
“So everyone thinks there’s something going on between us, huh?” said Frank.
“Indeed.”
“And what’s so wrong with that?”
The words slipped out before she could stop them, before she could think about them, before she could even imagine what Hannah’s response would be. Before she could realize that she really meant them.
There was a moment of heavy silence, a moment where the words hung in the air and Frank heartily wished she could pluck them back. Then the elevator dinged and the door slid open and Hannah began to laugh.
“You’re kidding, right?” she said, as she guided them both out of the elevator and towards the front door.
Frank considered this.
“No,” she said. “Not exactly. I’m curious. What would be so wrong with... with us.”
Hannah said nothing as she unlocked the door and switched the lights on. Frank followed her into the living room and Hannah dropped her purse before going to a cabinet on the far wall.
“Nightcap?”
“Sure,” said Frank, sitting down.
She was presented with a heavy glass tumbler partially filled with amber scotch. Hannah sat down opposite her, legs crossed.
“We’re too different,” she said.
“Opposites attract,” countered Frank.
“We’re from two completely different places.”
“Commuting works, long distance can work, and anyway you’re committed to being in Oakview for at least another few months.”
“You’re looking for... What?” Hannah’s eyes narrowed. “Let me guess. You want a wife, you want a family, you want a white picket fence, the whole nine yards, right?”
There was no point denying that. Frank nodded.
“So, we want completely different things,” said Hannah.
“I suppose.”
Now Hannah’s eyebrow raised.
“And you say that like you’re disappointed. Were you thinking of falling into line with the gossip mongers, of giving them what they want? Of letting my crazy aunt match-make us? Seriously, Frank?”
She hadn’t drunk much of the wine at dinner, honestly she hadn’t. The scotch burned her throat as she sipped it, warming down into her stomach. She thought about Hannah. Everything was wrong with her. But, and here was the thing, she was attractive. And... and there was something there. Something strange, undefinable. Some kind of power, some attraction. Frank didn’t want it to be there, couldn’t even begin to picture herself with someone like Hannah. But that didn’t stop it being there.
“Do you not think we have chemistry?”
Hannah leaned back in her chair and sighed.
“If I said no, would you believe me?”
Frank shook her head.
“We’re in forced proximity. That’s all it is, Frank. I won’t deny that there seems to be a little... something... But we’d be idiots to do anything about it. I don’t want a family, and you don’t want to be my one night stand. That’s all there is to it.”
Frank put her glass down on the coffee table. She was confused now, and more than anything she wanted to get out of the situation, was sorry that she’d started the conversation in the first place. She stood up.
“I should go to bed.”
Hannah nodded.
“We both should.”
She stood and stretched, edging around the coffee table. And as soon as she neared Frank felt the prickling of attraction on her skin, felt her blood begin to pump a little faster. Hesitantly, Hannah reached out a hand and her fingers brushed against Frank’s arm. Frank shivered with the touch.
“I don’t normally open up,” Hannah said. “It’s something I’ve learned not to do. But... too much wine, I suppose.”
Frank nodded, her attention solely focussed on Hannah’s touch, on the tickle of her fingertips soft against her arm.
“I am attracted to you,” Hannah said, softly. “But it would never work. Could never work. And you don’t want to be treated the way I treat women. You’re not disposable Frank. You should wait for someone that can give you what you want. You deserve...”
She trailed off, withdrew her hand so that Frank’s skin felt cold again.
“I deserve what?” Frank asked, her voice hoarse.
“You deserve better than me,” Hannah said.
And she was so close, the words were so fragile, that Frank leaned in, gently tipping her center of gravity forward, hating herself for what she was doing but unable to stop it. Her lips came closer, Hannah’s eyes were half closed. They were millimeters away from touching, millimeters away from starting something unstoppable. And Frank’s entire body yearned for it, her heart over-ruling the objections that her head was spitting out.
But at the last moment, Hannah turned her head. Frank’s kiss brushed against her cheek.
“Good night, Frank,” Hannah said.
And she walked silently away.
It was right then, right in that moment, watching Hannah leave her, that Frank knew. This was it. Her heart filled, her world stopped turning, there was nothing else to be done. That soft kiss had done what so many other kisses with others had not, had pushed her over the edge of a cliff into a yearning chasm below. Her legs shaking, she sank back down to the sofa, not believing it, not wanting it to be true.
But it was undeniable. She was absolutely, completely, totally in love.
✽✽✽
 
She was good at compartmentalizing. Very good. Being able to put emotions away was a valuable skill. And that was the only reason that the next day and a half didn’t fall apart. In fact, Hannah thought, as she walked back out onto the street, the trip had been a successful one. Between meetings with potential art buyers and critics, and Frank’s deft touch with the artists, the show was very much a go. This could, she thought, turn out to be the art show of the year if they played their cards right.
Which was all very well and good. But whilst all this was happening, those emotions had been festering away in their little box like a tupperware full of leftovers.
Hannah glanced at her watch. She had a rare half hour of free time before Frank came out of her last artist meeting. She dismissed the idea of catching a cab and decided to walk back to the apartment instead. It would give her time to think.
Frank. Frank was the problem. Stupid, naïve, badly dressed, oh so attractive Frank. And now the feelings had been spoken aloud, or at least summoned up from the ether, she was more and more aware of them.
She stepped over the curb and crossed the street. At first, it had been easy to dismiss everything as purely physical. But that wasn’t what this was. It had become obvious to her as soon as she’d let Frank into her apartment, as soon as she’d started to unconsciously lower the walls that she so closely guarded herself with. She wasn’t in lust with Frank. There was a whole lot more to it than that.
But she was damned if she knew why. Given a line up of all the women in the world, Frank should have been her last choice. There was no way in hell that anything could work. Actually, she didn’t want anything to work. How could she fit Frank into her life? Her real life, not this little extended vacation she was having in Oakview?
She couldn’t. And that’s why all these feelings, all these emotions, needed to be kept safely locked away. Once she was gone, once she was out of Oakview, the gallery and house sold, then things would be different. She wouldn’t have to see Frank every day, and the feelings would fade away. Hopefully.
The end of the block was coming up. She slowed a little, preparing to wait for the walk light. But why Frank?
She was attractive, certainly. Especially when she dressed properly and did her hair. She was... kind. Sensitive. Not qualities Hannah generally looked for in a woman, but she found she liked them nevertheless. She was smart, far better educated about art than Hannah herself was. She was funny. Sitting with her never seemed to be an imposition, whether they were working silently or talking.
There was the other stuff though. She wanted a family. She was a small town girl, tied to her small town. She was a co-worker. She was sweet and innocent and naïve, and New York would eat her alive if she had to live here.
No, it couldn’t work. Even if a little part of her wanted it to. A big part of her wanted it to. The thought of leaving Oakview filled her with joy, going back to her old life promised excitement and challenge. The thought of never seeing Frank again though, that left her feeling dark and empty.
Christ. Why did feelings have to be so confusing? There was a reason that she tried to keep them all so locked away. They were illogical and foolish. She stepped off the curb again.
She never even saw the car coming.
✽✽✽
 
“You’re not going to regret this,” Frank said, grinning at the woman.
“I’m sure I won’t,” the woman grinned back, her hair was green and piercings glittered in her face. “You make a persuasive argument. And hell, if this is going to turn out to be the show of the year, I’d kick myself if I wasn’t a part of it.”
“You’ve got all my details, just call if there’s anything you want to talk about,” said Frank. “And I’ll get back to you with that shipping address and a firm deadline.”
She let herself out of the warehouse, the large wooden door creaking as she yanked it closed behind her. There. The last one done. She had to admit that the roster of artists they had lined up now looked very impressive. Sure, many of them were new names, but they all had promise. A job well done.
The walk back to the subway was a short one, and she was protectively careful of her purse. The last thing she needed was to be pickpocketed. Actually, that wasn’t true. The last thing she needed was to be going back to Hannah. Or was that the first thing she wanted?
The realization that she had fallen in love with Hannah had hit her with startling clarity. What hadn’t become clear, despite a day and a half passing, was what she was actually supposed to do about it. Hannah hadn’t been awkward after their personal conversation. Work had proceeded as it was supposed to. Nothing further had been mentioned about the ill-advised discussion that they’d had. But Frank couldn’t just ignore this, couldn’t just forget that she was, quite inexplicably, in love with Hannah Layton.
Okay, okay, she was rude, arrogant, and a big city fat cat that was interested only in money. But she was also beautiful, intelligent, and could be funny as well. It was obvious to Frank that Hannah’s cool exterior was only a defense mechanism. That when Hannah felt comfortable and safe then she could be relaxed and friendly and nice to be around. Getting Hannah into a place where she felt like that all the time was the key. And Frank just couldn’t figure out a way to make things work.
Perhaps it was better this way. Perhaps everything could be ignored for long enough for Hannah to leave and never come back. Her heart would mend. Maybe. Frank sighed.
From deep in her bag came the sound of ringing. Frank stopped and stepped to the side of the street to fish her phone out from amongst brochures and notepads. She didn’t recognize the number.
“Hello?”
“Hi, do you know a Hannah Layton?” said an unfamiliar voice.
“Yes, she’s my... um, business partner.”
That seemed like the best description for her. She half-smiled thinking of a day when maybe she could use a different word, a different definition of partner. Idiot, she said to herself.
“I’m afraid there’s been an accident,” said the voice.
Incongruously, the smile stayed on her face for a few seconds, until she realized exactly what the words meant. And then the bottom dropped out of her world.



Chapter Twelve
Frank’s heart stopped beating so hard when she heard Hannah’s voice. It was clearly audible to everyone within a hundred foot radius. Hannah was yelling and demanding and Frank couldn’t help but grin in relief. Whatever the accident was, Hannah was very obviously fine.
“Hi, I’m here for Hannah Layton,” she said to a young nurse behind a desk.
The nurse flicked a glance towards the sound of Hannah’s voice.
“Um, yes. The doctor’s with her right now. You’re... her business partner, right?”
Frank nodded.
“Just as well you picked up. Ms. Layton has no next of kin listed, and yours happened to be the last number she’d called, so I thought I’d give it a try.”
There was an angry shriek and the nurse briefly closed her eyes. Obviously, this had been going on for some time.
“Perhaps I can calm her down?” asked Frank, curious now as to what was actually going on behind the curtain.
“Go ahead,” said the nurse. “Good luck.”
Frank flashed her a half-grin and pushed through the curtain around Hannah’s bed. For just a moment she felt a wave of pity. Hannah was dirty, her suit torn, her hair disheveled, her skin even paler than usual. But she was sitting up, she was yelling, and she looked unbelievably beautiful. Just seeing her ruffled, seeing her less than perfect, was intimate enough to send Frank’s pulse racing.
“Frank!”
Both a doctor and a nurse were in the small cubicle. Both looked harassed.
“What’s going on?”
“They won’t let me out! They want to keep me here! I keep telling them that it’s ridiculous, but no one will listen to me. Honestly, as soon as I can find out who to file a complaint with then I fully intend to do so.”
Frank tore her eyes away from Hannah, wanting to kiss that wild, disheveled face, and looked instead at the doctor.
“Ms. Layton seems fine, but we’d like someone to keep an eye on her overnight,” the doctor said, quite calmly. “As Ms. Layton lists no next of kin that means it’s the hospital’s responsibility to ensure that no further harm comes to her.”
“She’s alright though?” asked Frank.
“A lucky escape, keeping her in is just a precaution,” assured the doctor.
Hannah with no next of kin. That little prick of a reminder again. Just how alone she was. Just how independent she was. Frank’s mouth dried a little and she didn’t look at Hannah.
“What about if I sign off on it?” she asked the doctor. “I can take her home, keep an eye on her, and if anything changes I’ll bring her right back here.”
The doctor shrugged.
“If you’re willing to act as next of kin and to take responsibility for her then that’s just fine with us. I’ll get the paperwork started.”
He made a fast escape, the nurse following him, and now Frank had no choice but to look at Hannah. Those ice blue eyes were just staring at her.
“Family isn’t so bad,” Frank said, trying to make her smile. “Sometimes they come in kind of useful. Like when it comes to springing you from a hospital bed.”
Hannah’s face softened. But she didn’t smile.
✽✽✽
 
“What on earth are you doing?”
Frank plopped herself down on the bed, making the mattress shift a little.
“Keeping an eye on you.”
“Frank, this is completely unnecessary. I’m fine. Totally fine.”
Frank ignored her, and Hannah’s eyes ached with gritty tiredness. All she wanted to do was go to sleep, just close her eyes and forget about the world for a few hours.
“Hey, this is what I said I’d do. So either you put up with me being right here keeping watch over you, or we take you back to the hospital. Your choice.”
Hannah’s bedroom was white and light and almost empty. It was a haven, a little oasis of calm in her life. And she had never, never allowed another person to set foot in it. Even on the odd occasion that she brought a one night stand back to her apartment they used the guest room. Now Frank was sitting on her bed like she belonged there.
“I’m fine.”
“What happened?”
“I...”
And she heard the squeal of brakes in her head, could feel her body flying, feeling unnaturally light. She could hear voices, hear sirens, but couldn’t open her eyes. She’d felt divorced from everything, so helpless that she was sure she was dead, that she was listening to the chatter of the living below her and that soon it would fade into darkness. She could feel the spike of stones under her back, could feel her body being jostled as someone tried to move it. As soon as she closed her eyes everything came flooding back. But it wasn’t the hurt, it wasn’t the accident that bothered her. It was that feeling of being absolutely and completely helpless, of not being able to control herself even enough to open her eyes.
“A car hit me,” she said finally.
But she was shaking, her whole body trembling and she felt Frank’s movement rather than saw it. Warmth shuffled closer, arms came around her, and Frank was pulling her, forcing her to turn and lay her head on a soft chest. Then those arms were holding her tight and still, the trembling growing faster and harder.
“Let it go, Hannah. Just let it out,” soothed Frank.
It was as if she had needed permission. As soon as Frank’s words were spoken the tears came. And Hannah didn’t try to stop them.
✽✽✽
 
It was dark, streaks of streetlights peeking in through the blinds. Hannah’s weight was heavy on her, but Frank didn’t move. Not yet. The feeling of being here, of being needed, of being in such close contact with Hannah was one she wanted to keep as long as possible. She’d cried herself to sleep and Frank wondered how long it had been since the last time she’d cried, since the last time she’d opened up to anyone. Even now, Frank wasn’t exactly sure what had happened, only that it had terrified Hannah enough that she’d let go of her control for just a little while.
Frank glanced down. Hannah’s face was so peaceful, so young in sleep. Just being with her made Frank feel complete. But it wasn’t to be. This wasn’t real, it wasn’t... whatever Frank hoped it could be. She needed to stop this, needed to be the grown up here. Hannah was in no position to make decisions.
Reluctantly, she began to slide herself out from under Hannah’s body. It took a few minutes of slow, gentle movement, but eventually she managed to free herself without waking Hannah. And then she looked at the body next to her. Hannah was still in her torn, bloodied, dirty clothes. With a sigh, Frank bent down and slid off Hannah’s shoes, quietly placing them on the floor. Her fingers reached for blouse buttons. Not that she intended to undress her completely. Just to release a little pressure, make her more comfortable. Unbutton the blouse, and maybe the skirt.
Her heart throbbed harder in her chest as she shakily undid the top button. And Hannah stirred, her eyes fluttering open.
“I’m just making you more comfortable,” Frank whispered.
Hannah nodded. She moved a little so that Frank could pull her blouse up out of the waistband of her skirt. Frank’s hands were still trembling as she unbuttoned the rest of Hannah’s blouse, seeing her pale skin glowing in the soft light she ached to touch it but didn’t dare. Hannah shimmied out of her own skirt, leaving just underwear, black against white skin.
Frank tried hard not to look, was about to move away, about to leave Hannah alone, to let her sleep. But hands reached for her. Hands pulled up the t-shirt she was wearing, gently sliding it over her head. And she didn’t know what was happening. Or maybe she did, but didn’t know what she should do. Hannah was hurt, tired, upset, in no condition to make any kind of important decision. And yet Frank longed for this with every fiber of her being. She allowed the t-shirt to be removed. But when Hannah reached for the tie of her sweatpants, she stilled her hands.
“What are you doing?”
There was no accusation in her words, just a simple question.
“Get into bed with me.”
Hannah shuffled herself under the sheet but Frank didn’t allow herself to move.
“Please.”
There was almost begging in the word. Silently, Frank pulled off her own sweatpants, leaving her underwear firmly on, and slid into the bed.
“We shouldn’t...” she began to say.
“Hush.”
Hannah pulled her closer. Close so that their skin was touching. Close so that she could feel Hannah’s heartbeat against her chest, so that she could smell her, drink her in. She swallowed. A large part of her wanted desperately to pin Hannah against the mattress and kiss her. She stayed still.
“Can you...” Hannah’s voice choked a little. “Could you please just hold me?”
“Of course.”
She wrapped her arms around Hannah’s thin body and held her. Quiet minutes ticked by. Hannah became heavy with sleep. But it was a long, long time before Frank could close her eyes.
✽✽✽
 
Hannah woke up but didn’t open her eyes. With sudden, startling clarity she knew exactly where she was and what was happening. And she knew that this had been her decision. She’d fallen asleep so comfortably, so perfectly in Frank’s arms. When Frank had woken her to undress her she had assumed that they would spend the rest of the night together. She couldn’t imagine being left alone, couldn’t imagine finding that peace without Frank’s arms around her.
Something had changed. Something indefinable. She’d cried. In front of Frank. She’d let her guard down, let Frank into the sanctuary of her bedroom. And it all seemed... so right. And wrong, of course. But mostly right.
She had feelings for Frank. It wasn’t lost on her that she could have died the day before, that she was luckier than she had any right to be. Maybe that was what led her to this, to an almost impulsive decision to take what she wanted.
So this couldn’t work. So what? The future was the future. If it didn’t work she wouldn’t have lost anything. The safety she had felt in Frank’s arms meant something. She was acting on instinct but was smart enough to let it happen. Maybe this would burn itself out, she could get it out of her system. Or maybe they’d figure out a way to make things work. Frank could move to New York. It wouldn’t be such a big stretch. Who wouldn’t want to live in the greatest city on earth?
She blinked her eyes open, aware now of a gaze on her. Frank looked straight back at her.
“What is this?”
Hannah allowed herself a small smile.
“This?”
“This. You. Me. Bed. Half-naked. What is it, Hannah? This can’t work, you said it yourself. And yet here we are. Is it because you were hurt? Vulnerable? You needed someone here? Or is it something else? I need to know. I don’t want to make any guesses here.”
“Yes.”
Frank sighed, her dark eyes blinking in frustration.
“Yes what?”
“Yes to all of the above,” said Hannah. “I was hurt and vulnerable and I needed someone. And you were the only person who showed up. But also yes it’s something else.”
“Like what?”
Hannah let the silence stretch out as she thought carefully about what she wanted to say. Frank’s eyes stared back at her. Tiny curls of hair stuck out around her forehead. Her freckles were more pronounced against her skin in the morning light. And in the end, Hannah couldn’t think of the right words, couldn’t logically describe what she was feeling, what she was thinking, even what she wanted. Instead she inched forward. Her hand came up to cup Frank’s cheek. And before Frank could stop her, before she could think another thought, she bent down and so very softly brushed Frank’s lips with her own.
The effect on her body was immediate. Her heart-rate soared, her blood started pounding, a deep warmth spread through her stomach. And Frank didn’t stop her. Didn’t move away. She bent further, increasing the pressure of the kiss, allowing her tongue to slip into Frank’s mouth. And now Frank was moving, but she was responding, her own hands coming up to twine in Hannah’s hair.
Hannah’s eyes closed, she disappeared into a world of stars where the only thing that mattered were the sensations she was feeling. The kiss went on and on and she never wanted it to end. This was what she had been waiting for and yet she’d had no idea that she’d even wanted it. This perfection, this feeling of... of coming home. She moved against Frank, increasing their connection, her body longing for more.
It was Frank that finally pulled away.
“Wow.”
Hannah laughed.
“I’ve never had a ‘wow’ before.”
But Frank was still looking confused.
“I still don’t really know what’s going on.”
And Hannah knew that she had to say it.
“I like you. Maybe more than like you.”
“But this can’t work, we both know it.”
“So what?” Hannah said. “So what? Maybe it can work. How will we know if we don’t even try? Yes, probably it won’t. On the other hand, maybe you were the one that was right. Opposites attract. We can work out something that makes both of us happy. I don’t know. And honestly, I really, really don’t want to think about logistics right now. I just know that I want this. I want you. You’re completely wrong for me, but I don’t care.”
“Being open minded,” Frank said thoughtfully.
“Something like that.”
“So you want to try this? Try building something together?”
Hannah sighed.
“I’ve cried in front of you, Frank. Do you have any idea how long it’s been since that last time that happened? For some reason you make me feel safe. I’ve let you into my home, into my bedroom, into my life. And I’m damned if I know why. But you... you’re something I don’t know how to describe. Something that’s never existed in my life before. All I know is that for some weird reason I feel safe around you, I feel like I don’t need the walls around me. And I don’t want to give that up without seeing where this will lead.”
“Okay.”
And a quiver of doubt rocked her insides. She never doubted. She never made a decision until she was sure. She was sure about this. What she wasn’t sure about was Frank, about her feelings.
“Unless... Unless you don’t want to do this?” she asked quietly.
Now it was Frank’s turn to laugh.
“It’s scary. Maybe temporary. Might end in heartbreak. You’ve got a hell of a sales pitch,” she said when she’d finished laughing. “But, and here’s the weird thing from my point of view, there’s nothing that I want to do more than be with you.”



Chapter Thirteen
Frank couldn’t help but sneak glances across at Hannah. She was sitting reading a magazine, sipping at a glass of wine, as comfortable as a person could get in an airplane seat. Just like nothing had changed. Except everything had changed.
There was a rolling ball of emotions in her stomach that she was desperately trying to untangle. Hannah had admitted feelings, Hannah had kissed her, Hannah had said she wanted to try this. All of which was wonderful. So why was anxiety added to the mix? Worry? Panic even? Frank wasn’t stupid. Hannah was nothing at all like the woman she’d pictured herself with. She was so completely different that there was no way this could work out. Unless it did. She remembered Martha telling her that she was too definite about what she wanted. Maybe she just needed to be patient, to roll with things, to see where they went.
“You doing okay?”
Hannah squeezed her hand and Frank smiled at the pulse of warmth that went up her arm.
“Fine.”
Or maybe she should just call things off right now.
The hand squeezed again.
“Sure?”
“Sure.”
Or maybe she should wait until they got back to Oakview, when they got back home, when they went up to bed and... What came after the ‘and’ made Frank’s legs tremble. They’d kissed that morning, but things had gone no further. Perhaps she was anxious about that, worried about the big event, so to speak.
The seatbelt light came on and below, Frank could see the yellow fields of home. Almost there now. Oakview wouldn’t have changed. But she’d changed, or she thought she had. She had a... girlfriend now. She grinned to herself, unable to help it, and squeezed Hannah’s hand tight.
✽✽✽
 
“At least they didn’t lose my damn luggage this time,” Hannah said, dumping her bag inside the front door and waiting for Frank to do the same.
“Oakview airport isn’t completely incompetent,” said Frank.
A smudge of dust was on her cheek and she looked disheveled from the traveling. Adorable, really. Hannah held out her hand.
“What?” asked Frank.
“Upstairs,” was all Hannah said.
It was a calculated move. If this was just physical, she wanted to know now. It wasn’t, she was almost sure of that, but she needed to check. And it had nothing whatsoever to do with the fact that she’d been burning for Frank the entire flight. Nothing to do with the fact that if she hadn’t buried herself in her magazine she’d have been dragging Frank off to join the mile high club. There was a stillness of hesitation before Frank took her hand. They made it up only as far as the second floor bedroom.
She couldn’t wait. As soon as they stepped through the door she was pulling Frank towards her, reaching for her mouth, tangling her fingers in that curly hair, her breath already coming fast. She knew what she wanted and she wanted it now. Right now. She began pushing back, driving Frank towards the bed, kissing her eagerly as her fingers began undoing buttons.
She was filling herself with the taste of Frank, the smell of her, nervous and excited at the same time. It had been a long time since she’d been with a woman, and now her body was in a heightened state of anticipation. She was going to throw Frank down on the bed and ravish her before taking her own pleasure with both hands.
But Frank pulled away.
“No,” she said. “Not like this.”
Hannah stood where she was, breath still rasping, pulse still pounding. She couldn’t speak.
“You’ve been in an accident, you need to be more careful. Besides,” Frank said. “We have all the time in the world. Why rush?”
Hannah still couldn’t move. Frank reached out to her, gently took her hand, led her to the bed. And then she was laid down with such tenderness, was undressed with such patience, that she wondered why she’d been in such a hurry at all. Her body still screamed out for Frank. But Frank’s hands were slow and confident, sure in what they were doing. And it was a long, long time before Hannah got the relief she needed. But the wait was more than worth it.
✽✽✽
 
Danny had taken one look at Frank’s face and immediately dragged her out to lunch.
“It’s early,” Frank protested.
“You’re different,” said Danny. “And I want to know why. So too bad. Besides, I haven’t seen you for ages, and I want all the gossip on those hot young New York artists.”
“Checking out the competition?” Frank asked, grabbing her bag.
“Something like that,” said Danny.
She called out to Hannah that she was taking her break, and followed Danny out of the gallery. The walk was taken up by Frank describing the art she’d seen in the city, and Danny asking question after question about techniques and styles.
“You’ve got nothing to worry about,” Frank was assuring her as they pushed inside the coffee shop. “Your work more than stands up, Dan. I wouldn’t be putting you in the show otherwise, I promise you that.”
A young woman was behind the counter, her head bent over a thick text book.
“Hi, Lex. How’s the studying going?”
The blonde woman wrinkled her nose.
“Summer school sucks,” she said. “But I’m getting there. In January I’ll actually get into a classroom and do my first practice lesson, so that’s keeping me going.”
Frank grinned and wished her luck, and then ordered sandwiches and coffee for both herself and Danny. Danny waited until they were sitting down with plates before she pushed any further.
“So, what’s changed then?” she asked. “You look different. Shinier somehow. Not at all like you were the last time I saw you. It’s her, isn’t it? This Hannah woman?”
Frank could feel herself blush. She nodded.
“And?” asked Danny. “She’s not that bad, right? Just like I said. She’s actually really nice and... And you guys have, um, you know, haven’t you?”
Frank laughed.
“Jesus, Danny. For someone who says she can’t read people well you can be uncannily accurate sometimes.”
“I don’t mean to pry.”
“Listen, Hannah isn’t nice at all She’s terrible. Arrogant, rude, domineering, and all the rest. But, and here’s the thing, she can be nice. When she’s not being defensive, when she’s not in professional mode, she’s actually very nice. Fragile even. Hurt. Baggage. You know, just like most people.”
“So you’re together then?”
Danny had a way of getting straight to the heart of matters that could be disconcerting. Frank was used to it. But she didn’t really have the answer to Danny’s question.
“Maybe,” she allowed.
“Maybe?”
She sighed. “We’re very different. We want different things out of life. It’s working right now. But right now Hannah has no choice but to be in Oakview. As for the future, I just have no idea. I kind of feel like I’m temporarily happy. I’m afraid of what will happen when the happiness goes away.”
Danny chewed on her sandwich, looking thoughtful. She swallowed.
“Lena and I are very different,” she said. “Or we were when we first met. She was rich, I was broke. She was confident, I was... not. Neither of us was even looking for a relationship. But that’s what we got. Because when it’s there, I mean, when there’s love, everything else just sort of seems to fall into place.”
“Do you really believe that?”
Danny nodded.
“I’m not saying that you don’t have to work on it, of course you do. When you’re different there are always things that need negotiating. Lena’s always had money and doesn’t always think as carefully as I would before spending it. But you work things out, compromise, settle into a system that works for you.”
“I suppose that sounds sensible,” Frank said, taking a bite of her own sandwich.
“But if there’s one thing that I’ve learned,” said Danny, leaning forward earnestly. “It’s that you’ve got to take risks to win. I mean, you’ve got to put yourself out there, got to risk being hurt. Or else you get nothing.”
Frank nodded.
“I know. I guess I know. It’s scary though.”
“Terrifying,” agreed Danny with a wide grin.
“But it might work.”
Danny shrugged.
“It could do. And if she’s the girl for you, then in the end, does it really matter whether or not she’s the kind of woman you pictured yourself with? God knows, Lena’s nothing like I thought I’d end up with”
“And Abigail is the polar opposite of everything I’ve ever wanted,” put in Lex, bringing them coffee refills. “Sorry, couldn’t help but overhear that last part. And seriously, Abi is perfect for me now. But she’s not exactly who I thought I’d end up with. We make it work though.”
Frank laughed.
“I guess I’m outnumbered here then,” she said. “Alright, different can work. I get it. So I’ll take the risk and see how things end up.”
“Every relationship fails in the end,” Danny said. “Either you break up or one of you pops your clogs. The only difference is how long it lasts in the meantime.”
“Cheerful,” said Frank. “But I get you loud and clear.”
And she really did. Her worries were normal, others shared them, and others had successfully navigated the waters that she was sailing. It made her feel better. As, if she was honest, did the memory of the slow, gentle evening she and Hannah had spent in bed. This really might work.
✽✽✽
 
The woman was taller than she appeared to be, Hannah realized when she approached her. Her grey hair was held up in a messy ponytail and she looked vaguely familiar.
“Can I help you?”
She was looking at a canvas on the wall close to the window, a bright affair that looked deceptively cartoon like. A picture that Hannah herself liked, despite her lack of appreciation for art.
“I was hoping Frank was around,” said the woman with a big smile.
And Hannah suddenly placed her. She’d seen the woman at Frank’s old house, which made her...
“You’re Frank’s mother, aren’t you?”
“Martha Wheaton,” said the woman, holding out her hand.
She had a strong grip, her fingers long and warm.
“I’m afraid Frank’s gone out for lunch.”
“Ah, that’s what I get for not calling ahead,” Martha said. “I was just hoping to catch up with her after her trip. But I’ll call her later, I just dropped by on the off chance.”
Hannah hesitated. This woman was Frank’s mother. Family. Something stirred in her, a memory of manners, of how people should be treated. The woman was important to Frank and therefore, by extension, should be important to Hannah as well. What would make Frank happy?
“Would you like a coffee?” she asked.
Martha looked at her, her eyes a pale blue almost staring into her brain, then she smiled and nodded.
“That would be lovely.”
They sat at the gallery desk so that Hannah could see if a customer walked in, and Hannah told Martha all about the big show they were planning, and about the trip to the city. She left out the hospital part, glad now that there were no signs of the accident on her face.
“Frank’s been indispensable,” she said.
Martha smiled. “I’m glad to hear you say that. Your aunt thought she was too, which is why she’s here. And I’m glad to hear that the two of you are getting along. I know Frank was a little worried about it, but she’s obviously in good hands.”
Hannah had the grace to blush a little at this. Martha gave her that pale blue stare again and Hannah wondered just how much she knew.
“Frank’s a good girl. She’s giving and loving, generous in spirit in a way that many people aren’t these days. A little old fashioned maybe, but that’s part of growing up in a small town. She had a rough start to life, but she’s battled her way forward. And I might be tooting my own horn here, but I’m proud of the way she’s turned out. She’s a special woman.”
Hannah nodded. She could feel the truth in the words, knew that Martha was right. Martha drained her coffee cup and stood up.
“It’s been lovely to finally meet you,” Martha said. “I’ve heard so much about you, and it’s nice to put a face to the name. Something tells me that you’re a special person too, though I’m not sure you’ve realized it yet.”
Hannah was taken aback.
“I’m, uh, not sure about that,” she said weakly.
Martha grinned.
“I am,” she said. “And I’d better get back before the school bus comes. Thank you for the coffee. And Hannah?”
“Mmm?”
That pale stare came one more time.
“You make sure that you look after Frank. She might not seem like she needs it, but in my experience it’s the independent ones that need the most looking after. Be good to her.”
And she swept out, leaving Hannah speechless.
She took her time finishing her coffee. There was no need to rush. And she mulled over what Martha had said to her. Frank was special, that was becoming more than evident. But looking after her? Frank truly didn’t seem like she needed looking after. Just a mother’s natural worry, she thought.
As for being good to her, she was being as good as she knew how. They’d lived together for weeks already, adding feelings and the physical side into things shouldn’t prove too problematic. Or at least she hoped not. As for the future, well, she’d see how things worked out. Perhaps she could persuade Frank to come to New York. The girl was changing. She’d even straightened her hair that morning. There was definitely hope.
She turned her attention back to opening the mail.
✽✽✽
 
Frank had spent longer at lunch than she’d intended to. And when she got back to the gallery there was only time to say hi and bye to Hannah before she needed to rush out and check on Damien Hines, who’d called in a panic that morning saying that his piece was nowhere near good enough for the exhibition. Hannah had tried to talk to her, had said there was something important, but there had been no time.
So when she finally unlocked the front door to the house, she was tired and curious about just what was so important that Hannah had nearly made her late.
The house was quiet and she popped her head into the kitchen to see if Hannah had made a start on dinner. There was no one there and she’d half-turned away before she realized that she’d seen a letter propped up in the center of the kitchen table.
Curiosity burning brighter she went over and picked it up, sliding it out of the envelope and unfolding it. Her jaw dropped as she read the contents.



Chapter Fourteen
Hannah trod carefully on the stairs. Not that she wanted to sneak. Okay, maybe she did. Maybe she was afraid of Frank’s reaction, afraid that this little temporary truce they’d come to was about to end. But the letter needed to be dealt with, there was no point in putting it off any longer than she had to.
“How was your meeting?” she asked politely as she walked into the kitchen.
Frank just stared at her, the letter waving in her hand.
“What’s this?”
Hannah took a deep breath.
“It’s an offer on the gallery,” she said. “For a fair amount of money as I’m sure you’ve noticed.”
There was a pallid yellowness to Frank’s face like all the blood had rushed away from it, and her voice was shaking when she spoke.
“But we never agreed on this. We never agreed to advertise the gallery for sale. Never agreed that we were selling at all. We’ve got another three and a half months before we can sell anyway. What the hell are you doing, Hannah? I thought you’d agreed to be open with me about business.”
“I–” began Hannah.
“Or did pleasure get in the way of things?” interrupted Frank, obviously furious now. “Was it easier to lie to me so that you could get me into bed first? Huh? Is that what happened?”
Deep, cleansing breaths. There was no truth to Frank’s words, but she had a right to be angry, a right to let her emotions out, Hannah reminded herself. Quietly and carefully she stepped around the table heading towards the wine rack.
“Talk to me, Hannah!”
She took a wine bottle and found the corkscrew in a drawer.
“I know you’re angry,” she said. “But I won’t talk until you’re ready to listen to me. So if you want to yell and scream at me, go ahead and get it out of the way.”
Frank stood still, stunned, as Hannah poured deep crimson wine into two glasses.
“I’m serious,” Hannah said. “In my family we always kept our anger all bottled up, it was more polite that way. Obviously, it didn’t work out all that well. So if there are things you need to shout, or things you need to throw, go right ahead. I’ll wait.”
Frank’s mouth opened but she didn’t say a word. Hannah handed her a glass.
“Okay then,” she said. “Would you like to come and sit on the couch and we can discuss this like adults?”
Still Frank said nothing, but she followed quietly to the couch and Hannah made herself comfortable.
“Alright, first thing’s first, I did not advertise the gallery for sale. I’ll admit though that I suspected an offer might come in anyway.”
“Why?” asked Frank.
Some of her color was coming back now, she looked less yellow.
“Because we’ve been courting some of the biggest names in art: critics, buyers, artists. It was only a matter of time until someone heard the rumors and thought that buying up a gallery with those kinds of connections would be a good idea. It’s how business works. I swear to you though, I in no way solicited this offer.”
Frank took a drink, then nodded.
“Okay, that makes sense,” she said.
“Thank you,” said Hannah, still careful. “Thank you for believing me. It’s the truth, but I realize that you have little reason to trust me. However, this is something that we need to think about.”
“Selling?” asked Frank, her voice small her eyes downcast.
“It’s a good offer. There’s a lot of money on the table, Frank.”
There was a long silence.
“I don’t want to sell,” Frank said, finally. “I love working at the gallery and that’s more important to me than the money.”
Hannah considered this. She’d been turning over the offer in her mind herself.
“The gallery is a decent business, or could be,” she said. “I’m not sure it’s profitable enough for me to keep on though. I really can’t afford the time running back and forth from New York to here to run it.”
She saw how Frank withdrew at the mention of the city and knew exactly why.
“We have time to think about this, time to consider all the options,” Hannah said, wanting to mend things, wanting things to go back to how they were that morning but knowing that some things couldn’t be taken back.
“I thought there’d be more time,” said Frank.
And Hannah knew that she wasn’t talking only about the gallery, but about their relationship as well.
“There are choices. You could maybe run the gallery. You could come to New York with me. You could buy out my share of the gallery. Or we could sell up. These are all options, Frank. And we’d be foolish to be blind to them, to ignore them until it’s too late.”
A small hand reached for hers, clung to her so tightly that she could feel Frank’s pulse through her fingers. Tears began to prick inside her eyelids. She hadn’t said it yet, not spoken it aloud, but she knew that she loved Frank, knew that this was something special. But that didn’t mean that she would make business decisions with personal issues in mind. That was how businesses failed.
Frank took a shaky breath.
“Okay, we’ll think about it,” she said.
“The show’s coming up soon,” said Hannah. “Let’s put all this aside until after that. We’ve got enough to handle with all the organization. But once the show’s all wrapped up we’ll need to sit down and decide what we’re going to do. We’ll have a better idea then of just how successful the gallery can be.”
And a better idea of just how successful their relationship might be, she thought, but she didn’t say anything more.
“Okay,” Frank said again.
“But you need to really think about this, Frank,” warned Hannah. “Really think about what you want, what you need. We both need to come to the table with a workable idea that can be compromised so that we both come out ahead.”
“Right,” Frank said.
She sipped again at her wine, was quiet and still, and Hannah knew that she was disappointed. Disappointed that reality had arrived all too soon. It was sooner too than Hannah would have preferred. But what was done was done. The status quo was temporary, they both knew that.
“I think I’ll go take a shower,” Frank said, finally.
“Go ahead. I’ll get dinner started.”
She could hear Frank’s footsteps through the kitchen ceiling. This had all turned so serious so quickly that she was at a loss. She pulled a pan out of a cupboard and stood up to find herself face to face with a photograph hung crookedly on the wall. Laura’s face stared out of her.
“What have you done?” Hannah asked.
But her aunt just smiled back.
✽✽✽
 
“Idiots!”
Frank grimaced as Hannah banged the phone down.
“Idiots?” she asked.
“The stupid staffing company has double booked. Which means they’ve canceled our wait staff for the show,” Hannah said, practically spitting with anger. “What the hell am I supposed to do now? Walk around with trays myself?”
“Cool it, I’ll take care of it,” Frank said.
“How exactly? There’s one staffing agency that’s willing to send workers all the way out here, and they’ve just let us down.”
But Frank was already picking up the phone.
“Ma? It’s Frank.”
She could feel Hannah’s eyes on her.
“Listen, we need a couple of guys in monkey suits to play waiter on Saturday. Any ideas?”
She flashed a grin at Hannah.
“Perfect. Thanks, ma.”
She hung up.
“As easy as that, huh?” asked Hannah.
“As easy as that,” she said and went back to tearing packing material from canvasses.
Whilst she was busy it was easy to concentrate on the moment, not to let anything else intervene. It was easy not to think of the far future. The only future that mattered right now was Saturday. But Frank knew that after that things were going to change. Think about what you want, she’d been instructed. She didn’t have to. She knew what she wanted. She wanted Hannah here and the gallery and the house. Simple. Except she couldn’t have all those things.
She ripped plastic sheeting away from a canvas. Could she go to New York? She’d thought about it, she really had. But the answer had to be a no. She couldn’t leave the only home she’d ever known. She couldn’t leave Martha and the boys, or her school friends, or the campus, or anything else. The city had been nice for a visit, but she couldn’t see herself living there.
Not moving meant Hannah leaving though. And now she was back to the beginning. It was all very well to want things, but getting what you wanted was no mean feat. She felt sweat trickle down her back. This was an untenable position, a problem that had no solution, or at least not one that could make both her and Hannah happy.
Which was why, she reminded herself, this had all been temporary in the first place. Because it couldn’t possibly work. Unless, and here was the thing, unless she could persuade Hannah that the gallery was just as challenging and exciting as whatever the hell she did in New York. That was her one chance at real happiness. And as the show drew closer and Hannah threw herself into the arrangements, she was starting to think that maybe, just maybe, she could do this. Maybe when this all came together Hannah would see that this life was the one she wanted.
“Frank!” screeched Hannah from the front desk. “Problem!”
Frank rolled her eyes and wiped her sweaty hands on her jeans before going up front.
✽✽✽
 
Hannah waited as patiently as she could, but she was still pacing around the living room when Frank got back.
“Everyone’s delivered safe to the inn,” Frank said in relief. “And I’m dead on my feet.”
“Come and sit down.”
Frank wandered into the living room and Hannah pushed her onto the couch and shoved a drink into her hand.
“What’s all this about?”
The bag was sitting on the coffee table and for a second Hannah had a nervous squirming in her stomach. Was this the right thing to do? She had no idea. It had seemed like the right thing to do at the time. But she was so inexperienced at this, at a relationship, at being grateful, that she really wasn’t sure. She picked up the bag and handed it to Frank.
“What’s this for?” Frank asked, looking up with those chocolate eyes that she could get lost in.
Hannah perched herself on the edge of the couch.
“For you,” she said. “To say thank you. The show wouldn’t be happening without you.”
“Of course it would,” Frank laughed.
“No,” said Hannah. “It wouldn’t. You’ve picked up after every mess that’s happened. You got waiters when the staffing company canceled, you got someone to drive over to Redmond to pick up the chairs we needed when the company refused to deliver. You got the postcards printed even though the company said it was impossible. Hell, you arranged for two of our guests to be put up in town when the inn didn’t have room for them. You’ve done so much and you deserve to be thanked.”
It was hardly the most eloquent of speeches, but Hannah thought she’d explained herself well. So when Frank shook her head she was confused.
“You deserve this,” she said to Frank.
Frank shrugged.
“None of that was a big deal,” she said. “My mother helped with a few issues, her church group with others. Some of the fosters helped with the transport stuff. I did nothing but make phone calls, Hannah. All the rest was family and friends stepping in when I asked for help, that’s all.”
“So I should be giving gifts to everyone?” Hannah asked, a little more sharply than she’d intended.
“No,” laughed Frank. “That’s what people do. That’s what family does. They’re there when needed, to rely on, to depend on. They don’t expect gifts. They only expect that you’re there to help them when it’s their turn to need it.”
Hannah wondered who she would have called if Frank hadn’t been there. Companies, services, she couldn’t think of one single person she would call who wouldn’t need to be paid. The thought was a simple one, but it struck home hard. Not one person she could call on for help.
Frank was pulling her down, pulling her into her arms, instinctively knowing that something was wrong.
“Hannah, it’s fine,” she was soothing.
“It’s not, is it?”
“It is. I’ve known plenty of kids that have come from difficult families, myself included. You have to learn how to rely on people, sure. But you also have to learn to trust people enough that you can ask them to help. Being alone isn’t a terrible thing if that’s what you want. If you want to surround yourself with people though, it’s something that can be learned. You just need to open up a little to them.”
Hannah said nothing and Frank leaned in closer.
“You opened up to me,” she whispered. “Was that so bad?”
“It just... I don’t know. What would you have done if someone refused to help you?”
Frank laughed again.
“I’d have assumed that they had a real good reason and thanked them anyway and tried someone else,” she said.
Hannah sighed. She wondered why she could be comfortable with Frank, but not with anyone else. Maybe she needed to try a little harder. Perhaps she should try a little harder. Maybe she could learn, just like Frank said. Then it occurred to her that Frank hadn’t even opened the bag she’d been given. She struggled out of Frank’s arms.
“Take a look,” she urged.
The bag rustled as Frank opened it and then she pulled out her gift. There was a second of silence as she worked out what it was, then an intake of breath.
“It’s beautiful.”
The dress was long and form-fitting, deep cream to complement the darkness of Frank’s eyes and hair.
“It’s the most beautiful thing that I’ve ever seen,” Frank said again.
“I wanted you to look amazing tomorrow night,” Hannah said.
Frank grinned.
“Shall I go try it on?”
And now Hannah grinned too.
“You can do,” she said. “But I’m not entirely sure how long I’ll let you wear it for. I’m a little worried that I’m not going to be able to keep my hands off you tomorrow.”
But Frank was already stripping off her t-shirt and all of Hannah’s words and thoughts were erased by the sight of her skin. You have to decide what to do, said a lone voice in her head. You have to decide whether to stay or go, whether to keep her or let her go. Hannah silenced the voice by taking Frank into her arms.



Chapter Fifteen
“Nervous?”
“Excited,” Hannah said.
Frank gripped her hand a little tighter. They were walking, though Hannah had lamented the lack of limousine, which Frank had declared ridiculous for a three block journey. The dress looked as fantastic as Hannah had promised, and Frank felt like a princess, which was far from usual for her. Her hair was up, her makeup was discrete. When she’d looked in the mirror she’d felt... mature, womanly, actually pretty. And then she’d seen Hannah. In a sheath-like pale blue dress that almost matched the color of her eyes, Hannah had been absolutely breath taking. Frank still felt nervous about holding her hand.
“You look amazing,” Frank said, wanting to break the silence.
“Thank you,” Hannah answered. “Um, so do you.”
They turned the corner onto the main street, and Frank wondered just what it was that was wrong. There was a kind of fog between them. She’d assumed Hannah was nervous. But then maybe it was more than that, maybe it was that this was the beginning of the end. Once the show was over, once this evening was over, they were going to have to come to some decisions. Hard ones. Ones that were unlikely to make either of them happy.
“Frank.”
Hannah had stopped and Frank turned to her. Her face was pale, paler than Frank had seen it since her brush with death just a few weeks ago. Instinctively, Frank squeezed her hands.
“It’s going to be okay,” she said, though she was far from sure.
Hannah swallowed.
“There’s something I need to say.” She cast her eyes downwards. “You, uh, you look very beautiful.”
Frank laughed. “I think we’ve covered that.”
“There’s more. I, uh, well, I...”
But the sentence didn’t finish. Frank frowned, she couldn’t remember seeing Hannah ever so nervous. Usually she was in control, knew exactly what to say. This show was hitting her harder than Frank had imagined. Frank herself was a little nervous, but she knew that her family would be there, her friend would be there, artists that she’d built relationships with would be there. She had a support network. Which, she guessed, was more than Hannah had.
“Frank,” Hannah tried again. “I just wanted to say...” Still she struggled for words. “Just that maybe my aunt wasn’t so wrong after all.”
And she started walking again. Just what was that supposed to mean? Frank had a feeling that Hannah hadn’t actually said what she wanted to say at all. But she had no time to ponder on it, as they were rapidly approaching the gallery.
“Let’s do this,” Hannah said and she was sounding more confident and stronger with every step.
People littered the sidewalk, the lights of the gallery were glowing bright. Frank could hear the chatter, the sounds of glasses clinking. It had been part of the plan that she and Hannah arrived later, that the guests and critics and artists had time to view the work first. They were both incidental at this point, and they knew it. They’d set the evening up, made the framework, now it was hopefully time for the magic to start.
As they were approaching the door, Frank saw a lone figure waiting in the shadows.
“That’s Damien Hines,” she whispered to Hannah.
“Get him inside,” Hannah whispered back.
With a sigh, she let Hannah go on ahead of her and made her way to the lonely young artist.
✽✽✽
 
She’d almost said it. Almost. The L word. She’d almost told Frank that she loved her, but the words wouldn’t come out, no matter how she tried to force them. And Hannah didn’t know why. The nerves from the walk were settling, she was more in her element now as she strode into the gallery. She knew she looked good, she knew she’d put the work in, she knew that there was every chance that tonight was going to be a success. On the business front at least.
So why hadn’t she been able to say those important words to Frank? A small crowd buzzed around her. Her expert eye scanned the room, seeing nothing that displeased her. Things were going perfectly.
Maybe it was because she’d never said the words before. Perhaps that was the stumbling block. She took a glass of white wine from a passing waiter. A little Dutch courage. She would try again, she decided. She’d tell Frank later. Tonight, definitely, but later.
At the far side of the room she saw a flash of grey and recognized Martha Wheaton. She took a deep breath. Martha deserved her thanks for the help she’d given so freely. More than that though, she knew she needed to try harder with Frank’s family if this was ever going to work. She needed to get over her fear of family.
“Martha,” she called out, drawing closer to her.
“My, don’t you look a picture,” Martha said, smiling at her.
“Thank you,” said Hannah. “And I, uh, I need to thank you for all the help you’ve given here. It was more than kind of you. In fact, I’m sure that we wouldn’t be here without you. I know that Frank’s been calling on you at all hours, and I’m more grateful than you know.”
Martha waved a hand at her.
“Anything for family,” she said. “And it looks like tonight is going very well.”
“It’s perfect,” Hannah smiled.
“Don’t say that,” said Martha, serious now. “Perfection is a terrible thing. Nothing should ever be perfect.”
“Why on earth not?”
“Because perfection is boring, predictable, expected,” Martha said. “Imperfection is far more exciting and challenging. If life were perfect we’d never get out of bed in the morning. It’s the imperfections that make things interesting.”
Hannah really didn’t know what to say to this. Thankfully, she was rescued by the pattering footsteps of three young boys flocking to Martha’s side.
“I hope you three are behaving yourselves,” Martha said sternly.
The boys grinned innocently. Hannah steeled herself, smiled and squatted down so that she was face to face with the youngest of the three.
“Are you enjoying the pretty pictures?” she asked.
“I like red best,” he replied, quite seriously.
Hannah felt her smile become more genuine.
“Really? Me too. Do you paint pictures?”
“Sometimes,” he said. “I prefer soccer though.”
This was going well, Hannah thought. An entire conversation with the kid. She glanced up at Martha who was busy brushing a stain of the oldest boy’s shirt.
“And does your mom play soccer with you?”
“My mom’s dead.”
The words were matter of fact, and Hannah didn’t know how to reply. She swallowed.
“Your dress is pretty,” said the boy.
He reached out a hand to touch the material, and too late Hannah saw that his fingers with covered in chocolate.
“Oh gosh, I’m so sorry,” Martha said, catching the act just as it happened. “Charlie, you apologize to Ms. Layton right now.”
“I’m sorry, ma’am,” he said, his eyes wide and blue.
He didn’t look sorry at all. But all Hannah could hear was him casually telling her that the most important person in his life was dead. She shook her head.
“It’s no problem,” she said. “No problem at all.”
She looked down at the three smudges of chocolate on her pale dress.
“I, uh, well, I guess I’m imperfect now,” she said, giving Martha a half-smile. “More interesting, right?”
Martha was watching her carefully. She nodded slowly.
“Yes,” she said. “Yes. You’re definitely interesting.”
✽✽✽
 
“You must think I’m such an idiot.”
Frank smiled kindly at the young artist. He was so skinny she thought she could wrap her arms twice around him, and his skin was pale enough to be almost translucent.
“No, I think you’re young and unsure of yourself,” she said. “And that’s perfectly normal. Confidence comes with age. If it was my work hanging in there, I’d be petrified.”
Damien finally showed a small smile.
“Really?”
“Totally.”
“I suppose we should go inside,” he said with a sigh.
“If you’re ready, then yes, we really should. Your art is good, Dame. Really good. But part of being an artist is learning how to talk to people that want to buy your stuff. You don’t need to be afraid of them. Anyone that sees your work is already half in love with you.”
“Including you?” he asked with a half-smile.
“If I were at all interested in men, you’d be my first call,” she laughed.
He was grinning now.
“And if I decide to switch teams, then I swear you’ll be my first girl-date,” he said.
“Let’s go then.”
She took him by the hand and led him into the gallery, back towards the wall where his striking canvas was hung. A crowd of people parted to let him through.
“Ladies, gentlemen, this is Damien Hines, the artist of this work,” she said.
And she didn’t need to say more, because questions and congratulations were already coming. She stuck around for a couple of minutes, just to be sure, but Damien seemed to be handling things just fine. He just needed a little more confidence, that was all.
“It’s a fine show,” said a voice in her ear.
She turned to see a tall man with a patrician nose, his hair thinning, his clothes were casual but the way they hung on him told her they were expensive.
“It is,” she said, smiling at him and wondering who exactly he was.
“She’s quite the powerhouse, isn’t she?”
Frank followed his gaze to see Hannah, chatting to a guest. The light caught in her hair like a thousand jewels and Frank’s heart skipped a beat. As she watched, Hannah deftly moved on to someone else, engaging an older woman in conversation.
“She has billionaire CEOs at her beck and call,” the man said. “Most of them tremble in their boots when she calls. She saves million dollar companies, and relegates household names to the trashcan. Hannah Layton is the best emergency business consultant in the country. Whyever she wanted to take on a project like this is beyond me. This is small potatoes for her. To give her her due though, she’s put as much energy into this little gallery as she would put into a big name company.”
Frank said nothing, her eyes glued to Hannah who was now moving on to someone else. She was good at this, Frank suddenly thought. This was where Hannah thrived. And Frank suddenly realized how much she had projected onto Hannah.
Sure, family and love were important to Frank. But she’d failed to realize just how much business and success meant to Hannah. If this was what she fed on, if the cut and thrust of business was what Hannah needed to be happy, then how could Frank ask her to stay here in Oakview? How could Hannah possibly want to keep a small town art gallery when she could be working the board rooms of New York? She swallowed back a small sob and hoped that the man next to her wouldn’t notice.
She’d thought that Hannah needed teaching about family and friends and love. But maybe not. Maybe she’d just not seen Hannah in her element. Not like this.
“Congratulations on the show,” said the man.
He gave her a long look, obviously concerned by her silence, and walked off. Frank didn’t have time to worry about him. She knew now what she needed to do. She loved Hannah, she was absolutely and completely sure about that. And if she really loved her, then there was only one thing that she could do. She had to let Hannah go back to New York.
She needed air. She pushed her way through the crowd of people and back out onto the street, taking deep cool breaths of night air. She had to let Hannah go. Temporary happiness was one thing, but forcing Hannah to give up everything she loved and had worked for just to come run a gallery here in Oakview, that was ridiculous. The thought made her heart pound in her chest.
“Ah, Ms. Raines, I’m glad I caught you.”
Bob Fine, Laura’s lawyer, stepped into the light. Frank bit back what she really wanted to say. There was no point in being rude to him, none of this was his fault. She couldn’t send him away.
“The show is fantastic, but I’ve got to get going,” he was saying. “Before I do though, I have something for you.”
He pulled a long white envelope from his breast pocket.
“Laura left this in my care. She said I was to give it to you at a key event when I thought the timing was right.”
He looked down at the letter.
“I’ve no idea if the timing is right or not,” he said, smiling a little. “But this definitely qualifies as a big event, I think. Congratulations, Ms. Raines.”
He handed her the letter, gave her a friendly pat on the shoulder, and was gone. Carefully, she folded the letter up and put it in her clutch. The last thing she wanted right now was to listen to Laura crowing about her matchmaking skills.
✽✽✽
 
Hannah has been steeling herself for this all evening. She’d had two glasses of wine, enough to relax her. And she was buoyed by the success of the show. The critics had come and gone, the artists seemed happy. The gallery had sold three of the pieces, and had offers on several more. And now people were beginning to filter out.
She could see Frank bidding goodbye to a slim, pale young man that she guessed was Damien Hines. And she smiled at the maternal gentleness that Frank showed him, wrapping an arm around his shoulders as she walked him out.
No, she wasn’t making a mistake here. Not in the slightest. The last few weeks had been... different. But good different. Fulfilling, happy. Hannah felt lighter than she ever had before. And all that was down to Frank. It was now or never. She had to tell Frank how she felt about her before they got down to discussing whether or not to sell the gallery. Okay, there was still time to decide. But Hannah wanted Frank to be sure of her love before anything else.
She made her way to the door, catching Frank just as she turned around. Her makeup was a little smudged, but it only served to make her look sexier and Hannah had to quell an urge to kiss her right there.
“Frank.”
Frank’s face paled, she swallowed, and then she half-smiled.
“Hannah, there’s something I need to talk to you about,” she said, face serious.
“There’s something I need to tell you,” said Hannah at almost the same time.
“Actually,” said another voice. “There’s something that I need to discuss with both of you.”
A tall man with thinning hair and a large nose stood in the doorway of the gallery.



Chapter Sixteen
“And who might you be?”
There was a steely edge to Hannah’s voice that Frank realized now she hadn’t heard for weeks. Something of the old Hannah was re-surfacing. The man didn’t smile, nor did he appear cowed by Hannah’s tone.
“I’m Walter Ericson. I believe you’ve already received a letter from my attorney.”
Frank knew from the name who he was, and Hannah obviously did too, since her body language changed immediately.
“So we finally meet, Mr. Ericson. Thank you for attending the show. I assume that you like what you saw?”
The man did smile now, and Frank suddenly remembered talking to him before, or being talked to by him. And she had a surge of distaste. The thought of the gallery in this man’s hands was... Not at all what she wanted. She’d made her decision though, had made it through the long evening of watching Hannah charm the room and work her magic.
“I did,” the man allowed. “And I’ll be straight with you, Ms. Layton. I know of you and I like what I’ve heard. You’ve seen my offer, I believe it’s more than fair.”
“And you, I believe, have heard from our attorney,” Hannah countered.
Frank took a small step back. She was more than content to let Hannah handle this for now.
“I have,” Ericson said. “And I understand the six month clause. Though I believe there’s only three months now remaining in that time period. I’m quite happy to settle up after that three months is up. However, what I would like from you is a verbal agreement. I don’t want to waste my time here. If you’ll agree to sell to me we can both save each other some trouble and simply turn up here in three months to sign the paperwork.”
“And if we don’t agree?” Hannah asked.
“Then I’ll walk away and you won’t hear from me again,” Ericson said, simply. “I’m a busy man and there are other projects I could be working on.”
“In that case,” Hannah began.
But now was the time to step in. There could be no misunderstandings here.
“We need to discuss this Hannah.”
Hannah shot a look at Frank.
“I’m at the Oakview Inn. I’ll be checking out tomorrow afternoon at two,” Ericson said. “If I don’t hear from you before then, I’ll assume the deal is off the table.”
And he was walking away.
“We need to talk about this, Hannah.”
Hannah’s face was pale, she looked as though she was about to speak but her lips didn’t move. Finally, she nodded.
“Let’s close up here and go home,” Frank said.
✽✽✽
 
After ushering out the last of the guests Hannah had locked the gallery door. The mess could wait until morning. She had Frank had walked home in silence and Hannah’s stomach was heavy with the words she wanted to say to Frank but she just couldn’t seem to spit them out. At home, she promised herself. At home when they were alone, that’s when she’d do it. Screw Ericson and his offer. This was more important. She’d tell Frank that she loved her and then...
And then what? In the movies everything seemed to come together once the magic words were said. Maybe telling Frank she loved her would be enough to solve all the other problems they had, enough to make life simple, decisions simple. She was prepared to give it a try, no matter how unrealistic the hope was.
“Coffee?” Frank asked as soon as the front door was open.
She didn’t wait for an answer and went straight into the kitchen. Hannah followed her. Say it now, she told herself. Just spit it out. But still she didn’t. She took a seat at the kitchen table while Frank switched on the coffee machine and pulled mugs from the cupboard.
She waited while Frank brewed the coffee. She waited until a steaming mug was put in front of her. She waited until Frank herself was pulling out a chair opposite her. And then she saw the smudged mascara, the dark freckles against the delicate white of Frank’s skin, the curls escaping from their pins, brushing against Frank’s shoulders. And the words came bubbling up and pushed to escape her mouth.
“Frank, I–”
“Wait,” Frank said. “I’ve got something to say, and you need to hear it. This is important, Hannah. Before we talk about anything else, please let me say my piece.”
The words sank back down again and Hannah nodded.
“Okay.”
“I’m sorry,” Frank said, lowering her eyes. “I’m so sorry.”
“For what?”
“For everything. I didn’t realize until tonight. I mean, I didn’t realize how much I was pretending to listen to you when I really wasn’t. I’ve been selfish, and that’s not fair.”
Hannah’s eyes were starting to itch with tiredness. It was long after midnight, and she had absolutely no idea what Frank was talking about. Not a clue.
“Help me out here,” she said. “You’re going to need to explain a little better because I’m really not following you.”
Frank took a deep, shaking breath and looked up again, determination in her eyes.
“I didn’t realize until tonight just how much your work means to you, how integral it is to who you are. I watched you with all those people, I watched you talk to critics and buyers, to the rich and the regular people that filtered in. I saw the magic that you work on people. More than that though, I saw how happy it made you. You sort of came into yourself. Lit up. It’s hard to describe. It was almost like watching a different person. No, not a different person, a... better version of you. Hannah 2.0.”
Hannah’s hands started to shake and for some reason she started to notice the buzzing whine of the overhead fluorescent lights, a noise that had never bothered her before. She didn’t know why she was shaking, except it seemed that something immense was about to happen. She just didn’t know what.
“My work is important to me,” she said slowly. “I enjoy my job. I’m good at it. But I don’t see what...”
“Let me finish,” Frank interrupted. “For me family is important. Friends are important. Being in this place is important. And I assumed that the same must hold for you on some level. I assumed that you needed to learn just how important family and friends were so that you too could be happy. But I was wrong. I projected my wants, my feelings onto you. I see now that your work satisfies you just as completely as a family might.”
She rubbed her face with her hands, smudging her makeup even further.
“God, this is hard,” she muttered.
“Why don’t you just spit out what you want to say,” said Hannah. “You’re dancing around something. Say it.”
She didn’t want Frank to say it, whatever it was. She knew it wasn’t going to be good. Knew she wasn’t going to like it. She was still shaking, and she was getting angry now, though she couldn’t exactly explain why. Frank looked up at her again, her eyes dark, her face set.
“Okay,” she said. “I’ll just say it.”
But there was a moment of hesitation there, a quiet second of calm before the world changed. Then Frank opened her mouth and spoke.
“I think you should go back to New York.”
And any hope that Hannah had crumbled around her.
✽✽✽
 
“You want me to leave.”
Hannah’s words sounded so final. Frank suddenly realized how tired she was, how exhausted. It wasn’t just the show, the gallery, the work, the late hour. It was full exhaustion. The worry of what was happening, of how this relationship could ever work out, had been far heavier than she thought.
As for Hannah, how to explain it? She didn’t want her to leave, of course not. But she knew that Hannah needed to, for herself. And knew that if she truly loved the woman, which she was certain that she did, then the only kind thing, the only thing she could really do for her was to let her go.
“Yes,” she said.
“And the gallery?”
“We accept Ericson’s offer,” Frank said.
To be honest, she really hadn’t given this part too much thought.
“We sell.”
Frank nodded. “You go back to your life, back to New York and your job. I’ll stay here and wrap things up at the gallery, and then we’ll go sign the papers three months from now.”
There was a long silence and Frank could hear the buzzing of the lights, could feel the grit of tiredness in her eyes. She wasn’t crying, wasn’t even about to. The pain was much deeper than mere tears. This was by far the hardest and worst thing that she’d ever had to do. Yet it was also the best thing, the best thing for Hannah. She hadn’t thought about what the best thing for herself would be.
“What if I say no?” Hannah asked finally.
“Please don’t.”
“So you don’t want me to stay at all?”
Hannah’s voice was heartbreaking. But Frank swallowed and shook her head.
“Mind if I ask why?”
And that old sharpness was back.
“Because I can’t do it,” Frank said numbly. “I can’t be responsible for it. I can’t be the one that keeps you away from the life that you love. No matter how we might feel about each other right now, asking you to make that sacrifice will come back to haunt me and I know it will. I can’t ask you to give up everything for me, for what I want in life. It’s not fair. And sooner or later you’ll resent me for it.”
There was the sound of Hannah taking a deep breath.
“Are you sure about this?”
Her voice was softer now, less angry, hurt still but not as hurtful.
“I can’t think of any other way,” Frank said. “You know what I want. I want a house and kids and a family. I want to raise my children here, close to my mother. I want them to play soccer on the same fields I did, to have the same third grade teacher as I did. My life is built around Oakview. It’s the only security I’ve ever known. And if you wanted to make me happy, then you’d have to be here, you’d have to be a part of all that. I can’t ask you to do that, Hannah. I can’t.”
“So we were right from the beginning,” Hannah said. “This can never work.”
“I don’t see how it can.”
“And selling the gallery?”
Frank took a deep breath.
“Maybe Ericson will hire me,” she said. “And I can use my half of the sale to buy out your half of the house. I mean, assuming that’s okay with you?”
Hannah nodded.
“And if I asked you to come to New York with me?”
For a second a little ray of light shone down onto the kitchen table. Could that work? Maybe she could move to New York. Hannah’s apartment was beautiful. They could live there together, build a life together. She could shop on Fifth Avenue, get groceries from the bodega. They could see shows and exhibitions. For just a moment Frank got a glimpse of a different life.
It was no more than a fantasy though. An ideal based on movies and television. Life in New York wouldn’t really be like that. Life in New York would be lonely, sad. She’d be away from her friends, her family. Hannah would work all hours. Eventually, it would all end in heartbreak. There’d be no house with a lawn for playing soccer, no white picket fence.
More than anything she wanted to say yes, wanted to run away with Hannah, wanted those first few months of perfection before the recriminations set in. But she couldn’t do it. She couldn’t ask herself to do what she wasn’t asking Hannah to do. Because the result would be the same. The sacrifice would be too big, and after a while it would all end in tears. She couldn’t give up her dreams just as Hannah couldn’t give up hers.
“I’d say no,” she said quietly. “I belong here, not in the city.”
Minutes of silence ticked by and Frank ached to fill them with words, to try and soothe what she was feeling and what Hannah too must be feeling. But the words wouldn’t come. Finally, Hannah pushed her chair back from the table.
“I’ll call Ericson in the morning,” she said.
And she was walking away. Frank could hear her footsteps on the stairs.
Only now did the tears come. She lay her head on her arms and let them drip onto the tabletop. She’d done the right thing, she knew she had. So just why did it feel so heartbreakingly terrible?
✽✽✽
 
Perfection. That’s what it all came down to. Martha’s words rang in Hannah’s mind as she lay in the darkness. Frank wanted perfection. She wanted her ideal. And Hannah was not the woman to give her that. Sure, there were compromises that could be made. But did Frank deserve that? Did she deserve anything less than perfection?
She hurt. Physically hurt. Her stomach, her arms, her legs, her head. Everything ached. She wasn’t crying. She felt too mentally numb for that. It was over. Whatever this had been, it was over.
And maybe she should be grateful to Frank. Grateful that Frank had had the strength and courage to make the difficult decision that she herself couldn’t make. Which was ironic, because she’d always prided herself on being able to make solid, logical decisions untouched by emotion.
Just why was Frank so much stronger than she was? Perhaps it was because she was surrounded by so much love, so much support already. Her friends, her family, they would help her now.
It was for the best. She knew it was. This little dream they’d both been living in where they could have the happy ever after was exactly that, a dream. And now they were both awake. Life had to go on.
New York. A new project. A new focus. It should all fill her with excitement and anticipation. Hell, she hadn’t wanted to be in Oakview in the first place, and now she was getting off easy. Frank had agreed to sell the gallery, even wanted to buy out the house. She had no need to come back here again, except just that once, just to sign the paperwork.
She should be excited. Happy. Satisfied. This was what she’d wanted, after all. So why did she feel so awful? For a moment she remembered the floating feeling she’d had after she’d been hit by the car in the city. That feeling of everyone else being in control, of being so completely helpless. And then it was gone.
This was just how things had to be. It was over.



Chapter Seventeen
She was an expert at packing. An expert at leaving. In the cool grey of the dawn light it took Hannah all of half an hour to push her clothes and toiletries into her case and get herself ready. When she was done she took a last look around the empty room, ostensibly checking that she hadn’t forgotten anything. In reality, she was saying goodbye.
It would be the only goodbye that she said. She had no wish for a tearful, lengthy farewell session. If this was going to be done, it was better that it was done quickly. She was working on a couple of hours of sleep, but she was used to that. Picking up her case and hand luggage she carefully negotiated the stairs. She was used to that too. God knows how many houses and apartments she’d sneaked out of in the early hours of the morning. Anxious to get to work, anxious to get away from whoever she’d spent the night with.
Goodbyes just weren’t her thing. Frank had made the decision for both of them. And she knew that Frank thought she was doing her a kindness. Maybe she was. Maybe leaving was the best thing to do. She creaked open the front door, hesitating only for a second before she stepped outside. Then she closed the door firmly behind herself, mailing the front door keys back through the letter slot. There was no going back now.
The morning was cool, a hint of the burning smell of fall in the air. She’d spent an entire summer in Oakview. She moved automatically, her feet knowing where to go, navigating without thinking. The diner would be open, she could get breakfast there. Then off to the inn to see Ericson. Then the airport. Clean and simple, that was the plan. She crossed the street before she had to walk past the gallery. She didn’t even want to see it.
The coffee was hot and the diner was practically empty. She sat alone and waited for breakfast to arrive. And she wondered what all this had been. Part of her wanted to say it had been a mistake. But it hadn’t, not entirely. She stood to make a fair amount of money from this deal. She’d made some solid connections with art buyers and critics, who knew when those would come in handy. And she’d... what? She’d been happy. Just for a little while. Just for a few weeks.
If it hadn’t been a mistake, then what had it been?
“Ill-advised,” she said.
“Sorry, dear, what was that?”
She shook her head at the waitress who was placing a plate in front of her.
“Nothing,” she said. “Nothing at all.”
It had been nothing. She wanted it to have been nothing. Just a glitch. Something that could be ignored, forgotten about. Something that she’d never think about again.
But every time she closed her eyes she could see Frank’s face. Could see her wild, curly hair, her chocolate colored eyes, her freckles. The way she wrinkled her nose when she smiled, the way she tapped a pen against her lip when she was thinking. Her world was full of Frank, her mind was full of Frank.
How long would it take to get over this?
✽✽✽
 
The house was echoingly empty. Frank didn’t need to go upstairs to know that Hannah was gone. But she persuaded herself up the staircase anyway, wanting to see with her own eyes that Hannah’s room was empty.
It smelled of her. The bathroom was still wet from her shower, her perfume still hung in the air. It was all Frank could do to close the door on the empty space and walk away. The stairs seemed endless, her legs shaking until she got down to the living room. There she collapsed onto the couch, letting the cushions devour her, covering her face with her hands.
She hadn’t wanted it to be like this. If she’d given Hannah leaving any thought at all she’d have imagined it differently. Not just a disappearance. Not just an emptiness where Hannah used to be. But then what had she expected? Waking up from a troubled sleep to find Hannah gone was exactly how it should have played out, exactly how Hannah would have done it.
“What now?” she asked the empty room. “What now?”
Now she pulled herself together, got some coffee, dressed and went to the gallery to clear up. Now she pretended that nothing had happened. Now she got on with living the rest of her life. It was what she had wanted, she reminded herself. This is what she had asked for. She’d told Hannah to go back to New York, and she’d gone.
She moved her hands, blinked her eyes open and saw Laura’s portrait staring back at her from the wall.
“Not what you expected to happen either, huh?” she asked.
But what had Laura wanted? Had she thought that she’d set the two girls up together and that they’d fall in love and there’d be a happy ending? What kind of movie inspired bullshit was that?
“Tough luck,” she growled at the portrait. “Here’s one match that you didn’t make.”
She needed to move on. Sure, she’d grieve for a little while. But this was the way it had to work. Hannah needed her work, needed to be in New York. And Frank needed to find her other half, needed to find her future wife, needed to plan out her life to be the suburban dream that she’d always imagined. There was no point in moping around about things. She’d made this decision and she needed to live with it. End of story.
She stood up, shaking herself a little trying to dispell the sadness and the aching. Then she paused and looked at Laura’s portrait.
“I wish you’d never interfered,” she said quietly. “I wish you’d left well enough alone.”
The gallery. She needed to clean up. She needed to start boxing the canvasses that had been sold. There was work to do. She couldn’t mope around here. The house was so empty it seemed oppressive somehow.
It wasn’t until she stepped out of the front door that she realized the emptiness had nothing to do with the house at all. The emptiness was inside her.
✽✽✽
 
It was still early, but she suspected that Ericson was an early riser. The pregnant woman was behind the reception desk of the inn. Charlotte’s wife. Avery, that was her name. She looked pale and tired, but still had a glow about her.
“I’m looking for Mr. Ericson,” Hannah said.
“He’s at breakfast right now, I believe.”
“Then I’ll just head into the dining room if you don’t mind. This will only take a minute.”
She walked away before Avery could stop her.
Ericson was sitting in front of a half-full plate. She wasn’t going to waste time here.
“Mr. Ericson?”
He looked up at his name and smiled when he saw her. And for a second Hannah wondered what she was doing. She knew little about this man. She should have researched him more carefully before agreeing to sell to him. A gut feeling told her to be careful. She was smart enough to listen to her gut. Mostly.
“Ms. Layton, nice to see you again. I assume you’re here about my offer.”
“I am,” she said. “And the good news is that we will be selling the gallery.”
“Which implies that there’s some bad news.”
She took a deep breath. Lying was part of her job. And it wasn’t exactly a lie. The gallery hadn’t even been put on the market yet. It was more of a future truth.
“There are other offers,” she said. “And we can’t commit to accepting yours just at the moment.”
He gave her an icy stare but when she didn’t back down he nodded.
“Very well,” he said. “I will expect the courtesy of a chance to meet any other offer that you’re considering.”
“That’s fine.”
“Then I’ll be hearing from you soon.”
It was clearly a dismissal, so she walked away. Her case was still at the reception desk and she was hoping that Avery would call her a cab. But when she got back to reception it was Charlotte behind the desk.
“I thought I recognized that suitcase,” Charlotte said with a wide smile. “Leaving so soon?”
“My job here is done,” Hannah said, sharply.
Charlotte leveled a gaze at her.
“So it really was nothing more than business then?”
“Could you call me a cab to the airport,” said Hannah, ignoring the question.
“Glad to.”
She waited whilst Charlotte called, keeping her eyes on the ground. Nothing but business. Just business. That’s all this had been.
“He’ll be outside in five minutes,” Charlotte said, hanging up the phone. “Are you alright?”
“Fine.”
But something kept her there, some fragile thread.
“It wasn’t just business, was it?” said Charlotte softly.
Hannah shook her head.
“And now you’re heading home, so I’m guessing it didn’t work out?”
“Frank sent me home.”
The words were plain and simple and so painful to utter out loud. Charlotte leaned on the reception desk looking thoughtful.
“You know if there’s one thing I’ve learned it’s that things have a way of working out for the best. You might not know what the best is yet, but whatever it is, it’s waiting for you.”
“Perhaps,” Hannah said, wondering why she was still here.
“And Oakview has a way of sucking people in, of not letting go,” Charlotte added. “I’ve got a feeling I’ll be seeing you again soon.”
“I wouldn’t count on it.”
“I bet you, oh, fifty dollars? Does that sound fair?”
Against her will, Hannah smiled. She liked this woman. Liked her as a friend, nothing more. But it was an unfamiliar feeling. Unfamiliar to smile and converse and want to talk to someone who could offer her nothing and who wanted nothing in return. Almost like a real friendship, despite only knowing each other a few weeks.
“Fifty bucks,” she said. “Fine.”
She held out her hand and Charlotte shook it.
“It’s a deal,” said Charlotte. “Now that taxi will be waiting on you. See you soon, Ms. Layton.”
“Hannah.”
Charlotte grinned.
“See you soon, Hannah.”
Settled into the back seat of the taxi and safely on the way to the airport, Hannah clung to Charlotte’s words. They were foolish, silly words. But they were the only small flickering of hope that she had. Perhaps she would one day come back to Oakview.
✽✽✽
 
“Last night was amazing!”
Frank looked up from sweeping the floor of the gallery to see Danny standing in the doorway. She’d been lost in her thoughts, lost in the action of sweeping, trying not to think about Hannah on a plane, Hannah in New York.
“It was good,” she said, trying to smile.
“Better than good,” Danny said coming fully inside. “It was brilliant. The best show I’ve been to, mostly because it was in Oakview of course, but still.” She paused, close enough to Frank now to see her face properly. “What’s wrong?”
“Nothing’s wrong.”
She bent back to sweeping but Danny took the broom out of her hands.
“Hannah.”
Frank blinked and swallowed then nodded.
“She’s gone back to New York. Left this morning.”
“Left you with all the cleaning up,” snorted Danny.
“No, no, it wasn’t like that. I, uh, I told her to go.”
I told her to go, she thought. I told her. What a stupid, idiotic, foolish thing to do. But the right thing, she reminded herself. The good thing.
“She can’t have been that bad,” Danny said a puzzled frown on her face. “Actually, I thought that... I mean looking at the two of you last night and over the last couple of weeks I thought...” The broom dropped from her hands with a clatter. “Wait. You two were... and now you’re...”
Frank picked the broom up and stood it gently against a wall.
“Yes,” she said. “We were. And now we’re not.”
“But why? You said that you sent her away and yet you’re the one looking like the world has fallen on your head.”
“Dan, I don’t...”
But Danny was already wrapping her arms around her, already pulling her into her warmth, holding her until the tears came again and Frank just couldn’t stop them. The world seemed so dark without Hannah there, the thought of her never coming back filled her with such despair. It was several minutes before Danny let her go.
“I think I got snot on your t-shirt,” Frank hiccuped, trying to smile again.
“I get way worse than that on a daily basis,” said Danny. “What’s going on, Frank?”
“I don’t know. It couldn’t work. We’re too different. We want such different things. I sent her away and it was for the best. I didn’t want her to sacrifice what she wanted for me. I know it was the right thing to do. But...”
“But why is it so hard if it was the right thing to do?” asked Danny.
Frank nodded miserably.
Danny looked around at the gallery, cups and plates still littering the surfaces.
“Go home,” she said. “Go on. You look like you could use some time to yourself.”
“But all this,” said Frank, gesturing to the mess.
“I’ll take care of it,” Danny said. “You get out of here. I’ll come by and check on you later.”
And Frank just didn’t have the strength to say no.
✽✽✽
 
The airport was like any other airport. Hannah checked in, went through security, working on auto-pilot. She waited at the gate, her mind blank except for a little glittering flame of hope. She didn’t know what it was for, but it was there. She waited as the flight was called, waited as the other passengers got on board, waited until she was the only person in the waiting area and the flight’s last call was going out. Only then did she stand and walk towards the gate, her hand luggage rolling behind her.
The flame of hope flickered as she walked down the tunnel and onto the plane. It flickered again as she stowed her hand luggage and took her seat. It flickered down to almost nothing as the plane door closed and she fastened her seatbelt. But it didn’t go out until the second that the plane’s wheels left the ground.
That was when she realized what she’d been hoping for. She’d been hoping that Frank would stop this. That somehow Frank would come to her, would tell her it was all a mistake, would stop her leaving. But Frank hadn’t come. And now she was on her way home. More alone than she’d ever felt before in her life.



Chapter Eighteen
Frank held the clutch in one hand, the letter from Laura in the other. A week had passed. A week where she’d gotten up every morning, where she’d gone to the gallery, where she’d eaten when she remembered, where she’d gone to bed. She was living. Just. She wasn’t an emotional wreck, she wasn’t lying shrouded in a dark room crying for eighteen hours a day. That, she supposed, was something. But she wasn’t alive. She felt empty. With Hannah gone there was suddenly no excitement to her day, no reason to get up in the morning. She found herself saying something and then remembering Hannah wasn’t there to hear it. It was almost like losing a limb.
The world was greyer, darker. Her heart ached. But still she told herself she’d done the right thing. No one could compromise what they truly wanted, it just wasn’t fair. So she kept herself busy to keep her mind from her pain. And a bedroom clean up had uncovered Laura’s letter in her clutch. She’d forgotten all about it.
“Alright then,” she said out loud. “Let’s see what you’ve got to say for yourself, Laura.”
She ripped open the envelope, anger at Laura and her meddling prickling on her skin. She wished that Laura had never started this whole heap of trouble. The paper trembled in her hands as she held it open.
Dearest Frank,
I hope you can see now why I invited Hannah into your life. And I hope you’ve forgiven me for interfering. As I’m sure you’ve discovered, part of my reasoning was a business decision– Hannah has quite the reputation and I’m sure she’s found a way to further the gallery in ways that I never could.
More than that though, I wanted Hannah to have something. A friend, a family. No one knows the importance of these things more than you, Frank. Which is why I imposed on you to help my niece.
You’re saying now that I never even knew Hannah, and you’re right of course. I did, however, know her father, my brother. And I can only imagine the kind of upbringing Hannah had with him, particularly once her sexuality became clear. There was little I could do for Hannah when she was a child, something I deeply regret, and I hope that I have in some way made up for that.
Perhaps it was unfair of me to inflict my guilt onto you. But you’re the most loving, giving person that I know. I’d like to think that I wasn’t just a gallery owner to Oakview, but that I also gave back to the community, that people knew that they could come to Laura Bancroft if they needed help. I’d also like to think that you’re the perfect person to take over my role in both the gallery and the community.
I wish you every success, Frank, in everything that you do. And I know that you’ll find the happiness that you’re looking for. Finding happiness is a lot like finding good art: inspiration is more important than execution. Some of the most beautiful paintings in the world are deeply flawed, and it’s those flaws that make them so stunning. Don’t ever forget that.
With All My Love,
Laura.
Her anger was gone now. She understood what Laura had done. She hadn’t been matchmaking, she’d been trying to help. Help Hannah find security, to help Frank find her feet in her new role in the community. The fact that she and Hannah had fallen in love was pure coincidence. The fact that it had ended had nothing to do with Laura’s interfering.
Frank folded the letter carefully and returned it to its envelope. Had she betrayed Laura’s wishes in sending Hannah away? She wasn’t sure. But she was sure that she missed Hannah more than ever right now. And far from getting better with the time, the pain of being without her, of being alone, was growing ever deeper.
✽✽✽
 
She worked. That was what she did. Work filled the spaces of her life, let her go out into the world wearing the armor of a role, let her come home so exhausted that she fell into bed and slept like the dead.
Coming home from Oakview had been like... it had been like leaving home rather than coming home. For the first time her New York apartment had seemed cold and empty. For the first time she wasn’t grateful to be alone. There was a burning emptiness inside her and she remembered only Frank sitting on the couch, Frank lying in her bed. Frank was everywhere that she looked.
So she’d jumped right into a new project, hoping that the work would clear her mind, let her soul heal. But it wasn’t working. After two full weeks she had to admit that it wasn’t working at all. She felt emptier and hollower than ever.
She gave a nod to the doorman as she opened the door to her building. Another late evening, another night spent alone. What was she doing with her life?
“Package for you at the desk, Ms. Layton,” the doorman said.
Odd. She didn’t normally get packages. Sure, her groceries were delivered, but the doorman let the grocery guy straight into the apartment. She took the parcel, wrapped up with string and brown paper just like in an old movie, thanked the doorman, and got into the elevator.
The return address said Oakview. She sighed. Probably something that she’d forgotten at the house. Frank was exactly the kind of person that would return things in a box all wrapped up with string. She dropped the package on the kitchen counter and got herself a glass of wine. She’d almost decided not to open it. She couldn’t deal with it right now, couldn’t deal with whatever was inside the package smelling like Frank, having been touched by Frank. It had been a long enough day already.
But maybe it was better over with. With another deep sigh, she grabbed the kitchen scissors and snipped through the string. Inside she found a notecard. The writing wasn’t Frank’s, she knew that immediately. She flicked it open.
Charlie and the boys felt bad about him ruining your dress and insisted that they make it up to you. This is the result. Wear with caution! We do all hope you visit Oakview soon. You’ve made more of an impression than you might think. You will be missed, Hannah.
Love,
Martha.
She pulled the box further open and pulled out some bright red fabric. Holding it up she found a t-shirt emblazoned with the logo of Oakview University. Red. Her favorite color. Little Charlie had remembered.
She gave her biggest sigh yet and folded up the t-shirt. She wouldn’t be back in Oakview any time soon. Frank obviously didn’t want her there. Frank had sent her away, and maybe she was right, it was for the best. She suddenly felt a spike of sadness that she wouldn’t see Charlie again. His innocent blue eyes, those little chocolate covered fingers. He was going to grow up to be a heart breaker. Not that she’d see it.
And she doubted that she’d made an impression on Oakview really. Sure, Frank and Martha might miss her. Charlotte maybe. But that was about it. Three people. Three more people than missed you when you left New York, a voice in the back of her head told her. Three more people than you’ve ever shared anything with here.
She downed her glass of wine. There was no point in thinking about all this. What was done was done, what was over was over. She pushed the t-shirt back into the box, not wanting to lo
✽✽✽
 
“We’re worried about you,” Danny said.
“Well, this looks an awful lot like an intervention,” said Frank, seeing Martha sitting on the couch, Danny looking pale next to her.
“Not an intervention,” said Martha. “But Danny’s right, we are worried about you.”
“I’m just fine.”
The gallery was closed for the day and she’d been looking forward to an evening of eating ice cream and watching Netflix. Which was pretty much every evening these days.
“You’re not fine,” Danny said. “You’re like a robot. You do everything you’re supposed to, but it’s just not... human somehow. Even when you smile at customers it’s not the same. I know there’s something wrong, but I don’t know how to fix it. So I called Martha.”
She looked a little shame-faced at this and Frank gritted her teeth.
“Everything’s fine.”
“Frank, honey, it’s okay for things not to be fine. It’s okay to hurt. It’s not okay to try and pretend that everything’s fine when it’s not,” Martha said quietly. “Your whole life is about to be uprooted. Yes, Hannah’s gone, and I’m not even going to pretend to know what went on there. If you don’t want to talk about it, that’s okay by me. But the gallery is being sold as well. You need to start thinking about what you’re going to do with your life.”
Frank sighed.
“Alright,” she said, knowing that lying was pointless. “I’m not fine. Everything’s not fine. Happy now? I feel like everything is crumbling around me and I don’t know what to do.”
“I felt like that once,” Danny said. “Lena left me, we had a huge argument, long before we got married. I spent a couple of weeks in bed and thought that I’d never get up again.”
“What did you do?” asked Frank, curious.
Danny shrugged.
“Came to my senses and went and got her back,” she said.
“Look, we want to help you. At least let us give you some company,” Martha said. “The boys are with a babysitter and we’ve come to take you for burgers at Dolly’s. You look like you could use a good meal. Give us that much?”
Frank nodded reluctantly.
“Just dinner,” she said. “No talking about the other stuff. I need to get my mind off it for a while.”
“Deal,” Danny said, grinning.
And it was nice, just for a couple of hours, to sit with old friends and family. To laugh and gossip and eat. Frank tried to ignore the pain inside, but it wouldn’t go away. As happy as she was to be with her mother and her friend, she still couldn’t shake the emptiness. It was after Danny left, when she and Martha were strolling home in the still evening, that Martha spoke to her from the heart.
“You know, a long time ago I was like you. I dreamed of a house with a husband and lots of little children. A family of my own. A perfect family,” Martha said, linking her arm into Frank’s.
Frank knew a little of Martha’s history. Not much, just hints here and there.
“You were married, weren’t you?” she said.
Martha nodded.
“I was. A long time ago. Things didn’t work out, as they often don’t. I found out early in the marriage that I couldn’t have children of my own, and things sort of disintegrated from there.”
“Oh, ma,” Frank said, stopping in her tracks.
“Don’t ‘oh, ma’ me,” Martha said, pulling at her arm to continue walking. “It was terrible, life shattering at the time. But I wouldn’t change it for the world. Because after that I realized that I needed to step up and take control of what I wanted. That the perfect family wasn’t something that just came, that we all have to deal with imperfection. But that I could build what I wanted. So that’s what I did. I got divorced and started fostering, and now look at me. Kids all over the country, beautiful, happy people that I helped to raise.”
“Still...” said Frank.
“Still nothing,” Martha said, a hint of anger in her voice. “I wouldn’t trade a single one of you for a child of my own now. Not one. I wouldn’t trade anything for a husband or a big lawn or a baby. You must know that Frank. Sure, this isn’t the perfect life that I had planned. But it’s amazing and exciting and filled with love and I couldn’t be happier. I truly mean that.”
Frank sighed. She knew what Martha was trying to do.
“It wouldn’t work,” she said. “Not with Hannah. What we want is too different. One of us would end up sacrificing and then the resentment would come.”
“It won’t work as long as you’re looking for perfection. Maybe you could both sacrifice a little, have you thought of that? Maybe you could both accept that imperfection is a part of life and that there’ll be problems and troubles and arguments, but that those imperfections, in the end, will make you stronger.”
Frank’s heart beat a little harder.
“Maybe,” she allowed.
Martha stopped now, turning so that they were eye to eye.
“You asked her to leave, right?”
Frank nodded.
“Then I have a question for you. Did you make a mistake?”
There was a heartbeat, then two, then three. And the answer was so blindingly obvious.
“Yes.”
“Then do what you have to do. Go get her. Build the life that you want, imperfections and all Frank.”
“Go to New York?”
“Why not? The gallery is closing anyway. You’ve lived your whole life in Oakview. Maybe it’s time to see the world a little. Your home will always be here Frank, it’s not going anywhere. You can come back any time you like.”
The soft night air caressed Frank’s cheek. Martha’s kind eyes looked into hers. And suddenly everything clicked into place. Frank nodded slowly, then bent to kiss Martha’s cheek.
“Thank you,” she said. “And if it helps, I wouldn’t trade you for any other mother, biological or not, either.”
✽✽✽
 
The morning was cool and grey and Hannah was in a hurry. Her stockings had laddered and she’d needed to change them at the last minute and then there’d been no cabs and now she was practically running down the avenue to make her meeting on time. That’s what she got for yet another sleepless night.
Life seemed to be getting harder and she didn’t know why, didn’t know what she could do about it. Before, work had seemed to wipe everything else out. Now it didn’t fill the hole inside her like it had used to. She was beginning to think she should quit, take some time off. Maybe travel. Go somewhere else, try and clear her mind.
She stepped off the curb without looking, her mind elsewhere. The car swerved around her with a screech of brakes, the sound leaving her frozen still. There was the beeping of horns and the angry swearing of the driver. Then the near-accident was sucked into the normal traffic of a New York morning and the moment was gone.
Except Hannah’s legs were trembling. She stepped back onto the sidewalk. So close. Again. This time without Frank to help her, without Frank to take care of her. Everything was without Frank.
And right there in the clarity of that moment she knew that this couldn’t continue. She knew that it had all been a mistake, no matter how much Frank thought she was doing the right thing. She turned around and started walking back to her apartment. She’d call work when she got there. There were more important things to do first.
Frank thought that she needed work, that work was what satisfied her. That was the whole reason she’d told her to go. And yet work wasn’t satisfying her. Not in the slightest. And she knew why. Without Frank nothing would satisfy her. So what if she left New York? So what if she worked in some small gallery in some small town? She had friends there. Almost. Almost a family. She had Frank. And that, that one person, was more important to her than any company. She had to be.
No, Frank might think that she was right, but she wasn’t. And Hannah was going to change that. She was going to fix everything. She didn’t know how, not yet. But she knew how to start. She could start by putting Frank’s life back together.



Chapter Nineteen
“So you’ve got the keys and the login for the computer system?”
“Frank, I’ve got everything I need. Don’t panic. I can take care of things.”
Frank looked around the empty gallery and then back at Danny who was smiling cheerfully behind the desk.
“This is a big ask, are you sure?”
“Sure as can be,” Danny said. “I get that people aren’t exactly my thing, but I’ve been working on it. And besides, I’m an artist. So if I’m weird people will just think it’s part of my creative aura or something.”
Frank laughed.
“You’re a doll, Danny. Thank you. And don’t worry about anything major. You can always call me. Just keep the place open for a few hours each day, that’s all.”
“All in hand,” Danny said. “If I can handle fifty dogs at the shelter, I’m sure I can deal with a couple of customers.”
She was probably right, Frank thought. Not that there was a lot of choice here. Danny had stepped in, volunteered for the job. And she was only planning on being gone for a couple of days. After that, well, either Hannah would accept her apologies and she’d need to come up with a new plan for the gallery for the remaining couple of months, or Hannah wouldn’t and she’d be right back here where she started.
“Nervous?”
Frank nodded.
“You know, I chased Lena down to the airport once,” Danny said. “Caught her just as she was about to leave. It was the most terrifying few hours of my life. But it was definitely worth it. I learned that sometimes you have to put yourself out there, risk everything. If she’s worth it. And I’m guessing Hannah is.”
Yes. Hannah definitely was. Life without her was so empty, so hollow that Frank was certain now that Hannah was the woman for her. No matter how things worked out, how many sacrifices needed to be made. The only stumbling block now was whether Hannah agreed with her or not. She tried not to think about it. Taking a plane alone to New York was petrifying enough, without thinking about what sort of greeting she’d face when she knocked on Hannah’s door.
“She’s worth it,” Frank said. “And I’ve got to run. Packing to finish. My flight leaves early this afternoon. Thanks so much, Danny. I’ll be back in a couple of days and just call me if there’s a problem and...”
“And get the hell out of here before I change my mind,” Danny said, but she was smiling.
✽✽✽
 
“I must say, it’s quite unusual.”
The lawyer was sitting back in his chair, his hands clasped over his beer belly. Hannah desperately searched her mind for his name, then remembered.
“But not against the terms of the bequest, Mr. Fines, is it?”
He scratched his chin then shook his head.
“No, I suppose it’s not really.”
His gaze was thoughtful on her, softer than it had been when she first met him.
“Then can you arrange it for me?”
He sighed.
“Are you absolutely sure, Ms. Layton? Once you sign away your rights, they’re gone. There’s no going back, you can’t change your mind. And you can no longer challenge the bequest. This is a permanent decision. Do you understand that?”
“I understand.”
He was quiet for a moment, still watching her, then he nodded.
“I think I may have underestimated you, Ms. Layton,” he said. “I’ll prepare the paperwork. It should be done by tomorrow, but you’ll need to sign it. I can have the contract couriered to New York if you’ll just give me an address.”
Hannah grinned.
“That won’t be necessary,” she said. “I’ll be in Oakview for a little longer. I’ll drop by and sign everything tomorrow afternoon.”
He raised an eyebrow at this but didn’t comment on it. Instead, he asked again if she was sure about her decision.
“You do realize that once that contract is signed then Ms. Raines will own the gallery in its entirety. You will no longer have any claim to it, to its premises, its stock, or any potential profits.”
“I know what I’m doing, Mr. Fines. And thank you.”
There was a definite autumn chill in the air when she left the office, her trusty carry on bag rolling behind her. Hannah took a deep breath of the cool morning air and then yawned. She’d been up at three to catch the first flight of the morning. But the first part of her mission was done. Hannah would have her gallery back. If she chose to sell it, then so be it. But the choice was now completely hers.
She looked at her watch. There was a little time. She could go clean up before she talked to Frank. Partly she was putting off the conversation, she knew that. But she needed a shower, needed to try and calm herself before having what could be the most difficult negotiation of her life.
✽✽✽
 
A suitcase was lying open on the bed, clothes spread haphazardly around it. Frank looked at the mess with dismay. Hannah wouldn’t pack like this, of that she was sure.
“What about your black sweater?” Martha asked, holding the item up.
“Sure,” shrugged Frank.
Martha folded it neatly and put it in the case and Frank started clearing the clothes from the bed.
“You know, you really don’t have to help me pack, ma,” she said. “I can handle it.”
Martha snorted but said nothing.
“It’s enough that you’re driving me to the airport.”
“You’re my daughter and I’ll do everything I can to help you. Besides, folding clothes isn’t exactly your forte,” said Martha.
Frank eyed her.
“Sure you’re not just keeping an eye on me?”
“Perhaps.”
“Hmm. And would that be to make sure that I go to New York or to try and persuade me not to go?” asked Frank, truly unsure of how Martha felt about Hannah.
Martha sat on the edge of the bed, another sweater in her hands.
“I’d never stop you,” she said quietly. “I wouldn’t stop you from doing something brave, something courageous and something that you knew needed to be done. It takes a big person to admit they’ve made a mistake and apologize for it.”
“I guess I’ve been well brought up then,” Frank grinned, but her stomach was a bundle of nerves.
“Hannah’s the one, isn’t she?”
Frank nodded. It was undeniable. From the first second that she’d seen her walk into the gallery there had been no one else, could be no one else. As infuriating as Hannah was, as different as they were, as rude and arrogant as she could seem, the universe had somehow decreed that Hannah was her other half.
“And if she turns you away?” asked Martha.
A bolt of pain shot through Frank.
“I don’t know,” she said. “I don’t know what I’ll do.”
“I’ll be here if you need me. I’m always here. Even if you decide to move to the city permanently, I’m here, Frank. I hope you know that.”
Frank bent to give her mother a hug.
“I know, ma.”
Martha took a shaky breath and stood up again.
“Better get on with things then,” she said. “That plane won’t wait for you, you know.”
✽✽✽
 
The inn was quiet and comforting. It smelled of lemon furniture polish and Hannah felt a beat calmer as she walked in. Charlotte was behind the desk, but she said nothing, not even raising an eyebrow when she saw Hannah.
“Please tell me you have a room,” Hannah said. “I’m desperate for a shower.”
Charlotte smiled.
“As it happens, we do.” She paused for a second, her smile hovering on her lips. “How many nights should I book you in for?”
Hannah hesitated. She had no idea. It depended on how things went with Frank. She shrugged.
“I have no idea.”
Charlotte looked at her and the smile came back. Her eyes were twinkling.
“Ah, it’s like that, is it?” she said. “How about I book you in just for a night and we see how it goes?”
Hannah nodded. Charlotte was still smiling and suddenly so was Hannah. It felt nice to be with someone familiar, someone friendly, someone she hoped might even one day become a friend.
“And you can add that fifty dollars to the bill at the end of my stay,” she said.
“Fifty dollars?”
“Well, you did bet me that I’d be back in Oakview. Though I’m not sure that you thought it would be quite so soon.”
Charlotte took a key from the board and then leaned on the desk clutching it in her hand.
“Why don’t we put a stay on that bet for a little while,” she said.
“The money’s yours, fair and square.”
“How about double or nothing?” asked Charlotte, eyes still twinkling.
“On what?”
“On Frank taking you back.”
Hannah took a step back and felt her smile fall away. Charlotte’s eyes rolled.
“Gossip, Hannah. The gossip mills are rife with the news of you leaving. And you coming back will give some people a fit. You’ve provided the people of Oakview with their evening’s entertainment just by showing your face. You have a lot to learn about living in a small town.”
“Who says I’m going to live here?” asked Hannah.
Charlotte sighed.
“I do,” she said. “You will. Eventually. Because you know what else the gossip mills are saying?”
Hannah shook her head.
“That Frank has been lost without you. That’s she’s wandering around broken hearted and waiting for her princess charming to come and reclaim her.” Charlotte paused again. “You did come to reclaim her, right?”
“Something like that,” Hannah sighed.
Charlotte handed over the room key.
“I’d wish you luck, but I don’t think you need it. The two of you were meant to be together, whatever you think. Be brave, be honest, be open, and you’ll get your happily ever after.”
And somehow the words made her feel better. From anyone else she would have taken the sentiments to be interfering. But not from Charlotte. Hope was flickering awake inside her again.
“You know,” she said, gripping the handle of her carry on bag. “Since my aunt left town there’s an opening for town matchmaker. You might want to put in an application.”
Charlotte laughed and the sound followed Hannah down the hall towards her room.
✽✽✽
 
“You’ve got everything?”
Frank looked at the suitcase and then at the bag in her hand and nodded.
“Ticket? ID? Snacks? A warm sweater in case the plane’s cold? Something to read for the trip?”
And Frank laughed. It felt good to laugh, good to forget her nerves and stress just for a second.
“Ma, I’m not going to Russia. It’s a couple of hours on a plane. I’ve honestly got everything. Really. Are you ready to go?”
Martha jangled the car keys at her.
“Ready if you are,” she said. She hesitated for just a second and Frank could see a hint of worry in her eyes. “Are you sure you’re ready, Frank?”
And she wasn’t talking about tickets or sweaters, she was talking about something so much bigger. But Frank nodded anyway. She was ready. Her stomach was still rolling over with nerves and excitement. But she was as sure as she had ever been about anything that she needed to at least try. Hannah could make her own decisions. But Frank had made hers.
Martha took the bag and Frank picked up her case and they walked together to the car. Frank dumped the case in the trunk and hopped into the passenger seat.
The car grumbled as it started and Martha turned onto the street.
“You’re taking Main Street?” asked Frank. “Seriously? Why didn’t you turn left?”
“If you’re going to back seat drive then I won’t be taking you anywhere,” Martha said. “You’re getting antsy and I don’t blame you. But you need to calm down.”
Frank bit her tongue. Her mother was right. She was as nervous as she could ever remember being. Yet she was so sure she was doing the right thing. Then again, she’d been sure that she was doing the right thing by sending Hannah away and selling the gallery. She was just wondering how she was going to handle being on a plane alone when Martha pulled the car into a slot on Main Street.
“Ma, what are you doing? I told you I have everything, we don’t have time to make a stop.”
Martha turned to her.
“Frank, I can’t take you to New York.”
“But you said you trusted me, you said I was doing the right thing, you said...”
She trailed off as Martha put a warm hand on her thigh.
“I can’t take you to New York,” Martha said. “Because New York has come to you.”
✽✽✽
 
Walking had been a good idea, Hannah thought. It calmed her a little. She was still nervous. Afraid of the reception that she’d get at the gallery, afraid of what Frank would say to her, that she’d be sent packing again. But she was determined as well. Frank was just going to have to let her say her piece. That was the end of it.
The sidewalk of Main Street clattered under her feet as she approached the gallery. And she stopped. Just for a second. Just to collect her thoughts, to collect her courage. She closed her eyes to calm herself and opened them only when a car horn honked. A noise so familiar in New York and yet so out of place here.
“Hannah!”
The car horn honked again and she looked around seeing a car door open, seeing Frank climbing out, seeing Frank coming towards her. So much for preparation. She held up both hands with open palms as Frank came towards her.
“I know, I’m not supposed to be here,” she said as soon as Frank was close enough to hear.
“Hannah, I have to talk to you.”
Frank was breathless, her cheeks flushed, her eyes glistening.
“I thought I’d have so much more time than this,” she said. “I thought I’d have time to think of what to say.”
“Time?” asked Hannah, confused.
“On the plane,” Frank said. She glanced back towards the car where Hannah could see Martha sitting. “I was on the way to the airport. To New York. To you.”
“You were on your way to New York?” Hannah asked.
And her heart skipped a beat. She knew for certain now how things were ending and she couldn’t help but smile.
“Then let me speak first,” she said. “Since you need more time to prepare yourself. I’ve had my whole plane ride to think already.”
She put her hands out, grasped Frank’s shoulders, almost shuddered at the electricity that spread from the touch.
“Frank, you were wrong. So wrong. I love my job, I love living in the city. But I don’t love either of those things as much as I love you. Going home didn’t make me happy. It made me miserable. I don’t have any answers. I’ve got no idea how the hell we can work all this out. But I do know that we need to work it out together. Not alone.”
Frank took a breath and was about to speak, but Hannah stopped her.
“No, just listen. I’ve arranged for the gallery to be put under your name only. You can decide what happens to it. If you want to sell, fine, the money’s yours. If you want to keep it, fine too, it’s yours to keep. I don’t care about the business, I don’t care about the house. I don’t care about living in the city or keeping my job or anything else in the world. I care about you Frank and I don’t want to be without you. No matter what needs sacrificing to make that happen.”
And she let go of Frank, her words floating around in the air, Frank’s eyes softening and tears beginning to form.
“I know I was wrong,” Frank said. “About everything. I was coming to New York to tell you that. I was coming to say that if you want to live in the city, we’ll live in the city. That Oakview is a wonderful place, but a place isn’t a home, a person is. Wherever you are has to be my home. I don’t want to be without you.”
There was a moment of quiet whilst Frank’s words settled on her, the warmth of the glowing realization that they both needed each other, that they both wanted each other.
“I don’t know what we’re going to do,” Hannah said softly. “But you have to promise me one thing.”
“Anything.”
“That whatever we do, whatever we want, it won’t be perfect.”
Frank laughed and that sound was all she needed. She pulled Frank close, felt her body mold against her own. She put her hands into wild, curly hair and brushed her lips against Frank’s. Frank pulled away for just a second.
“I thought I’d have time to change,” she said. “I was going to dress up, do my hair, everything.”
Hannah looked down at the holed jeans and the faded t-shirt Frank was wearing. And then it was her turn to laugh.
“Don’t ever change,” she said quite seriously. “I love you just the way you are.”



Epilogue
Three sets of footsteps clattered to greet Hannah as she opened the front door.
“Hold it!” shouted Martha’s voice from the living room. She appeared in the doorway. “You know the rules,” she told the three boys. “We don’t hug Hannah in her work clothes.”
“Lucky for you, I changed before I got on the plane,” Hannah said, dropping her bags and sweeping the three boys into a hug. “And if you guys get much bigger I won’t be able to do this anymore.”
“I’m not too big for hugs,” Charlie said, but his older brothers rolled their eyes.
“We’re just on our way out,” Martha said. “So we’ll leave you in peace to recover from your week. Frank’s in the kitchen whipping up dinner, and we’re expecting you guys on Sunday to help decorate the Christmas tree.”
“We’ll be there,” Hannah promised.
Martha opened the front door and the boys poured outside and began racing down the sidewalk. Then she paused.
“Is everything okay?” she asked.
Hannah frowned. “I think so. Why wouldn’t it be?”
Martha shrugged. “Frank seems a little... distracted maybe.”
“It’s probably work. She’s got that big new show opening up, I know she’s a little stressed about it. I’ll make sure she gets a relaxing weekend, don’t you worry.”
Martha smiled and kissed her cheek.
“I’d better go after those boys before they terrorize the neighborhood,” she said with a grin.
Closing the door, Hannah kicked off her shoes and left her bags right there in the hallway. There’d be time to put things away later. Right now the only thing she wanted to do was see Frank. Working in the city four days a week wasn’t as exhausting as she’d thought it would be. The exhausting bit had been negotiating her way into a four day work week. It did, however, mean that she missed Frank desperately whilst she was gone.
“Hi honey, I’m home!” she called out.
“In here,” said Frank from the kitchen.
Hannah swooped in and took Frank into her arms, kissing her long and hard and not caring that Frank was up to her elbows in what looked like it was going to be chicken pot pie. The electricity was still there, less shocking perhaps, but just as powerful. And as soon as their bodies touched she hungered to get Frank upstairs. She’d be patient though. It always took them both a few minutes to acclimate when she came home each weekend.
“So, how’s the show coming along?” she asked, drawing back so that Frank could get a breath.
“Good,” Frank said, turning back to her cooking. “Danny’s stuff is all in as usual. Damien’s had his usual panic attack but is almost finished. And the contrast between their two styles is incredible, it’s going to make for an amazing show. The painters came in on Tuesday and I’ve had half the gallery painted black. I’m going to hang Danny’s stuff on the dark side, Damien’s on the light side.”
Hannah laughed.
“Sounds like you’ve been busy.”
“I’ve missed you,” Frank said.
And her voice was so small and fragile that Hannah knew something was wrong. Not the show, it couldn’t be that. Everything Frank had said about the gallery sounded so positive. So what exactly was it?
“I missed you too, my love,” Hannah said. “But we’re making this work for us. Four days a week isn’t bad. And this project will be done in a couple of weeks. Then I’ll take a whole month off and bug you at the gallery instead.”
She missed Frank more than she could say when she was away. Which was why she intended to do something about it. Something big. She just had to find the right time to tell her. Instinct told her she was making a good professional decision, a profitable one even. But still, she wasn’t exactly sure how Frank would react to her news. Now wasn’t the time to say anything, not when Frank was so obviously bothered by something else.
She pulled gently on Frank’s arm, forcing her to turn so that she could look into her eyes again.
“What’s going on?” she said. “Talk to me.”
Frank said nothing but her eyes strayed to the kitchen table and Hannah followed her gaze.
The white envelope sat propped up against the salt and pepper shakers. And even without words Hannah knew exactly who the letter was from, exactly what it contained. Her legs started to shake and her heart beat hard enough that she thought it might break out of her chest.
“Did you open it?” she whispered.
“No,” Frank said, whispering too.
They waited, holding each other gently. Five seconds. Ten. Fifteen. Hannah wanted to rip the letter open. But she also wanted to keep this moment, this moment before knowing. Whatever was in that envelope could ruin them or give them everything they’d dreamed of. And she wasn’t sure that she wanted to know which. Not yet. She could feel Frank’s breath, could smell her scent, could sense the warmth coming from her.
The white envelope shone in the middle of the table.
✽✽✽
 
Three days the envelope had been sitting there. Three days during which Frank had had to walk past it, see it, sense it, every time she walked through the kitchen. And by the time Hannah came home she was almost at breaking point.
She’d run through every scenario in her head a thousand times. But that was only imagining. Now she needed to know. Really needed to know. She clutched a little harder at Hannah’s arm as though drawing strength from her. Then she pulled away.
It was two steps to the kitchen table. The envelope felt flimsy in her hand, the paper rough, institutional almost. She didn’t look at the addresses, she knew who this was from. Her hands shaking, she ripped through the envelope and pulled out a single sheet of paper. Her eyes darted to Hannah who was standing still as a statue, drinking in her beauty, her fear, before she let herself look at the paper.
She read it. Then she read it again. Then she read it a third time. Then she screamed.
“What? What?” Hannah said, hurrying to her side.
“We’re approved,” said Frank.
And then Hannah’s arms were there again and she was collapsing into them and the tears were coming and she couldn’t stop them.
“Wait, wait,” Hannah said, pulling away an inch or so. “We’re approved?”
Frank just nodded, unable to form words through the tears.
“The adoption agency has approved us?”
She nodded again.
“We’re going to have a child? Or children?”
She nodded again.
Hannah’s face creased into a frown.
“Then why are you crying?”
“Because... because this is the last piece. The last thing that I wanted. The thing that’s going to make our lives complete. And because I never thought I’d find someone like you to do this with, let alone have a child. Because I love you,” Frank wailed.
And Hannah held her close again for what felt like a long time until the tears dried up a little and the surge of emotion was back under control. Finally, Hannah sat her down on a chair and disappeared for a second.
Kids. There were going to be children here. Footsteps echoing on the wooden floors, paintings to hang on the fridge. Frank could hardly believe it. Couldn’t believe that her heart could be so full. She felt like she was lost in a dream, but a loud popping sound awoke her. Hannah was pouring champagne into glasses.
“Where did you get that?”
“I’ve been saving it,” Hannah said, with a grin. “And there’s something I need to tell you. I was going to wait, but, well, now’s the right time.”
She placed a glass in front of Frank and took a seat on the opposite side of the table.
“I’m selling my apartment,” she said.
“What?” Frank asked, putting down the glass she’d just picked up. “Where are you going to live when you’re in the city? Staying in a hotel would be exorbitant.”
“I’m not going to be in the city.” Hannah took a deep breath. “I’m... changing things.”
“You’re quitting your job?”
And Frank felt a wave of heat run through her. This wasn’t what she wanted. She didn’t want Hannah to give up her career for her. She didn’t want Hannah to have to give up everything to move to Oakview permanently. Not that she didn’t want her here, she did. But she didn’t want her to sacrifice.
“No, I’m not quitting,” Hannah said. “I’m telecommuting.”
“I, uh, what?”
“It’s the direction that things are moving in,” Hannah said. “I can do all my work from here using videoconferencing. It helps struggling companies save money that way, they pay less to consult with me electronically during certain hours of the day than they would to have me on site for weeks at a time. And I save money by traveling less. It works out for everyone.”
“So you’re going to be working from here?”
“There’ll still be some traveling involved. But a lot less. So yes, I’d like to work from here.” There was a pause where Hannah looked down at the table. “If you wouldn’t mind, that is.”
And Frank started to laugh.
“Mind? Mind? Having you here every day instead of only for weekends? Are you kidding?”
“I think it will be better when the children come, better if I’m around all the time, rather than just a weekend parent,” Hannah said.
“Stop trying to persuade me,” grinned Frank. “You don’t need to. I’m totally on board with this, as long as it’s what you want. Are you sure you won’t miss the city?”
Now Hannah laughed.
“We can always visit,” she said.
Frank reached out across the table and took her hand, feeling the warm softness of it, feeling more complete as soon as she took it.
“We’re doing it,” she said. “We’re compromising, we’re making it work.”
“Maybe we’re not as different as we thought,” answered Hannah.
“Or maybe we’re just stronger than we thought,” said Frank. “And I know it won’t always be like this, it won’t always be good. There’ll be bad times too. But we’ll make it through. We’ll have a house and a family and careers. We’ll have it all. And we’ll have each other.”
Hannah squeezed her hand.
“Just promise me one thing.”
Frank grinned, knowing exactly what Hannah was going to say.
“Anything.”
“It won’t be perfect,” said Hannah, smiling back.
“Never perfect,” said Frank.
She raised her glass, the bubbles fizzing and popping.
“To imperfection,” she said.
“To imperfection,” said Hannah.
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Fair of Face: A Monday’s Child Romance
Chapter One
Five o’clock on a Friday afternoon and Kate’s brain was trying to burn a hole through her skull. She scrabbled in her purse to find a tip for the Uber driver and stumbled into a pain pill which she dry swallowed.
“Thanks.”
“Thanks, and you have a great day now,” the driver said, sneaking a glance at the handful of change she’d left him with.
She didn’t answer, too busy trying to lug her camera bags and equipment out of the backseat. When everything was piled on the sidewalk she finally took a look around. A restaurant and bar. Neon lights glowed pink and green, though it wouldn’t be dark for hours yet. Plate glass windows showed elegantly thin women sipping martinis. She groaned as a bead of sweat slid all the way from her neck down her spine. Exactly the kind of place Mel always chose, hip and minimalist and pretentious in the way only LA could be. And expensive too, she’d bet.
By the time she’d dragged her bags into the place and refused the offer of the host to store them for her, she was dripping with sweat. She could see Mel across the room, elegant and breezy in white linen, looking as though she’d just stepped out of the salon. Like always. Kate glanced down at her grubby jeans and sneakers and wished for just a second that she’d changed. Screw it, there hadn’t been time to go back to the studio. If Mel wanted her here on time, she’d have to take her as she found her.
“Jesus,” drawled Mel as she approached the small round table. “You look like death.”
And finally Kate grinned. Mel had that effect on her. Blunt, honest to a fault, and seemingly completely unable to flatter she’d often wondered just how the hell Mel made it in PR.
“Kids’ birthday party,” she said, flopping into the chair opposite Mel.
Mel grimaced, the look odd against the smooth blonde of her hair and the perfect makeup. She lifted a hand and gestured to the waiter.
“Are you still doing that shit?” she asked when she’d ordered two more of whatever was in the glass in front of her. “I thought you were fashion only and intent on... what was it you said? Focussing your art in order to... um, something. I forget.”
“I was drunk when I said that,” Kate pouted. “Besides, parties pay the bills. Fashion doesn’t. And I kind of like eating and having a roof over my head.”
Mel rolled her eyes.
“You’re so not LA,” she said. “Women here pay thousands to have no food.”
Kate laughed and a frosted glass was put in front of her.
“To the weekend,” she said, clinking her glass against Mel’s and taking a burning cold sip. She could feel her headache start to abate. “And what’s with all the mystery?”
“Jeez, give me time to build up to it, build the suspense and all. You can’t want me to just blurt it out, where’s the fun in that?”
“You’ve had three days,” Kate pointed out, downing more of her drink and feeling the coolness spread inside her. “All I got was ‘meet me at five on Friday’ and an address. So technically the suspense has been building itself for the last seventy two hours.”
“Fine,” huffed Mel.
She bent down and pulled something from her tote bag, then dropped what turned out to be a magazine on the table between them. For a second the restaurant lights gleamed off the glossy cover and Kate couldn’t see what she was supposed to be looking at. Then the colored blurs formed themselves into a face. A familiar face. Dark almond eyes framed by long lashes, long dark hair wild and untamed, olive skin so perfect that it had to be photoshopped. Except it wasn’t. Kate knew that for a fact.
To be fair, Nat Lee’s face was familiar to anyone with eyes. It graced billboards and catwalks, television screens and gossip magazines, it was both strikingly exotic and thoroughly normal in one glance. It was discomforting in the way the eyes stared through you, but the curve of the lips forced you to share the joke, said ‘hey, I might be beautiful, but I’m just like you, amused by all this fashion fuss.’ A shiver ran down Kate’s back.
“You do know who that is?” asked Mel.
“Of course,” Kate said, tearing her eyes away from the magazine cover and looking at Mel instead.
“Nat Lee,” Mell carried on regardless. “Supermodel, the face of a dozen brands, loved by gossip columns, party girl, girlfriend of that actor, oh, what’s his name...”
“Jake Allingham,” Kate filled in reluctantly.
“That’s the one. Face like an angel that one, what I wouldn’t give for five minutes alone with him.”
Kate’s eyes flickered to the magazine and then back to Mel, who was looking surprisingly satisfied with herself.
“I know who she is,” she said. “And what of it?”
Mel hesitated just long enough that the breath Kate was holding grew uncomfortable. Then she grinned. “You’ve got a shoot with her on Monday.”
Suddenly her headache came back with a vengeance, pulsing through her as her heart raced and sweat pooled in the small of her back. Her mouth was so dry it took two attempts to swallow.
“I... what?”
“I pulled some strings,” Mel said. “A photographer dropped out, I just happened to hear about it, so I talked you up. Anyway, long story short, I’ll be having dinner next Thursday with a very handsy agent named Brooks Lyon, and you’ll be shooting Her Royal Highness on Monday. Now say thank you to your Auntie Mel.”
Kate could feel her mouth opening and closing, but no words seemed to be coming out. Mel’s face lost the satisfied look and she leaned forward, peering at Kate in concern.
“You okay, babe?”
She flagged down a waiter and ordered some water, waiting until a glass appeared and then sliding it across to Kate who swallowed at it gratefully. A heartbeat or two passed and Kate calmed a little. Mel looked less worried now, more curious.
“So?” she said, finally.
“Um, thanks,” stuttered Kate. “Thanks a lot, but...”
“Not that, not thanks,” Mel’s hands brushed the words away into the air. “You. What’s this? What’s going on? What’s the deal?”
She leaned in close again and Kate kept her mouth shut, not sure what to say, not knowing how to begin explaining.
“You talk, girl. Or else I’m keeping you here and feeding you drinks until you’re drunk enough to tell me your deepest, darkest secrets,” Mel said.
And she was only half kidding. If there was one thing that defined Mel it was her tenacity. Her ability to wriggle the tiniest nuggets of truth out of people.
“Mel, I really appreciate this,” Kate said slowly. “But I can’t do it.”
She could feel Nat’s eyes staring up at her from the magazine on the table.
“You can’t do it?” Mel sat back and crossed her legs. “This is the biggest break you’ve had for months. She’s the most famous face in fashion. Shooting her is the dream of every top photographer across the globe. And you’re telling me you can’t do it? Whatever else you’ve got going on on Monday, you cancel it right now.”
“It’s not that, it’s...”
But Mel didn’t let her finish. “Not to mention I pulled strings to get you this gig. I put my reputation on the line by telling Brooks Lyon that you were the best new photographer I knew and that six months from now agents would be begging you to shoot their clients.”
“I know, I know.”
“So what’s the deal then, babe? You don’t slam the door on an opportunity like this one.”
Kate’s brain raced. “I need to be working on my portfolio,” she said. “There’s that staff photographer job in New York I told you about. They need a portfolio by the end of the month for me to be considered. I really need to be focussing my efforts there.”
“Bullshit.”
Kate closed her eyes in surrender. This was pointless. She was going to end up telling Mel at some point. It might as well be now. After all, she had gone out of her way to get her the shoot.
“I know Nat Lee,” she said.
“Everyone knows Nat Lee,” snorted Mel. Then her eyes narrowed. “Oh, that’s not what you meant, is it? Ex girlfriend?”
Kate’s laugh was bitter. “No, no, nothing like that. I knew her a long time ago.”
And in the back of her head she could hear them. Could hear the taunting words of the girls behind her, could feel their bony fingers grasping at her shirt, asking if she got it at WalMart, sneering at her plain white tennis shoes rimmed with mud. The pain of it took her breath away for a second.
Mel pushed a fresh drink in front of her. “Tell me about it.”
So Kate did. She summoned up her courage and told Mel everything, the teasing, the words, the actions, the feelings, trying to describe the helpless darkness of the bullying she’d undergone for two long years. They’d never physically hurt her those popular, well dressed, perfect little girls. But they hadn’t needed to. Their words had been enough.
“Little bitches,” hissed Mel, when Kate was through.
“Give me a second.”
Kate made her way to the bathroom, threading through the busy restaurant. In front of the calm mirror she splashed cold water on her face before looking at herself. She could still see the freckled, snub-nosed kid she’d been back then. But only barely. The two long blonde braids had been replaced by a shag cut that curled around her neck, white platinum with streaks of rose. Rings climbed up her ears, sparkling silver in the light. Her tan almost hid her freckles. She’d outgrown the chubbiness of youth, emerging long and lean. She wasn’t the same person she used to be.
She ran the cold water over her wrists for a moment, then dried herself off. She didn’t need to think about the past. The past was gone. Long gone. Her grandfather had always told her that it would make her stronger, and perhaps it had. Perhaps.
“You okay?” Mel asked when she returned to the table.
Kate nodded. “Fine.”
“Good. I’ve been thinking. You should do this.”
“But...”
“But nothing, Kate. You deserve this. You can’t let the bitch win yet again just because you’re afraid to see her. Besides, she’s not even going to recognize you. I guarantee it. She sees a thousand people a day, you’re just a woman behind a camera. And you look nothing like you did as a kid. There’s no way in hell she’s going to know who you are.”
“Maybe,” allowed Kate.
She let her eyes stray around the bar, looking for distraction. A tall dark woman with hair in snug little curls that clung to her scalp smiled at her. Her skin was smooth like coffee, her teeth bright and even. Out of habit, Kate smiled back.
“Seen something of interest?” Mel asked, clocking the encounter immediately.
“No.”
Mel laughed. “She’s hot. And she likes you. Look at her body language, the way her legs are pointing towards you. Go and get her number.”
“No,” Kate said firmly.
“Let me guess. You’re better off alone, you don’t need anyone. You work too much, you’re thinking of moving to the East coast. There are always excuses, Kate. Why not have a little fun for once? I’m not saying you should marry the woman, just ask for her number. Have lunch. Have dinner. Have sex for God’s sake.”
A smile twitched the corners of her lips.
“No,” she said again more softly. “Not tonight.”
“But some night,” said Mel. “You have to stop this. There’s no weakness in having someone. Everyone needs more than just themselves. You can’t do everything alone, Little Miss Weight Girl.”
And now Kate grinned. She’d met Mel two years before and it seemed like a lifetime ago. She’d been struggling to stack weights back on the rack at her gym and Mel had offered to help. She’d refused, said she could handle it herself, and Mel had stood back to watch, grinning like a maniac. The only reason she hadn’t ended up with a hernia was because Mel had taken pity on her finally, and lifted the heaviest of the weights onto the rack for her.
“I know, I know,” she said, though she didn’t particularly believe it.
She was better alone. Better counting on only herself. She couldn’t let herself down. Mel frowned, but let the matter go, going back to her original battle and leaving this one for later.
“So, the shoot. Nat Lee won’t recognize you. You need the work. You should do it.”
Kate took a deep breath.
“I’ll think about it.”
“Okay,” said Mel. “Okay.”
✽✽✽
 
Her head was fuzzy with alcohol and her body was dropping with tiredness by the time she finally unlocked the studio door and deposited the camera bags inside. She closed the door behind her, hearing the soft hum of traffic on the street below, seeing the way the streetlights painted bars of orange light across the ceiling.
A large table dominated the room, strewn with equipment and shots. Her computer stood against the wall, the walls themselves papered with yet more photographs. Stairs led up to a small mezzanine that housed a single mattress and piles of her clothes stacked up in a corner. Home.
She stripped off her clothes and went to the bathroom.
Nat Lee. There was no denying that this was an amazing opportunity. A shoot with Nat Lee would get her own name front and center, push her skills under the noses of those that really mattered. A shoot with Nat Lee could be the kickstart that her career really needed. She should do it, she knew that. But that quiver of fear, the memory of the pain those girls had caused her, stopped her from jumping at the chance.
Toothpaste on brush she looked into the mirror as she brushed her teeth. She would be unrecognizable. Almost certainly. Kate S. looked nothing like little Katie Steinhauser. And even if she did, why would Nat Lee connect the two? That time was a million years ago, a million miles away.
She spat foam into the sink and ran water to wash her face. She wanted the New York job. She was desperate to leave LA. It was soul-sucking, blank, heartless. She’d been honest about needing to work on her portfolio, she did and she would. But this. A shoot with Nat Lee. That had to put her in top running for the New York job. How could it not?
She climbed into bed, pulling a thin sheet over herself and watching the pattern of lights on the ceiling. A long hour passed.
Finally, she picked up her phone.
“I’ll do it,” she texted and quickly sent the message to Mel before she could change her mind.
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