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To N.–
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Chapter One
The night air felt cool on her sweat-slicked skin. Danny Cooper leaned her elbows on the wooden railing and bathed in the coolness. Her head swam just a little. Not enough to make her feel sick, but enough to let her know that she’d had a drink or two. She took a long sip of iced water and felt the bass of the music reverberating up through the wooden deck and then up through the soles of her feet.
“Hot in there, huh?”
The voice was deep and pleasing and Danny laughed. “Just a bit.”
The man grinned at her, and she smiled back but didn’t say anything else. She didn’t want to encourage him, didn’t want to explain as she had to three other guys that night that he was barking up the wrong tree. Besides, social skills weren’t exactly her forte. If he growled and woofed, well, then she might be on steadier ground.
“Get you a drink?” he asked.
She held up the plastic cup that was still half full of water and shook it so the ice cubes clattered. Taking the hint, he gave up and melted back into the crowd.
The deck was heaving with people escaping the sticky heat of the club. Their voices were loud and drunken, laughter and swearing punctuating the air. It was time to go home, Danny thought. She was just drunk enough and it had to be getting late. She’d be up at five as normal and if she didn’t leave now she wouldn’t have any sleep at all.
“There you are. I’ve been looking everywhere for you.”
Julia seemed to swoop down out of the night, clutching Danny’s slim body to her own far more curvaceous one, sweaty and smelling of liquor and flowery perfume.
“Get off!” Danny managed to say, her voice muffled by Julia’s prodigious chest.
“Aw, it’s just a hug, don’t you like hugs?”
Danny struggled free. “Three drinks and suddenly you become everyone’s mom,” she grumbled. “I don’t need hugs.”
“Did you see that guy I was dancing with? The tall one? Wouldn’t mind being his mama for the night,” said Julia, waggling her eyebrows suggestively.
Danny gave up on being irritated with her and laughed. “Go back in there and take your chances then,” she said. “I’m sure he won’t be able to resist your charms. Or your hugs.”
“Nope, no, no way,” said Julia, flicking her long blonde hair away from her face. “We’re here for you, and I’ve been looking for you to buy you another drink. Come on, off we go.”
She was pulling at Danny’s hand, but Danny pulled back, holding onto the railing with one hand since Julia was stronger than she looked.
“Jewels, I gotta go. I need some sleep.”
Julia pouted, her plump lips looking even plumper. “Come on, Dan. I finally drag you out of the house after God knows how long, and you want to leave after an hour? If you’re ever going to meet Ms. Right, or even Ms. Right Now, you’re going to have to put more effort in than that.”
“I don’t need Ms. Right. Besides, I have a job to do. I’ll be up at five and cleaning kennels by half past. I really need to go.”
Julia just kept right on pouting, and Danny leaned against the railing knowing that she was close to crumbling. It was tough to say no to her best friend. Julia had been there for her through thick and thin. She’d made sure Danny had someone to sit next to at lunch on her first day of school. She’d held Danny’s hand to give her courage when she first came out to her father. And it had been Julia that called her that afternoon two years ago. It had been Julia that had told her that her father was gone. An accident with a semi on the highway. He hadn’t stood a chance.
“There’s no Ms. Right in there,” Danny said now.
Julia shrugged. “There might be.”
“I’m pretty sure that my Ms. Right doesn’t dance at university clubs filled with undergrads to the most God awful music I’ve ever heard.”
“She might.”
Danny shook her head but she was smiling. “One drink. Only one.”
“One drink,” Julia said solemnly. “And one dance.”
“Oh no, that’s not part of the deal. I’m not dancing in there. They’re all a decade younger than I am, I’d feel stupid. Besides, I can’t dance.”
“Bullshit. I’ve seen you dance,” said Julia and she was already pulling her away from the railing and into the crowd surrounding the door back into the club. “And whilst you’re not exactly Patrick Swayze, you have a certain... style. Another drink and another dance and I’ll put you in a cab myself.”
Danny sighed but said nothing. She didn’t want to have the same argument again. Julia putting her in a cab meant that Julia would be slipping the driver a twenty to take her home, so that when Danny tried to pay he’d wave her off and tell her the trip was already covered. Julia was always doing things like that. And it wasn’t that she wasn’t grateful, she truly was. That didn’t make it any less embarrassing though. Thirty two years old and still not even solvent enough to pay her own cab fare. And Julia had been buying her drinks all night too.
The club seemed to pulsate with the heavy beat of the music and the bar was four people deep. Julia had no problem getting them served, however, and not for the first time Danny thought how useful it could be to have big boobs. She stared down at her own flat chest as Julia paid for their shots. Danny was straight up and down like a boy, and the tight black jeans and fitted black tank she was wearing did nothing to hide that. At a loss of what to do with her short dark hair she’d slicked it back with gel. Julia had insisted that she be allowed to ring Danny’s eyes with black kohl pencil and dab cherry lip gloss onto her lips, the only vaguely feminine touches to her outfit. She could still taste cherries even now.
“Cheers!” said Julia, handing her a small shot glass.
Danny clinked her glass against Julia’s and, figuring it was better to get this over with, drained it. She wrinkled her nose at the sharp taste of Jaegermeister.
“And now, dance time!” said Julia, banging her glass back onto the bar.
Knowing it was pointless to protest, and knowing that her only chance of getting out of here before midnight was by letting herself be led onto the dance floor, Danny didn’t put up a fight.
Arms flew, legs kicked out, she tried to clear a space around herself and bobbed vaguely in time to the rhythm. This was so not her. The first time she’d been to a club for years, even as a student she’d rarely been out. There was just too much work to be done. She was so far out of her comfort zone that she couldn’t even see it anymore.
“Relax!” Julia yelled into her ear. “Let go, just do what feels right.”
She tried, she truly did. As her body started to move to the beat she still felt awkward, and she looked out across the dance floor, trying to pretend that she didn’t care who was watching. And that’s when she saw her.
Her long dark hair was flying around her face. Sweat poured over her skin so that the blue and white lights of the dance floor reflected off her. She was dressed almost identically to Danny, tight dark pants, dark fitted tank. But she looked nothing but feminine. High heeled boots were on her feet, bangles sliding up and down her arms as she danced. And how she danced. She moved with animal-like grace, her body undulating in time to the music. Danny’s heart stopped for a second. She wished she could dance like that.
As she watched, the music switched to an upbeat dance version of Abba’s Dancing Queen, and she could almost see the woman roll her eyes at the tacky taste in music. But she kept on dancing, simply adjusting her rhythm a little to match the new song. There was a small space around her, she was dancing alone. No one approached her, and Danny wondered why.
“Yes, that’s better,” Julia yelled into her ear.
Danny had almost forgotten that she was there. She was no longer thinking about dancing, she was thinking about the Dancing Queen, thinking about the way her body moved almost snake-like, thinking about the barrier of space around her like an invisible wall, thinking about the way her heart had stopped for a moment.
She turned back and the woman was gone. Desperately she twirled around on the dance floor, searching for her, looking for any sign of long dark hair. Maybe she was in the bathroom. She had to come back. Anyone that danced like that wasn’t going to be away from the floor for long. But by the time the song came to an end she hadn’t returned. Danny felt someone grab her hand.
“Come on then,” said Julia, her voice loud enough that she could hear her even over the music.
As she was pulled through the throngs of people she kept looking, desperately hoping to see the woman again, but not finding her. Only when they were outside, the air cool again, the smell of cigarettes strong and bitter, did she give up looking. Whoever the woman was, she’d gone.
“True to my word,” Julia said. “One drink, one dance, and now, one cab. You ready to get out of here, babe?”
Danny nodded. Half of her wanted to tear herself away and run back inside looking for the woman. But the other half of her knew she had responsibilities and a job and besides, how would she explain to Julia that she needed to look for a strange woman that she’d seen dance for no more than a minute or so?
Julia hailed a cab and opened up the passenger door, leaning inside to talk to the driver before handing him something and closing the door again.
“Jump in then,” she said.
Danny’s hand hesitated over the door handle. “Thanks,” she said.
“No need to thank me. You needed a night out. And I think we should do this more often. It’s important that you don’t just stagnate, Danny. I mean it.”
She didn’t want to fight, so she nodded a little. “Okay, okay. But thank you anyway. I had an... interesting night.”
Julia laughed. “Alright, so clubbing isn’t really your thing, I get it. I’m off to LA tomorrow, but I’ll be back next week. Then we’ll plan something else, okay? Roller disco or rock climbing or something. Something more your speed than clubbing.”
Danny was smiling as she got into the back seat of the cab. She clicked her seat belt closed and gave the driver her address, then leant her head back on the seat, eyes half closed. She was tired, dead tired.
“Mind if I put on some music?”
She opened her eyes a little, then shrugged. “Sure, no problem.”
The driver clicked the radio on, and Dancing Queen poured through the speakers.



Chapter Two
The sweeping of her brush was timed perfectly to the pounding in her head. That last drink really had been a mistake. She picked up the hose and sprayed a little more water over the concrete floor, then swept again. Four hours of sleep was not enough. Not even close to enough. Still, she was whistling as she pulled bedding and toys back into the kennel.
“Amber, here girl.”
The beautiful lab mix bounded into the newly cleaned kennel, not impeded at all by her swollen belly. Danny petted her and gave her one of the treats she kept in her pockets at all times. Then, when the dog was rolling on the ground anxious to have her belly stroked she palpated a little.
“Not long now,” she said.
Amber’s shaggy tail wagged as if she understood and was anxious to get the wriggling pups out of her belly and into the world. A couple of weeks more, Danny guessed. She tried not to think about the expense of feeding even more mouths. She gave Amber one last pet and moved on to the next kennel.
She’d dreamed about the woman. The Dancing Queen. She’d woken up tangled in her sheets and covered in sweat. Mind you, that’s what happened when you drank too much. The sleep of the drunk was not a restful one.
The brush shushed across the wet floor. Dreaming was all very well, and she did dream. It would be ridiculous to say that she never wanted anyone. She did want. She wanted company and caresses, jokes and someone to share her burdens. She looked at women all the time, though few of them were as strikingly beautiful as the dancing woman. And she dreamed.
But dreaming was all she did. She pulled bedding back into the kennel and gave a low whistle. Pattering feet clicked on the concrete and three young male dogs rushed in, snuffling around her pockets until she handed out treats.
Dreaming was all she did, because who would want to share a life like this? Thirty four dogs at last count, with another litter of puppies on the way. Seven cats had somehow found their way into the shelter too, despite the fact that it was supposed to house dogs alone. But Danny couldn’t turn them away. So she let all seven share her small apartment over the office. Up at five thirty to clean kennels, walking multiple dogs at a time, shopping trips that required three carts just to haul the amount of food that she needed for everyone. And a bank balance hovering in the red.
It wasn’t exactly a romantic life. It wasn’t exactly a lot to offer someone else. It was hard work. Endless, tiring, hard work.
“And I’m hardly a catch, am I, Pepper?” she said, unlocking the next kennel over.
The small terrier leaped up and she crouched down to greet him. He promptly licked her nose and made her laugh.
“Well, you might think I’m a catch,” she said. “But I meant more of a human kind of catch.”
Pepper slipped out of the open cage door and ran off down the corridor for his morning meet and greet with the other dogs, barking at them through the line of cages. Danny started sweeping again.
Skinny, scrawny even, with boring brown eyes and boring brown hair, she was hardly attractive. About the only good thing she could say about herself was that she had good skin, and that was simply a matter of genetics. She swept and the aspirin she’d taken started to work, soothing her aching head until the pain was almost gone. When she was done, she whistled Pepper back in. His was the last kennel in the block. She was done. Now it was breakfast time. Only after that would she let the dogs out into the fenced in area behind the kennel block.
The kennel kitchen smelled of malty dog food and meat. She pulled down the stack of dishes and began to portion out food, making sure to add supplements and medications for those that needed them.
It wasn’t that her life was without love. Far from it. She had far more love most days than she could handle from her little menagerie. She curled up at night in the tiny space that the cats left on her bed and was warm and cosy. She tried for a second to imagine the dancing woman with her flying dark hair sliding into a bed covered in cat fur and just couldn’t.
With a sigh, she lifted the first tray of food bowls and heaved it above her shoulder. The dogs were already barking and slavering, able to smell the food even behind the closed doors. She laughed as she was greeted with howls of delight. It wasn’t such a bad life. She was lucky really. She just needed to remind herself of that sometimes was all.
She turned back to get the next tray of bowls, humming under her breath. It wasn’t until she picked up the heavy tray that she realized she was humming Dancing Queen again. Stupid song. It was never one she’d particularly liked. She had to admit that it was pretty catchy though.
✽✽✽
 
“Dogs are all out,” Danny said, strolling into the office and sinking down gratefully into a chair.
The chair dipped on one side. One of the wheels was broken, and she kept meaning to fix it.
“How’s Amber looking?” asked Karla.
Karla was Danny’s one real saving grace. She was tall, thin and beautiful, with dark red hair. She was also infatuated with her fiancé, who even Danny had to admit was a pretty great guy. She volunteered at the shelter three mornings and two afternoons a week, giving Danny time to get the shopping done. She was logical, smart, and organized, and almost done with vet school. In fact, she did so much work around the place that Danny had offered three times now to pay her. But Karla refused each and every time. A good thing, since Danny had no idea where she’d get the money for a salary from.
“I’m getting course credit for being here,” Karla had said the last time Danny had offered to pay her. “And the experience is worth far more than anything you could pay me. Really, I mean it Dan.”
So Danny had uncomfortably agreed not to mention the subject again, and they’d gone on just as before.
“Amber’s looking fine,” she said now. “Couple of weeks more maybe. You might want to take a look at her just to check, but she’s lively and eating like a champ, so I don’t think there’s anything to worry about.”
“I’ll check in on her later,” Karla said. “Mail’s in and on your desk.”
Danny groaned and reached for the pile of letters. Mostly junk mail. No donations, though she had a long standing ad running in the Oakview Campus News. And then there was the electricity bill, she put that to one side. It wasn’t a final demand, she knew more or less what was owed, and she also knew that there wasn’t enough in the business account to pay it right now. It’d just have to wait. Which left only one letter. She recognized the logo of her bank on the envelope and considered burying it under the other paperwork on her desk too.
“The letter from the bank?” Karla said, just as she was about to shove it under a pile of dog food catalogues.
She nodded reluctantly.
“Better open it,” said Karla. “My dad always says that good news gets no better and bad news gets worse by the second. Want me to do the honors?”
“No, it’s fine,” Danny said, ripping the envelope open more bravely than she really felt.
She hated this. Hated the whole admin part of running the shelter. When she was a kid she’d envied her father his job. She’d thought it had all been about playing with puppies all day and finding new homes for beloved animals. The part that she hadn’t seen had been the hours he’d spent after she was in bed going through the bills, balancing the books. She hadn’t seen the anguish as he decided whether to pay the electric bill or the gas bill, because there wasn’t money for both. She hadn’t seen the little piece of his heart that broke every time a new dog was brought in as he wondered where he was going to find the money to feed it.
And now all those decisions were hers. It hadn’t been the plan. It had never been the plan. She’d studied hard, was all set to graduate Oakview with a bachelor’s in fine arts and head off to take art school by storm. Her father was talking about closing the shelter to new animals, adopting out those that were left, and finally retiring. But then had come the phone call.
Her father was all she had. Her mother had run off long before she could remember, and it had always been just the two of them. ‘Me and you against the world,’ he’d always said. And after his death the world had seemed dark and scary and sad. The only thing that had wrenched her out of bed in the mornings was having to feed the dogs. And slowly, slowly, over time the animals had consoled her, loved her, brought her back into a place where she could function as a human again. By that time, the shelter was so much a part of her that she couldn’t think about closing it. It was all she had left of her father, bar a few plaid shirts and a warm winter overcoat.
“Well?” asked Karla.
Danny realized that she’d been staring at the letter without actually reading it. Now she let her eyes scan down the words. Then she balled up the letter and threw it against the wall.
“I’m guessing that’s not good news,” Karla said.
“They’re cutting off our overdraft,” hissed Danny. “No more credit, no more money. Bastards.”
Karla sat back, her chair squeaking a little. “No more money?” she said, quietly. “Then what are we going to do?”
“The electric bill is two months overdue, the gas bill is a month overdue. The last time I went to the butcher I maxxed out my last credit card,” said Danny.
She was trembling, she felt sick and hot and cold all at the same time. She didn’t want to say it, didn’t want to even think it, but she had no choice.
“Meaning?” asked Karla, pushing to make her say the words.
“Meaning, we’ve got no cash. We can’t stay open. Meaning the shelter has to close.”



Chapter Three
A small ding rang through the office. The sound of the front door opening, the little bell swinging on its chain.
“We can’t close down,” Karla said. “What about all the animals?”
“We’ll get them adopted,” said Danny, trying to harden her heart to the thought. “It would be far crueller to keep them here with no food, no warmth, and no light. Without an income stream, there’s nothing we can do.”
Another bell rang, this time louder and more insistent. The bell on the front desk, designed to be heard even if she was in the kennels.
“There has to be something we can do,” said Karla.
“I need to go out front,” Danny said, standing up. “But if there’s nothing we can do, there’s nothing we can do. I’m sorry, I truly am.”
Karla would never know just how sorry she really was. She wanted to shout and scream and tear at her hair at the unfairness of the world. Instead, she walked calmly out into the front, finding two women waiting there for her.
“Can I help you?” she asked politely.
“I hope so,” grinned one of the women, a tall, blonde with sharp bone structure. “My name’s Grace, and this is Eva.” She pointed to the smiling woman beside her, her hair a mass of red curls. “And we’d very much like to adopt a dog.”
“You’re in the right place then,” Danny said, warming to the women immediately and smiling back. “We don’t have any puppies right now, but we do have some due in a couple of weeks. Of course, it’ll be a few weeks until they can leave their mother. But you’re welcome to put your name on the adoption list for one of them.”
Getting puppies adopted was never an issue. They seemed to fly out of the shelter, and often were all adopted before they were even weaned, though Danny wouldn’t let them leave the shelter until they were eating alone and spayed or neutered.
“Oh no,” said the other woman, Eva. “We’re not really looking for a puppy. See, we both work at the university, and we live on a houseboat. I’m not sure that a puppy would be a good decision. We were hoping that perhaps you had an older dog we could adopt. One that’s a bit more sedate.”
“One that we could take into work without him chewing up all our paperwork,” Grace put in.
And now Danny liked them even more. It was clear that they were a couple, though they weren’t even touching. It was something about the way they interacted, the way Grace looked at Eva, the way Eva looked back. Danny felt a small stab of jealousy.
“Well, why don’t you come back out to the yard and I’ll introduce you to our current inmates,” she said, beaming at them.
Not many people wanted to adopt older dogs, and it was a sign of just how much thought they’d put into their circumstances that told her they were going to make great dog parents. Now they did touch though, Eva reaching out for Grace’s hand. And Grace blushed a little.
“Actually, we were hoping that you could maybe make a suggestion,” she said. “The problem is that if we see all the dogs, well, Eva might just end up adopting all the dogs, if you see what I mean. Could you maybe think of a dog that would be a good fit for us?”
Danny laughed. “I can. In fact, the second I saw you I thought of just the guy. Why don’t you go out front and wait and I’ll bring him around to you. It’s best to meet on neutral territory, rather than in here.”
“Of course,” said Grace, gratefully.
She and Eva went back outside and Danny went out through the back, whistling at the dogs until they came running over. Her eyes searched for Pepper and when she found the excitable terrier she picked him up.
“Looks like it’s your lucky day, bud,” she whispered as she carried him out of the dog pen and around the side of the building.
He struggled to get down as soon as he saw Grace and Eva, so Danny let him go. As he ran towards them, they both stooped down and he enthusiastically licked their faces. Then he ran around in circles before stopping again to give them kisses. Danny laughed.
“This is Pepper,” she said. “And he’s extremely happy to meet you.”
Eva scooped him up and held him close, and Pepper looked contented to be held.
“He’s perfect,” she said, and she seemed close to tears.
“You’ll just need to sign the paperwork and pay the adoption fee,” Danny said. “And then he’s all yours. Usually we do a house check after a week or so, if that’s alright with you?”
“Not a problem,” said Grace. “I’ll come in and do the paperwork, Eva seems to have her hands full right now.”
Leaving Eva cradling the dog, the two went inside and Danny handed over the papers to be filled out and signed. Grace wrote her a cheque for the adoption fee, and then, noticing the donation jar on the counter, pushed a couple of bills into it.
“It’s amazing work you do here,” she said. “It must be an incredible job.”
“It is, mostly,” Danny said, ordering the papers and making sure they were filled out correctly. “A little demanding, but I do love it.”
“It seems so satisfying. And it’s clear that you love doing it,” Grace said. “I’ll be sure to recommend you to anyone I know that’s looking for a new pet.”
Danny sighed. “We might not be around much longer,” she admitted.
“Why on earth not?” asked Grace. “You’re the only no-kill shelter in the area, that’s why we came to you. There’s no real competition, is there?”
“It’s not like that,” Danny said. “It’s a question of finances. There’s not enough money to pay the bills, and dogs rack up a lot of bills.”
Grace pursed her lips thoughtfully, just as Karla came into the front office. “I checked on Amber,” she began saying, but seeing Danny was with a customer she stopped.
“Have you thought about doing a fundraiser?” said Grace.
“A fundraiser?”
“Yes, you know, to raise funds,” Grace said with a grin. “I work up at the university, mostly building project management for the campus. But that means I organize a fair amount of fundraisers to collect donations. Couldn’t you do the same thing?”
“That’s an amazing idea,” Karla said, not giving Danny a chance to jump in. “We could do an open day.”
“Let people meet the dogs,” said Grace. “You’d get plenty of donations, plus I’d guess a fair few adoptions too. You’d need to arrange a few things, games for kids maybe, hotdogs, sodas, that kind of thing. But it’d pay off.” She looked from one woman to the other, then added: “I’d be happy to consult if you like. I’ve done tons of these things. If you want someone to help organize, I’d love to.”
“Absolutely,” Karla said.
“Wait, wait. Hold up there,” said Danny, finally finding her tongue. “A fundraiser, really? I mean, it’s a great idea. But I’m not sure we can make enough in an afternoon to keep this place afloat.”
“We can get enough to pay off the most urgent bills,” Karla said.
“And maybe you’ll find a sponsor, someone to pay some of the monthly costs. You’d be surprised what people will give once they realize that you’re in need,” Grace said.
Danny looked at Karla, then at Grace. They both seemed to be excited by the idea. And truthfully she wanted to be as well. But she couldn’t quite work up the enthusiasm for what she knew would be a temporary solution. Still, it could give her time to get the dogs adopted to good homes. Finally, a little reluctantly, she nodded.
“Okay, a fundraiser. We can do that.”
“Great,” Grace said, as though she’d just negotiated a deal. “I’ve got your number, I’ll give you a call to set everything up later in the week. How does that sound?”
“Uh, good, I guess,” Danny said, still kind of taken aback by the idea.
“Then I’ll talk to you later. I’d better be getting Eva and Pepper back home before they both pass out from excitement. Eva’s been talking about getting a dog for months now.”
And she was walking out before either Karla or Danny could say anything more. Danny looked at Karla who was beaming.
“It’s a fantastic idea,” Karla said. “I know what you’re going to say, but you’re wrong. Okay, you’re right that we’re not going to save the shelter in one afternoon, but letting people know we’re here and in need could mean more long term donations. And I know that mixing with the great public isn’t exactly your thing, but it’ll be fine. I’ll be here, I promise. You could even sell some of your sketches.”
“No!”
Karla sighed. “Listen, Danny, you’re a talented artist. There’s no reason that people wouldn’t pay for one of your drawings. I’ve seen them, they’re amazing.”
“They’re private,” Danny said.
She’d never actually shown Karla her work. The girl must have seen them through the open door to her apartment or something. And she definitely wasn’t ready to put on a public art show. She hadn’t even been to art school, for God’s sake. All she had was a bachelor’s degree, and that was hardly anything these days.
“Fine, then you could draw sketches for people if you don’t want to sell your private stuff. You know, people bring their pets, you draw them. It’d be a real crowd pleaser.”
“No.”
Karla sighed. “Fine. But we’re having the open day. I think it’s a great idea. And it’s nice to have some good news for a change.”
“I suppose it is,” said Danny, following her back into the rear office.
“Especially since I have some kind of bad news.”
“What now?” groaned Danny, dropping into her seat and immediately almost falling out of it again. She’d forgotten about the broken wheel. She steadied herself and then looked over at Karla.
“Um, you know that house next door?”
“Yes, Karla, I do. I have lived here for almost my entire life.”
“Well, um, someone’s moved in.”
Now Danny’s eyebrows raised in surprise. “Really?”
The house was small and unattractive. But it was situated on quite a bit of land. Land that Danny’s father had once talked of buying to extend the shelter should he ever have the money. Of course, he never had had the cash, so it was a moot point.
“Uh-huh,” said Karla. “Really. And, um, well, the woman called while you were busy with Pepper’s adoption. She didn’t sound pleased.”
“Didn’t sound pleased about what?”
“She didn’t say. She asked to speak to the manager and when I said you were busy she said that she’d be right over to talk to you in person.”
Right on cue the little bell over the front door rang. Danny groaned again and rubbed her face with her hands. Could this day get any worse? Bank letters, bills, and complaints. Sometimes it seemed like they were all that she dealt with.
“I could go if you want?” offered Karla.
“No,” said Danny, standing up. “She’ll only demand to speak to me anyway. I might as well get it over with, I suppose.”
She squared her shoulders and walked as confidently as she could into the front area. A woman was standing at the counter, her back to Danny.
“Can I help you?” Danny asked.
The woman turned around, her long dark hair moving as she did so, and Danny’s heart skipped a beat, and then two. Because standing there as large as life, and even more beautiful than she remembered, was the Dancing Queen.



Chapter Four
“Are you the manager?”
Danny could do nothing but stare. The Dancing Queen was standing right there. She’d seen her for a moment on a crowded dance floor, had dreamed of her, but had never thought she’d see her again. And yet there she was.
“Are you the manager?” the woman repeated.
Slowly, Danny nodded. The woman’s voice was pleasant, deeper than the average woman’s voice. She could see how it could be throaty, seductive, tempting. But right now it sounded angry.
“And can you speak?”
Danny felt herself blush, felt the warm rush of blood to her face. And now she was goaded into action. She took a step forward, closer to the woman.
“Danny Cooper,” she said, worried that her voice was trembling. “And yes, I’m the manager. Is there something that I can help you with?”
“Lena Travers, I’ve just moved in next door.”
“Uh, welcome to the neighborhood?” hazarded Danny.
The woman arched an eyebrow. The eye underneath it was a deep blue, the blue of deep water ocean or the paint on good quality china plates.
“Welcome to the neighborhood?” she said. “Seriously? It was a fine welcome this morning at six thirty a.m. when I was woken up by the baying and howling of all your damn dogs. What the hell were you thinking?”
Danny shuffled her feet a little. “They, uh, they can get a little over excited about being let out in the morning. They usually calm down after a few minutes of running around.”
“Be that as it may, I’ll need you to keep them inside until a decent hour,” said the woman, Lena, with a sniff. “And if you could do something about the smell too, please.”
She turned towards the door as if to leave, and Danny felt another surge of warmth. Anger this time. Who the hell was this woman demanding that she change the schedule of over thirty animals just to let her sleep a little longer?
“I’m sorry, what?” she said.
Lena turned back. “If you could keep the dogs in until later and perhaps wash out the kennels more often, I’d appreciate it,” she said.
She spoke with the tone of someone used to getting what she wanted, and it irked Danny, climbed right up under her skin and made her itch.
“You want me to keep dogs locked up so that you can sleep better?” she said, incredulous. “You want me to hose down every time they use the bathroom? Collect their food dishes before they’re done eating to stop the meat smelling? Do I have that right?”
The woman frowned just a little, a small line forming between her arched eyebrows. Danny took a step closer and suddenly was dizzy with the scent of her. Vanilla and spice, overlaid by something else that made her mouth water with want.
“If that’s what it takes,” Lena said, though she sounded a little less strident.
“Surely you knew before you moved in that the house was right next to an animal shelter,” said Danny, trying to ignore the scent and the beating of want inside her. “What were you expecting?”
“Something better run than this place,” Lena said, immediately. “I have my rights. You need to keep things quieter and keep the smell down, or I’m going to be taking this further.”
“Absolutely not. I will not disrupt the schedule of all the animals here just for one selfish woman,” Danny said. “And take this as far as you like. It won’t make any difference. Report away.”
She was losing her temper now. This was the problem with people. They put themselves first, always. They considered themselves more important than anything else, and it was an attitude that Danny hated, one she could never respect.
“I think you find it will make a difference,” said the woman. “I’ll have this place closed down if necessary, don’t think that I won’t.”
And with that, she marched out the door, the stupid little bell tinkling as it slammed behind her. Danny watched through the window as she stalked off, hair bouncing around her shoulders. What a bitch. Stupid, selfish, ignorant woman. She was seething, boiling with anger. She shouldn’t have lost her temper, but she hadn’t been able to help herself. And now the stupid woman was going to report the shelter. Perfect. The perfect end to a perfect morning.
The smell of her perfume was still in the front office, lacing the air and making Danny’s heart beat faster. Stupid, stupid, sexy woman. A third surge of warmth came over her, but this one had nothing to do with shame or anger. This one was all lust.
“What am I doing?” she said, aloud.
If she thought it’d do any good, she’d bang her fat stupid head against the counter. Because as irritating as Lena Travers was, as selfish as their new neighbor was, as incredibly stupid and unfeeling as she was, she was also something else. Incredibly attractive. And even thinking about her was making Danny’s pulse race.
“Stupid woman. Stupid feelings,” she muttered.
“You doing okay in here?” Karla said, coming through the connecting door. “She left, I heard. Was she a real witch?”
Danny puffed out a breath. A witch? Yes, but a stunningly beautiful one. One that made her feel things she hadn’t felt in such a long time that she’d forgotten that it was even possible.
“She wants us to keep the dogs in longer and wash out the kennels more often,” Danny said.
Karla shook her head. “Some people, they’re unbelievable,” she said. “Come on, let me make you a coffee. You look like you could use a break.”
Before following Karla, Danny took one last look through the window. Lena Travers was long gone. But the hint of her perfume still hung in the air. Something told Danny that this wasn’t going to be the last that they saw of her. And heat stirred within her at the thought.
✽✽✽
 
True to her word, Grace called Danny and they agreed to meet at the campus coffee shop. But as she neared The Beanery, Danny was having second thoughts.
She’d thought she was ready to do anything to save the shelter. But the thought of an open day, the thought of all those people parading through the shelter made her feel sick. What made her feel even sicker was the thought of no one showing up at all. She really couldn’t decide which was worse. By the time she pushed through the doors, she was preparing herself to thank Grace and bow out of the whole ordeal. But Grace wasn’t there.
Danny ordered herself a coffee that she could ill afford from the pink haired barista, and took a seat. It was ten long minutes before Grace appeared, apologizing profusely for being late. Ten minutes during which Danny changed her mind eight times about what she wanted to do.
“Pepper is doing great,” Grace said, putting her hot coffee on the table and taking a seat. “It feels like he’s lived with us forever. He made himself right at home, and Eva is completely in love. As, I have to admit, am I. He’s so affectionate, so funny. It’s hard to get mad at him, even when he does something he’s not supposed to.”
“You have to make boundaries,” said Danny. “You have to be clear on who the boss is.”
“Oh, I know, don’t worry. But I’m biting back giggles every time I have to yell at him,” confided Grace.
Danny laughed. Pepper was quite a character, and she’d known that he’d be a good choice for the two women. She was also grateful that Grace had broken the ice again by bringing up something she was comfortable talking about. Something she could talk about all day. But now Grace was looking a little more serious.
“I feel like you might not be completely on board with this fundraising idea,” she said. “Would you mind telling me why? I won’t push you into doing anything, I swear.”
So, leaning forward a little, Danny voiced her concerns, as feeble as they sounded. But Grace didn’t laugh. She listened intently, her blue eyes gleaming. And when Danny was done, she nodded.
“I understand completely,” she said. “Not everyone is comfortable facing the public. What about the woman you work with, would she be comfortable meeting and greeting people?”
“Karla?” said Danny. “Yes, I think so. I mean, she’s much more of a people person than I am.”
“Then problem solved,” said Grace. “You let Karla do the small talk thing, and you concentrate on the animals. I’m guessing that they could get a little nervous or over-excited with so many people around. So you’ll need to be close by to keep an eye on them. And when people want to meet the dogs it’s probably better if you’re there, right? You just place your focus there, and let Karla take care of the other stuff.”
Danny nodded slowly. It was a solution she was more comfortable with. And focussing on the dogs would mean that she didn’t have time to get nervous about people streaming in and out. She looked over at Grace.
“Are you sure this will work?” she asked.
Grace grinned. “There’s only one way to find out, and that’s to try it. But I don’t see why it won’t. If I can persuade people to donate money to build new labs or an arts center, I don’t see why your sweet dogs shouldn’t be able to persuade people to give money to help them. Frankly, I have a hard time telling Pepper he can’t have any bacon, so...”
“Okay, okay. If this is what it takes, then we’ll do it,” Danny said. “So what do I need to get sorted?”
For the next hour Grace led her through the things that would work and wouldn’t, making lists of supplies and people to contact. By the end of it, Danny was feeling strangely competent. With Grace’s plan she could handle anything, and it really didn’t look that difficult to arrange everything.
“You should be good for next Saturday,” Grace said. “I’d push for then simply because it’s before school starts. You want to catch the townies, rather than students, and you particularly want families with children who could well be looking to adopt a pet.”
“Makes sense.”
Grace drained the last of her coffee and put her notebook away. “Oh, there’s one more thing. You don’t have any neighbors, do you?”
With a pang of lust mixed with anger, Danny thought of Lena. “Yes, I do,” she said. “Just on one side.”
“Well, you’ll need to get their permission. Nothing puts a dampener on a party like the neighbors calling in a police complaint.”
Danny groaned. “Really?”
“Can I take it that you don’t have the best relationship with your neighbors?” asked Grace, eyebrows raised.
“Not really.”
“All the more reason to warn them what’s going on then. The fundraiser is taking place during business hours, so it really shouldn’t be an issue with the police. But they’ll come out and check on any complaints anyway, and that’s not really something you want to happen now, is it?”
“I guess not,” Danny said.
“In that case, you really do need to go and talk to your neighbors. Be charming, take a puppy with you, whatever you think will work. But I wouldn’t advise not informing them.”
Danny sighed, then nodded. Grace kissed her on each cheek and said goodbye, promising to be at the end of the phone should she need help, and failing that to be at the open day on Saturday. And then Danny was left alone at the small table by the window, a half cup of cold coffee still in front of her.
So, she was going to have to talk to Lena. The thought of it sent a shot of adrenaline into her veins. Talk to her, see her, smell her, she could feel a flush rising on her cheeks. But she was also going to have to apologize for being rude, and try and find a way to bring the woman on side. Find a way to persuade her to be a friend to the shelter, rather than wanting to close it down.
Danny sighed and closed her eyes. Something told her that Lena Travers was not a woman that was going to be easily persuaded.



Chapter Five
“Smells incredible,” Karla said, reaching out a hand to sneak a cookie.
Danny smacked her hand away. “They’re not for you,” she said.
Karla pouted. “Just one? I’ll clean the kennels this afternoon so you don’t have to do it.”
“It’s your turn to clean them anyway,” said Danny, but she slid a warm cookie in Karla’s direction.
“So who are they for if they’re not for me then?” asked Karla, through a mouthful of cookie.
“Lena Travers.”
“Who?”
“The new neighbor. Grace said that I needed to get her on side so that she gives permission for the open day and doesn’t call the police out on us,” Danny explained, sliding cookies into a presentation box.
Karla pulled a face. “The witch who complained?”
“The very one. I was kind of hoping that the cookies might sweeten the deal.”
“You can try, I guess.” Karla stared sadly at her empty hand. “I don’t suppose there’s another cookie going spare?”
Danny rolled her eyes. “I tell you what, I’ll bake an entire other batch just for you if you go over and talk to Lena so that I don’t have to.”
But Karla was already backing towards the door. “Think I hear the phone ringing,” she said, and then fled down the stairs.
Picking up the full box, Danny took a deep breath and rolled her shoulders. Alright, it was time to get this done. Think of the animals, she told herself, think of how much they need help. But all she could think about was the intoxicating smell of Lena’s perfume. Her legs were shaking as she went downstairs.
The path to the house was a little overgrown, though the lawns at least had been cut. And a long seat sat outside on the porch now, the perfect spot to enjoy the cool night breeze. Danny could almost imagine herself putting her feet up and sipping on a cold cocktail as the trees rustled and the stars came out.
But the house itself was just as dilapidated as she remembered. It leaned slightly to one side, and portions of the siding had been replaced in non-matching colors. She was so busy observing that house that she was standing on the doormat before she knew it. Crap. She was shaking all over now, and truly beginning to regret that she had to do this. But the pull of getting to see her, getting to see her face, was just enough to give her the courage to ring the doorbell.
Four, five, six seconds. She thought about ringing again. But then probably Lena just wasn’t home. There was a flood of relief followed by a scratching of disappointment. And then the sound of footsteps.
“Yes?” said Lena’s voice. Then her eyes narrowed. “Oh, it’s you. What do you want?”
Danny had to swallow before she could speak. “I, uh, I think we got off on the wrong foot. I came to apologize and maybe, if you wouldn’t mind, I’d like to talk to you for a minute? I brought you these.”
She pushed the cookies towards Lena and wished she’d actually planned out what she was going to say instead of babbling like an idiot. But Lena’s face opened up a little as she accepted the box, and she stood back, nodding slightly.
“Why don’t you come inside?” she said. “I’ll get us some coffee to go with these cookies. And yes, perhaps we should talk like civilized adults.”
Was it really that easy? Apparently so, since Lena allowed her through the front door. Danny brushed by so close to her that she could feel her warmth and a pulsing started in her stomach.
“Go on through to the living room, let me just get that coffee,” Lena said, gesturing towards a doorway.
Danny stepped through into a room so full of furniture that at first she wondered whether she could actually walk to the couch. Underfoot was a deep carpet, a shining dark wood table stood behind the couch. Books lined up in huge, hardwood bookshelves. And the couch was soft, luxurious, and obviously expensive. Danny looked down at her dirty, bitten fingernails and wondered if maybe she should avoid sitting down. She didn’t want to get anything dirty.
“Forgive the mess,” Lena said, coming into the room with a clinking tray. “Everything’s crammed in here. Building on the new house hasn’t started yet, so I had no choice but to put everything in here until there’s somewhere else to put it.”
“New house?” asked Danny, gingerly taking a seat on the very edge of the couch.
“Mmm. I’m having it built on the other side of the lot. This house, unfortunately, is past saving. I was hoping that something could be done with it, and then I could have just added an extension. But the architect says it has to go, so...”
Danny accepted a cup of coffee in china so fragile that she was immediately afraid of gripping it too hard. She cleared her throat, time to say her piece.
“I’m sorry for being rude to you,” she said. “I think it would be best if we could perhaps find a solution that works for both of us. The shelter is an important part of my life, and the animals there mean a lot to me. I can get quite touchy if I think that the dogs are being treated badly. But that’s no excuse for rudeness.”
Lena sipped at her coffee, then nodded. “Fair enough. Thank you for being honest, and consider your rudeness forgiven.”
“There’s more,” Danny said. “On Saturday we’re having an open day, a chance for people to adopt animals or give donations. There might be a little more noise than usual, and more cars around, obviously. I want to apologize in advance for any inconvenience, and to assure you that this isn’t something that we do often.”
She’d been keeping her eyes firmly on her cup, but now she looked up at Lena and saw that her blue eyes were twinkling a little. The curve of her cheek was lit up by a sun beam, and Danny felt an overwhelming urge to reach out and touch her.
“To tell you the truth, I was a little out of sorts myself the other morning,” Lena said. “I’d had a late night, and then being woken up so early left me cranky. Perhaps I could have been a little more diplomatic.”
A late night out dancing, Danny thought. And she remembered the way Lena’s body moved, remembered the invisible barrier around her as she danced alone.
“As for the fund raiser,” she continued. “I don’t see why it should be a problem as long as it’s at a decent time and isn’t a regular event.”
“It’s not,” promised Danny. “And for my part, the dogs do need to be let out in the morning. But I could do it a little later.”
“After seven?”
“After seven,” Danny said.
It was only a half hour, it wouldn’t make a whole lot of difference.
There was a silence, and Danny knew that she needed to fill it, but she wasn’t sure how. Then an idea came to her.
“You’d be welcome to come to the open day,” she said.
Lena smiled and raised a perfectly plucked eyebrow. “Really now?”
Danny nodded. Suddenly she wanted to see her, wanted her to be there, wanted her to see part of her life. Besides, if she saw the dogs, maybe petted them even, she would be less inclined to complain about them.
“Okay then, I’ll drop by.”
And now Danny was terrified and absolutely sure she’d done the wrong thing. What the hell had she been thinking? Letting Lena see just how broke she was, letting her see the chaos that she lived in. There was no way that was going to make a good impression. Except she didn’t need to make a good impression on Lena, she reminded herself. There was no need to impress her because nothing was ever going to happen. Never. Her hand ached to reach out and touch her.
“Have you been here long?” Lena was saying.
“What? Oh, er, yes. Yes, I’ve lived in Oakview my whole life,” Danny said, her mind still whirling. How could she have made such a stupid mistake? “What about you?”
And there went another one. Idiotic question. Of course Lena hadn’t been here long. Danny knew that.
“A couple of weeks,” Lena said, sipping at her coffee again and biting into a cookie.
Danny watched the way her even white teeth snapped over the cookie and the way crumbs clung to her lips until a soft, pink tongue removed them. There was a pressure in her stomach, a warmth that was making its way down to other areas...
“Uh, where did you come from?” she blurted out, trying to keep the conversation going.
“Chicago. Before that New Orleans. Before that Paris. Before that... well, you get the picture.”
“Moved around a lot, eh?” said Danny, tearing her eyes away from those lips. “Military kid?”
“No, no,” said Lena.
And her face closed down again and Danny could see that she wasn’t supposed to ask more. But she was curious. Lena obviously had money and plenty of it. The house seemed to be full of expensive things. She moved around a lot. She danced alone.
“I don’t mean to be rude,” said Lena, putting down her cup. “Not after we’ve just recovered from a round of apologies, anyway. But I do need to meet with my architect in a few minutes.”
Danny frowned, then stared down at her cup. She hadn’t drunk a drop. Quickly, she threw back the coffee, scalding her throat and bringing tears to her eyes. She blinked them away and put the cup down.
“Of course, I’ll be getting out of your hair then,” she said. “And no more dogs outside before seven.”
“Perfect,” Lena said.
She showed her to the door and Danny stepped out into the bright sunshine, turning to thank her new neighbor. And she was so close that she could reach out and kiss her, a thought that sent another flood of warmth down to unexpected areas. She blushed and cleared her throat.
“So, um, thanks.”
Lena smiled, showing off those even white teeth again and held out a hand. Danny took it, feeling the warmth and softness of her. She never wanted to let go, she held tighter until she realized that Lena was staring at her and hurriedly moved her hand back, putting it in her jeans pocket just to be safe.
“I’ll see you on Saturday then,” said Lena.
“It’s a date,” Danny said.
And she was already walking back down the driveway before she realized what she’d said. She cursed herself all the way home for being such a socially inept idiot. A date. As if.
✽✽✽
 
“So, pumpkin, what’s new?”
Danny put her feet up on the edge of her desk and leaned back dangerously in her chair. Karla was gone for the evening, the dogs were fed and in their kennels, and all she needed to do now was catch up on some paperwork and accounting. And talking to Julia was as good a reason to procrastinate as any other. She wound the phone cord around her finger and let it spring free again.
“Not much,” she said.
Julia laughed. “There’s never anything new with you.”
“That’s not true! We’re having a fund raiser.”
“That’s an awesome idea. When is it?”
“Saturday.”
Julia sighed. “Can’t make it,” she said. “I’ll still be in LA. I’m sorry, babe.”
“No biggie.”
There was a crackling silence before Julia said: “What else? I can tell there’s something. You sound... I don’t know, different. Weird. Are you okay?”
Danny considered what to say. On the whole she didn’t like talking to people. Mostly just because she wasn’t good at it. She always seemed to say the wrong thing somehow. But Julia was different. Julia had kept every secret she’d ever been told. When Danny had finally found the courage to say out loud that she was gay, it had been Julia that she’d said it to. And Julia had whooped and hugged her and said that they had to go get cake to celebrate just right then.
“It’s complicated,” she said, hesitantly.
“Ooo, complicated sounds interesting, tell me more.”
So Danny started talking, and once she started, she found she couldn’t stop. Julia was appropriately silent until eventually, Danny ran out of words, and then she laughed.
“Girl, you’re in love.”
“No I’m not,” Danny said. “And even if I were, she wouldn’t look at me twice.”
“Beautiful woman dancing all alone in a club, an old house full of expensive things, a mysterious past that she wants to keep hidden,” mused Julia. “It sounds like she might need a little work before she’s ready for a date.”
“And she could be straight,” pointed out Danny. “Plus, I just don’t have time for anything other than work. Especially not now, with the bank cutting off the overdraft and everything. And, and, I cannot emphasise this enough, the woman could never, ever be interested in me.”
“And why not?”
Danny sighed, uncrossing her legs and re-crossing them in the other direction. “Because I’m thirty two and broke and have far more animals than is healthy, and I’m skinny and look like a boy, and I bite my nails.”
“You forgot to say that you’re socially inept,” said Julia.
“Right, that too.”
“Listen, Dan, there’s never time for love. Never. It just sort of sneaks up on you and then the time suddenly appears. I promise. And as for all the other stuff, you have no idea how attractive you are. Your skin glows, your hair looks amazing, and you have beautiful eyes. And any woman would be lucky to have you.”
“You’re my best friend, you’re supposed to say things like that,” said Danny, truculently.
“No, I’m supposed to tell you the truth, no matter how uncomfortable it might be. And I get that this is uncomfortable for you, Dan. You’ve spent so long alone that thinking about being with someone else is tough. But you deserve someone. You have a lot to give. And the real, honest truth is that this Lena woman would be damn lucky to have someone as kind, loving, and generous as you. End of story.”
“You haven’t even met her.”
“Well, I’m sure I will soon. I just hope she’s not a black widow or something. You know, one of those women that marries rich men to kill them off for their money, they’re usually pretty mysterious.”
“And generally very uninterested in broke women,” Danny said, laughing.
“Good point. And I have to go, babe. But I meant every word. If you’re interested in this woman then go for it. Ask her out or something. Or at least get closer to her, so you can figure out more about her. And stop being so down on yourself. You’ll make a fantastic girlfriend one day.”
Danny grunted. She didn’t believe that for a second. “Fine,” she said, figuring Julia would never know whether she asked Lena out or not. “Now off you go. And I’ll see you when you come back.”
“Not if I see you first,” teased Julia, and hung up the phone.
Danny rubbed her eyes, she was so tired that they felt scratchy. But she still had things to do. She bent down over her paperwork, but her mind kept straying back to Lena. There was no way that she’d be interested. Julia could say what she liked, but she hadn’t met her, didn’t know how blocked off, how cold she seemed. With a sigh she got up to get more coffee. There was work to be done, she really didn’t have the time to mope around like a love-sick teenager over a woman that barely knew she existed.



Chapter Six
Danny bent over Tommy, one of a trio of young male dogs that had formed a pack of their own. She was holding onto the scruff of his neck gently as a small boy patted his head. The boy was completely ignoring her, talking instead to the dog, who seemed to be listening.
“You’re a good boy. I bet you’re the best boy in here, aren’t you?” he was saying.
Danny bit back a smile. Tommy was loving the attention, and she was sure she could let him go without him causing trouble. But she could already see the boy’s parents looking over and didn’t want to give them the impression that their son could be in danger.
“Who’ve you found there, kiddo?”
The father was a tall man with a dad belly and sandy blonde hair. He was obviously just a grown up version of the boy.
“This is Tommy,” Danny said. “Your son was just telling him what a good boy he was.”
The man smiled and called over his wife.
“Looks like Jace has found a friend,” he said to the tall smiling woman.
“This is the one that I want,” said the boy. “Please, if it’s okay?” He said this to Danny.
Danny was about to tell him that yes, of course it was completely fine, the dog and the boy seemed to have bonded well, when two other furry bodies came bounding up.
“Ah, this is Boo and Caesar, they’re Tommy’s absolute best friends here,” she told the boy. “It looks like they’ve come to say goodbye to him.”
The three dogs were now rolling around, yipping at each other and playing. The boy grinned, but then looked sad.
“They’re his best friends?” he said. “But they’ll be so sad without him.”
The father cleared his throat and Danny looked up at him. “They might not have to be sad without him,” he said. “Finn! Laine!”
He called out and two other boys came running, both a little older than the first boy. All three lined up in front of their father.
“Three boys, three dogs,” he explained to Danny.
He pointed the boys to the dogs and within a second all six were playing together and laughing and shrieking.
“It seems like a match made in heaven,” he said to Danny. “As long as it’s okay, that is? I mean, can we adopt all three?”
“Of course,” she said, not believing her luck.
“Great, boys, bring your dogs!”
Each boy stood with his hand on the neck of one of the dogs, looking so serious that Danny had to bite back another smile.
“Just head to the front desk and someone will help you fill out the paperwork,” she said.
And just like that, they all went off together, the perfect little family. Danny gave a sigh of happiness. The open day was working out far better than she’d anticipated. Karla was manning the front desk and greeting people, her fiancé was busy working the hotdog grill, and Grace and Eva had volunteered themselves to run games for the kids. Looking around her, all she could see was happy faces. And with Tommy, Boo, and Caesar, they now had seven adoptions, all in one day.
Then her eyes caught a glimpse of pale blue in the crowd and she was drawn to it, stepping closer until she realized that it was Lena. Her heart skipped a beat. Without being told to, her legs started carrying her closer whilst all the while her brain was telling her to run away. And then it was too late to run away.
“You came,” she blurted out.
“You did invite me,” said Lena, calmly. “And it looks like you’re having a successful day.”
“Uh, yes, it’s going well. Better than I thought really.”
“And thank you for keeping your promise about keeping the dogs inside until a reasonable hour. I do appreciate it.”
She could smell that perfume again and the scent was making her dizzy. Ask her out, Julia had said. What a joke. She could barely speak, let alone ask the woman out. Lena was staring at her, that eyebrow raised again, and Danny knew that she was supposed to say something, but didn’t know what.
“Uh, would you maybe, like a tour or something?”
Lena smiled. “That would be nice,” she said. “Where do we start?”
So Danny led her through to the kennels, then the kitchens, the outside yard, all the while babbling like a toddler who didn’t know when to shut up. Lena was quiet but observant, her eyes taking everything in. And when Danny finally led her into the smaller fenced in area where she’d placed all the dogs, she realized that she hadn’t even considered whether Lena liked dogs or not.
She was about to back out again, but Lena was already squatting down, her pale blue dress floating around her ankles, as the dogs rushed over to her and greeted her. She patted each one, allowing them to sniff her and lick her hands. And when each was satisfied she stood up again.
“You really love these animals, don’t you?” she asked.
Danny nodded, mute now.
“I can tell. They’re so well looked after, healthy, happy. And yet the shelter doesn’t have much cash, does it?”
Danny shook her head.
“The paintwork needs replacing. Some of those fences looks a little shaky,” said Lena.
The criticism forced Danny to swallow. But still she didn’t speak. She couldn’t believe that she’d spent the last half an hour talking like an idiot with Lena, hadn’t let her get a word in edgeways. And she knew that she hadn’t made a good impression, not at all.
“There’s definite room for improvement,” Lena said, turning her wrist to check a small silver watch. “And I must be going. Thank you for the tour, Ms. Cooper. I’m sure I’ll be seeing you around the neighborhood.”
And just like that she was walking away and Danny had done nothing to stop her. Had asked her nothing about herself, hadn’t even tried to get to know her. Her stomach hurt from the criticism. She knew that there was work that needed doing. But finding the money to do it was impossible, feeding the dogs was her priority.
She was a complete failure with people, she thought as she sank to the ground and let one of the dogs climb onto her lap. She had no idea of how to talk to them properly, no idea of how conversation was supposed to work. Julia had said she’d make a good girlfriend. Well, only if she found a woman who was as socially inept as she was, and then the chances of them both screwing it up were astronomical. She petted the dog in her lap. She really was an idiot.
✽✽✽
 
It was after five before people finally left. Karla was standing in the front office, filing away adoption paperwork.
“Ten adoptions,” she crowed as Danny walked in. “Ten!”
“Looks like a fair few donations too,” said Danny, eyeing the jar on the shelf.
Karla looked over, and her face brightened even more as she pulled down the jar.
“There’s got to be at least a couple of hundred bucks in here,” she said. “I told you this was the right thing to do.”
“A couple of hundred bucks isn’t even going to cover the electricity bill,” said Danny. “But every little bit helps, I suppose.”
She was about to go through to the back office. Yes, the day had been successful, she supposed. But it was only putting off the inevitable. And the weight of it all made her feel heavy and sad. She was pulled up short by a scream from Karla.
“What?”
Karla was waving around a piece of paper that Danny could just about recognise as a check.
“What?” she asked again.
“Look, just look,” she said, thrusting the check into Danny’s face. “Three thousand bucks. Three thousand! Who would give us money like that?”
Danny’s heart started to race. Three thousand dollars. With that she could pay off all the bills and buy food for the rest of the month. Maybe next month too. This had to be a joke. She grabbed the check out of Karla’s hands. But no, it wasn’t a joke. The check looked real enough, the blanks all filled out properly. And then her heart stopped for a second as she read the name on the bottom line. Lena Travers.
No. No. Not like this. She crammed the check into her shirt pocket and stalked towards the front door.
“Where are you going?” shouted Karla.
But she didn’t answer.
The money was a pity gift, she knew that. The criticisms from Lena had stung, but somehow the money stung more. She hated people feeling sorry for her, hated people thinking that she needed rescuing. And she was damned if she was going to be beholden to Lena Travers. Three thousand dollars and the woman would think she had the right to demand whatever she wanted. Three thousand bucks and she’d be telling them that the dogs couldn’t be outside before nine. No. It wasn’t going to work that way.
She was already banging on the door, not even bothering with the doorbell. And when Lena opened up, she shoved the check at her.
“What on earth...?” began Lena, then she caught the check before it could flutter to the ground.
“I don’t need your pity money,” growled Danny. “I don’t need your sympathy. And I especially don’t need to be in debt to you so that you can pull rank and tell me what I can and can’t do with my dogs.”
She wanted to spin on her heel and walk away, but Lena’s eyes were holding hers and she couldn’t find the strength to do what she needed. She saw a bobbing in Lena’s throat as she swallowed, then she spoke.
“Ms. Cooper, I think there’s been a misunderstanding here. This isn’t pity money. It’s a tax deductible charitable donation for a cause that I see is a very important one, for a place that I know could usefully spend this money. That’s all.”
Danny’s eyes narrowed. “That’s all?”
Lena looked like she was about to smile, but managed to straighten her face.
“Would you give me the opportunity to explain myself?” she asked.
“I guess,” shrugged Danny, feeling confused now, rather than angry.
“Then stay right here for a second. I was just having a drink. Let me get you one and we can sit out here on the porch.”
She disappeared inside the house and Danny was left to wonder what had happened to her anger. Where had it gone? She’d been so insulted, so sure she was begin pitied, and all of a sudden she was feeling like it had been her that had done wrong, not Lena.
Lena returned, carrying two glasses frosted with condensation.
“Sit,” she said, handing Danny a glass.
Danny did as she was told, and Lena sat at the opposite side of the bench.
“Now, I can see that you felt insulted, and perhaps I can understand why. Accepting charity is difficult. But this isn’t personal charity, Ms. Cooper. This is a donation to, well, to a charity. You could use the money, and frankly, I could use the tax write-off. That’s how donations work. I think it would be foolish of you to return the check given how badly you could use it.”
“Maybe,” Danny said cautiously. She sipped her drink and found it was a vodka and tonic.
“I think you might have thought that I was overly critical before. It’s a reaction I get often,” confessed Lena. “I’m not always as diplomatic as I could be. So I apologize for that. Now, I’ve explained myself, and I think you should accept my donation. Would you, please?”
Danny bit her lip. There was still the question of power.
“You wouldn’t expect anything in return?” she said.
“Not a thing,” said Lena.
Danny sighed and took a longer drink this time. “I’m not sure,” she said, though she hadn’t planned on being so open. “It’s a lot of money.”
Lena frowned, then nodded. “I understand. If you prefer, we could come to a different arrangement.”
“Like what?”
“Like kind of a sponsorship deal,” Lena said. “I would be happy to donate a smaller amount on a monthly basis. That way, you get some liquidity, and I can a decent tax write-off each month. Say a few hundred dollars?”
It was an unbelievable offer and one that Danny should have accepted without reservation. Except she didn’t. She didn’t know what made her do it, what made her say it, but suddenly she was speaking.
“There is a condition,” she said.
Lena looked amused.
“I’ll agree to being sponsored if you agree to volunteer for a week or two at the shelter first. So you can see where your money’s going and you can be sure that you’ve made the right decision. Sure that you’re giving to the animals and not just to me because you feel sorry for me. And so you can see what the dogs need so that you don’t come making unreasonable demands later, like keeping them locked up until lunchtime or something.”
Lena frowned some more and Danny watched the fine line between her eyebrows. She was close enough that she could see a web of tiny lines around her eyes and she wondered how old Lena was. A little older that her, she thought. Not quite forty maybe. And she was so busy thinking about this that she didn’t have time to think about how rude she must have sounded throwing Lena’s donation back into her face like that, how unreasonable it was to make demands on her when she wanted to give the shelter money that it desperately needed.
“You’re a difficult woman to help, Ms. Cooper,” Lena said, finally. “But I suppose what you’re saying makes sense in some kind of way. I should know where my money’s going before I commit to a long standing donation. I agree to your terms.”
“You do?” asked Danny, surprised.
“Two weeks of volunteering at the shelter. And if all goes well and I consider the shelter a deserving recipient, a monthly sponsor donation after that. Let’s say three hundred and fifty dollars a month.”
Danny couldn’t speak, her mouth hung open. She wanted to hug Lena and kiss her and feel her and... she was so confused.
“Ms. Cooper?” said Lena.
Glancing down, Danny saw that Lena’s hand was outstretched to shake on the deal. After a deep breath she grasped it.
“Call me Danny,” was the only thing she could think of to say.



Chapter Seven
“Ouch.”
Quickly, she put the cap back on the razor and rubbed at the small cut. Blood was running down her leg though the cut wasn’t particularly bad.
“Idiot,” Danny said aloud as she climbed out of the shower.
Five in the morning was not prime time for leg shaving. She wasn’t even sure really why she’d attempted it. She stuck a band aid over the cut and towelled herself dry. And then she stood in front of her closet for five full minutes.
“Idiot,” she said again as she pulled out a t-shirt and pair of jeans.
It wasn’t like she had much else to choose from. Fashion wasn’t exactly high on her list of priorities. But there was a weird feeling in her stomach, a sort of tumbling, bubbling feeling that at first had made her think that she was sick. Then she remembered that Lena would be coming to volunteer today, and that had started the cycle of leg shaving and closet watching. Not, she reminded herself, that Lena was going to be paying any attention to her at all.
By the time she’d fed the dogs, cleaned the kennels and finally allowed them outside, she was dirty and sweaty and seriously contemplating another shower.
“What the hell is wrong with you?” asked Karla.
“What do you mean?”
“I mean that you’re prowling around the office like a panther on heat. Can you sit down for two minutes? You’re making me nervous.”
Danny bit back an answer and took her seat. The second that her butt touched the cushion, the front office bell rang, and she jumped back up again.
“I’ll go,” she said, attempting to sound casual.
But it wasn’t Lena. A large man was standing at the counter, a cardboard box clutched in his hands. He wore a baseball cap and looked like he hadn’t shaved for a couple of days. Glancing out of the window, Danny could see a truck skewed across what passed as the shelter’s parking lot.
“Found her by the side of the highway,” the man said, looking down at the box. “You guys are the closest shelter. Can you take her?”
Danny rounded the counter and looked into the box herself. A small dog lay curled and shivering inside, her ribs showing through her skin. When Danny put her hand on the lip of the box, the dog growled menacingly.
“Of course,” she said, still watching the dog.
“Scared little thing,” he said. “Wouldn’t let me get close until I threw her half a sandwich.”
“We’ll deal with her, don’t worry.”
Danny took the box, surprised and sickened by just how light it was. The man opened the door, sending the bell ringing again and making the dog jump in terror. He coughed a little.
“You, uh, you won’t euthanize her, will you?”
Danny shook her head. “Never.”
The animal was absolutely terrified, and Danny knew better than to try and get close. The dog needed to be fed and made comfortable before she could try to get her to trust. Quickly, she made up a small kennel, stocked it with a bowl of food, and placed the cardboard box inside.
“New arrival?”
Danny looked up to see Karla. “Yes. In bad shape, it looks like.”
The scent of food was enough to stir the dog. With trembling nose she sniffed the air, darted a swift, suspicious glance at the humans outside the bars, and then in one leap jumped from the box and went straight to the food bowl.
“She doesn’t look injured,” Karla said, twisting her head to better examine the dog. “Malnourished certainly. I think she might just need feeding up.”             
“And training to get used to people that aren’t going to beat her,” Danny said.
She felt a pounding of anger, a nausea in her stomach. Hurting animals, abandoning them, was the lowest of the low in her opinion. Anyone that could injure or starve an animal deserved the same punishment as if they injured or starved a human as far as Danny was concerned.
“Lacey,” said Karla.
“Huh?”
“We’ll call her Lacey. It’s a good name.”
Danny shrugged, it worked for her. And then the front office bell rang again, the loud one on the counter that could be heard even back here.
“I’ll get it,” said Danny, still thinking about Lacey, still wondering what had happened to the poor dog.
Bright sun was streaming through the front office window, gleaming off Lena’s shining hair and making Danny freeze in the doorway. She was so beautiful that it took her breath away, and for a second she could see Lena dancing again, see the same look of bliss and concentration on her face. And then Lena turned and smiled and Danny thought that her heart was swelling up.
“So, here I am, ready to be put to work,” Lena said. “In return for giving you money, which isn’t generally the way these things work, you know. I think you’re supposed to give me money for working, but then, I’m guessing you’re not the orthodox type.”
Danny laughed. “I’m not. And I guess I don’t really want to put you to work. I just want you to get to know the place a little better before making any commitment is all.”
Lena’s smile grew. “Might as well work though, since I’m here, right?”
Danny looked down at Lena’s clean white shirt and tailored jeans. “Um, do you maybe want a t-shirt or something to change into?” she asked. “Things can get a little dirty around here.”
An elegant eyebrow arched. “A little dirty? Hmm. I might hold you to that, Ms. Cooper.”
A hot flush spread over Danny’s face. “I didn’t mean, I uh, I–”
Lena laughed. “I’m teasing,” she said. “And these are old clothes, don’t worry. If they get messy or ruined, it’s fine.”
“Uh, yes, sure, fine,” said Danny, still trying to recover from the innuendo. “Oh, and please, like I said, call me Danny.”
“I’d be happy to, Danny. Now, put your slave to work. I’m here to do your bidding.”
✽✽✽
 
“Here, let me take that.”
Lena took the food tray from Danny’s hands and walked off down the corridor, leaving Danny gaping after her. Her hair was piled on top of her head, showing the smooth curve of her neck, and Danny knew she was ogling as she watched her walk, but she couldn’t help herself. Every time she got close enough to Lena to smell her perfume she felt a pulse of warmth inside.
With a sigh, she turned and went back to the kennel kitchen to prepare the next batch of food. It wasn’t like Lena was interested. Or not interested. She had no idea. She’d teased her that morning, but a dirty joke didn’t mean she was interested, did it?
“She wouldn’t be interested in me at all,” she told herself firmly, opening up a package of vitamins.
And she wouldn’t be. Why would a stunningly beautiful, obviously wealthy, well dressed, sexy woman like Lena be interested in a scrawny, dirty dog-keeper?
“She’s probably straight,” Danny mumbled.
“Sorry, what?”
Lena put the empty tray down on the counter, and Danny’s mouth hung open. Had she heard?
“I couldn’t hear over the dogs barking,” Lena smiled.
“Nothing important,” said Danny, heart hammering in her chest. “Here we go, you can take the rest,” she said, piling the remaining food bowls onto the tray.
Lena took off and Danny leaned against the counter, taking deep breaths. Discrete, that was the word. She needed to be discrete. That meant not ogling, and definitely not speculating about Lena’s sexuality out loud. Or at all. There was no need to. Lena was not interested.
Danny pulled out the stepladder that stood by the door, picking up a light bulb from the box in the corner, and went out to change the bulb in the corridor.
She’d unscrewed the old bulb and was shaking on the ladder trying to push it into her pocket and unbox the new one when hands grasped her calves.
“Steady there,” said a voice. “You’re far too high on the ladder, you know.”
The touch of Lena’s hands made the shaking even worse and Danny didn’t know what to say, so she said nothing, letting Lena think that she was steadying her as she finally opened the box and screwed in the new bulb. She took her time, knowing that Lena would have to removed her hands when she was done. But there was only so long she could take.
“Thanks,” she mumbled, as she climbed back down the ladder again.
And the afternoon passed quickly. Lena was always there, always lending a hand, making herself useful. And by the time the dogs were back inside Danny was wondering what she was going to do with her evening. Having an extra pair of hands had meant that she had finished her admin stuff way earlier than she normally did. She was just closing out the adoption file on her computer when Karla came to get her.
“You have to see this,” she said. “Come on, quick.”
Without really thinking, Danny got up and followed the red-head into the kennels. There was the normal chorus of barking as they went in, but Karla led her straight to the end of the line, stopping just before the last kennel, the one where Lacey was housed. She peeked her head around the wall, then motioned for Danny to do the same.
Danny realized that she hadn’t told Lena that Lacey was new, that she was afraid and possibly aggressive. But the last thing that Lacey looked now was aggressive. She was rolling on her back playfully as Lena stroked her stomach, talking to her until the small dog licked her with a wet tongue and came up to a crouch, tail wagging.
“Looks like Lacey didn’t need that much work after all,” Karla said.
“Or she just needed the right person,” said Danny, rather more loudly than she’d meant.
Lena turned and saw them standing there. Her pale skin blushed just a little. “Is this okay?” she said. “I mean, I noticed that this one didn’t get to go outside, and I felt bad. I thought she might like a little playtime or something. I’ve done everything else that needed doing. I was only here for a few minutes.”
Danny laughed. “It’s absolutely fine,” she said. “Lacey’s a new arrival and we weren’t sure how she was going to react to the other dogs or to people. But looks like you’ve made quite an impression.”
Lacey had jumped up to put her front paws on Lena’s jeans, begging to be petted again.
“She seemed a little scared, so I took things slow,” said Lena. “But she’s an affectionate little thing really.”
They left Lena to play with Lacey whilst the front office was locked up and the lights turned out. And when Karla was ready to leave, Lena came back, smiling and looking quite satisfied with herself.
“So,” she said. “How about a drink to celebrate my first day of honest labor?”
Karla was already picking up her purse. “I’d love to, but I’ve already got dinner plans. Thanks for the invite though, I’ll definitely be there next time.”
She gave Danny a glancing cheek kiss and after only the smallest of hesitations gave Lena one as well, then left.
“And what about you, Ms. Cooper? A drink to celebrate?”
“I, uh, I don’t really go out in the evenings,” stuttered Danny. Was Lena really asking her out? Seriously?
“All the more reason to go now,” Lena said. “There’s a bar at the end of the street, so we won’t be more than five minutes away. And I promise not to keep you out late.”
Danny swallowed nervously. She couldn’t do this. Couldn’t sit at a table with Lena and be social. She didn’t do social. She did curling up on her bed with the cats and reading a book.
“I, um, I’m not great around people,” she said, desperately. “I’m better with dogs.”
Lena rolled her eyes. “Well, if this bar is like any other I’ve been to then most of the guys in there will be dogs anyway,” she said. “Come on, one drink, my treat. And then you’ll have had your dose of people for the week and you can relax. Please?”
It was the please that got her. It sounded as though Lena really did want her to be there. And the thought of being able to look at her as much as she wanted was definitely tempting.
“Okay,” Danny said. “But maybe you want to change first?”
Lena looked down at the white shirt that was now covered in dog hair and tiny pawprints, just as Danny had predicted. She shrugged.
“They can take me as they find me,” she said. “The only person I need to impress is my new boss. And I’m thinking that I’m more likely to make a favorable impression on you when covered in dog hair and pawprints, right?”
Danny laughed and a nervousness crept up her spine. She swallowed again. There was no getting out of this now. She was going to have a drink with Lena Travers. The Dancing Queen. Her heart flipped over in a somersault.
“Let’s go,” she said.



Chapter Eight
The bar was called Gordon’s, and Danny had walked or driven past it a thousand times. But she’d never been inside. Neon glowed from the windows and she could hear laughter and talking. She was shaking, both nervous about walking into a crowd of people and nervous about being with Lena. Lena simply pushed on the door and strode in like she owned the place.
“What’s your poison?” she asked, dropping her purse on a small round table that had just been vacated.
Danny drew a blank. She rarely drank, and when she did it was because she was with Julia, and Julia was doing the ordering.
“Uh, beer,” she said.
It seemed like a safe enough choice. Lena went off to the bar, the crowd seeming to magically part before her, and Danny sat down, glad to be off her shaking legs. What the hell was she doing here? What was she supposed to talk about? A vision of her and Lena sitting silently at the table as Lena yawned and Danny tried desperately to finish her beer so she could leave swam in front of her eyes. Shit. She should have ordered a smaller drink, one she could finish fast. She was seriously considering making a run for it when Lena appeared carrying two beer bottles.
“Cheers,” she said, sliding a bottle across to Danny.
“Cheers.”
And now what? Now was the social part, the part that Danny just didn’t get. She’d always been terrible at talking to people, she never knew what to say.
“So, tell me about the shelter,” said Lena. “I want to know everything. How it started, how you came to be in charge, what the finances are really like, and what it would take to keep you guys going. Spill it.”
The shelter, okay, she could talk about that. She took a sip of beer and a deep breath, and began. For the next fifteen minutes at least, Danny talked, warming to her subject, finding that Lena was listening carefully, asking questions where appropriate. It almost felt like a real conversation. It was a real conversation. And by the time she’d covered everything, Danny found that her nerves were gone, she was actually feeling comfortable.
“Alright, I’ve got a good picture of things now,” Lena said, thoughtfully.
“There’s nothing that you need to do,” said Danny, suddenly worried that Lena would think she was only interested in her money. “I mean, you’re already being far too kind as it is.”
“Why didn’t you take the check?” asked Lena. “I mean, the original offer. You obviously need the money.”
“Because I didn’t want you to feel sorry for me,” blurted out Danny before she could stop herself.
Lena smiled and reached out, laying a warm hand on Danny’s forearm and making the hairs stand up on the back of her neck.
“There’s nothing wrong with needing help,” she said. “Nothing at all. Everyone needs help. Maybe financially, maybe just a friendly ear to listen, none of us exist alone. You shouldn’t be ashamed to need something, because we all need something.”
Danny could hear blood pounding in her ears, feel warmth exploding inside of her, all at the touch of Lena’s hand. She swallowed and gently moved her arm from under Lena’s hand. She couldn’t talk while she was being touched, could barely think with Lena’s skin against her own.
“I’m an idiot,” Danny said. “I’m proud, arrogant sometimes. I hate the idea that people will think I’m a failure.”
“You’re not a failure. All those dogs you’ve rescued, none of them would think that you’re a failure.”
“And I’ve been an idiot with you too,” Danny said, unable to stop herself now that she’d started. “We didn’t get off on the best foot, and I was worried that you really were going to try and close us down. And I got angry. And then I got proud and refused your check. And then I was ungrateful and demanded that you work for me before I’d take your money. I’ve just been an all around idiot.”
She stared down at her beer bottle glumly. She wasn’t sure about the social graces around insulting yourself, but getting the thoughts off her chest felt kind of good. Embarrassing, but good.
“We all get to be idiots sometimes,” said Lena.
“Me more than most, I’m afraid.” Danny looked up and Lena’s eyes were sparkling blue. “You don’t have to volunteer at the shelter anymore,” she said. “It’s kind of you, but it’s really not necessary. You obviously love animals, and they love you. If, um, if the offer of sponsorship still stands we’d be very grateful of the help.”
“Oh no,” said Lena, standing up and collecting their empty beer bottles. “You’re not getting rid of me that easily. Another round?”
She’d gone before Danny had a chance to answer. Danny leaned back a little in the uncomfortable wooden chair. She wasn’t sure how this was going, but Lena hadn’t left yet, hadn’t stared at her like she was an alien or doing anything obviously wrong. And when Lena was sitting in front of her it was easy to forget about all the other people in the bar.
“I like volunteering at the shelter,” Lena said, banging two new bottles down on the table. “I don’t have a lot to do with my time right now, at least until construction starts on the house. It’s nice having a place to be. I like being around the animals, and believe it or not, I even kind of like being around you.”
“Me?” asked Danny in surprise.
“You’re taciturn, occasionally rude even though I don’t think you mean to be, and obviously very passionate indeed about what you do. It’s nice being around someone passionate.”
Danny kept her mouth closed. She’d received a compliment, not something she was used to, and she wasn’t about to ruin it now by saying something dumb.
“Cheers, again,” Lena said, clinking her bottle against Danny’s. “And this is the last one. I’ll walk you home safely myself after this.”
Danny grinned. “Two drinks is a lot for me, I might need carrying home if you’re not careful.”
And that perfect eyebrow curved up and a naughty look came into Lena’s eyes and Danny’s stomach jumped a little. She swallowed. Best to change the subject.
“You know all about me,” she said. “What about you?”
“There’s nothing to know, you know it all. Moved around a lot, now I’m your new neighbour,” Lena said, taking a hefty swallow of her beer.
Now that just wasn’t true. There was a lot more to know. She had no idea if Lena had a family, if she was straight or gay, if she had a job, how come she was so rich. There were a million questions to be asked. But Danny got the feeling that she might be on shaky ground. Something about the way that Lena said there was nothing to know made her think that perhaps there was something to know but that Lena didn’t want to talk about it. There was silence now though, and Danny needed to break it, needed to think of something to say.
“Uh, well, what about your family?” she asked. “What do they think of you moving to Oakville? It’s not exactly big city living after Chicago and Paris and all those other places you’ve been.”
Lena took another drink before she answered. “I don’t have any family,” she said.
Shit. And there she went again spoiling things. She shouldn’t have asked. She’d thought that Lena didn’t want to talk about personal things, but she’d gone ahead and pushed anyway. Now she was going to be angry, or uncomfortable. Lena was watching her, and she didn’t know what to say.
“My parents died in a car crash when I was eighteen,” Lena said, quietly. “I don’t like to talk about it, and I’m only telling you  because you talked about your own father passing.”
“I’m sorry,” Danny said, immediately. “Actually, I’m not sorry, because I hate it when people say that to me about my dad. I mean, I kind of understand I suppose and I know how much it hurts to talk or even think about it, and I wish you didn’t have to feel that hurt the same way I do.”
“Eloquently put,” Lena said, one corner of her mouth curving up into a half smile. “So maybe we should talk about something else?”
Danny nodded, and for the rest of their beers they covered music, finding that they both preferred rock to pop or anything else, films, of which Danny had seen few, and food. All safe subjects. It was only when Danny was draining her beer bottle that she thought to say anything about dancing.
“I saw you dancing,” she said, putting the bottle down on the table. “I mean, it was before I knew who you were. I was at the club last weekend with my best friend. I saw you. You looked beautiful, happy.”
And that was why alcohol was a bad idea. Danny knew that she had few filters when it came to conversation, but even those few were better than none at all, which tended to be the result when she drank.
“At a club? You?” asked Lena, looking amused. “I didn’t take you for the clubbing type.”
“I’m not really, Julia, my friend, she made me go. But I did see you, or at least I think I did.”
Lena shrugged. “I like to dance,” she said. Then she put her own bottle down. “Ready to get out of here?”
Danny pushed her hands into her pockets as they walked the short distance home. They were both quiet, but it wasn’t the uncomfortable kind of silence that Danny was used to around other people. For some reason, this quiet seemed fine, peaceful even. Neither of them spoke until Danny stopped at the edge of the shelter parking lot.
“Thank you,” she said. “Thank you for the drinks, and for, well, for everything.”
Lena smiled and tucked her hair behind her ear. “It’s not a problem,” she said. “It’s my pleasure.”
Danny wasn’t sure what to do, how to say goodbye. She hesitated and was about to just turn and walk away when Lena stepped closer to her.
“I’ll see you tomorrow,” she said.
And she leant in, brushing a kiss against Danny’s cheek that lit her on fire. The sound of Lena’s footsteps walking away echoed in the still night, and Danny watched her go, confused and happy and frustrated all at the same time. She raised her hand to her cheek, stroking the spot where Lena’s lips had been.
A friendly kiss goodbye, that was all it had been. That was all it had been, she told herself. Nothing more. But her body was tingling all over, warm with a kind of built up energy that she didn’t know how to dispel. A friendly drink, a friendly conversation, a friendly kiss. That was all.



Chapter Nine
It had been a long night. Danny yawned and moved on to the next kennel, brush in hand. She’d stayed up all night, drawing at first and then finally getting her paints out a little after midnight. The paint box had been dusty, she hadn’t touched it in over a year. But as the canvas took shape a calmness stole over her, something that hadn’t happened for a long time. She was paying for it now though, she thought as she yawned again.
She’d had plenty of time to think. Drawing, painting, had always been natural for her, something she didn’t have to concentrate on. She didn’t make art, the art just made itself. And often she was as surprised at the final product as anyone watching her would have been. So there’d been thinking time.
She knew she wasn’t great with people, knew that she often read them poorly, guessed their emotions wrongly. Being with Lena had been comfortable, more comfortable than she could remember being around anyone before, other than Julia and her father. And that was a good thing, an important thing.
Yes, she had to admit that she felt far more than friendship for Lena. But there was no real sign that Lena felt anything more for her, something she’d spent a long time thinking about. There should be clues, though she wasn’t exactly sure what those clues would be. She’d recognize them when she saw them though, she told herself. Lena could just want to be friends, and that seemed normal enough. After all, she was new in town and didn’t know many people. More than friends though, that was close to impossible.
Lena also, very obviously, didn’t want to talk about anything personal to her. A sign, Danny rather thought as she sprayed water over the kennel floor, that she didn’t want to make any strong connection. Lovers shared secrets, of that much she was sure. Lena didn’t want to share secrets. Lena was looking for a place to belong, something she’d as much as admitted herself. Perhaps that was why she moved so often, Danny thought.
She was confused. Confused about her own feelings and confused about what was expected of her. She was frustrated, frustrated because her body was giving her reactions that she wasn’t asking for every time she saw Lena. And she was scared. Scared because she’d never felt this way before and because she truly didn’t know what to do.
She pulled bedding back into the kennel. It seemed best not to rock the boat. Her father had said that a lot. ‘Don’t rock the boat.’ If Lena didn’t want to talk about personal things, then Danny would keep their relationship as professional as possible. If Lena wanted to be friends, then Danny would endeavor to be a friend. If Lena wanted nothing, well then, she would just have to be comfortable with nothing, wouldn’t she?
The dogs were yowling, hungry and ready for breakfast. Danny was far from satisfied with her conclusions, but they were the best she had. She felt alone, very alone. She wished that she could call Julia, she’d know what to do, she always knew what to do. But so far she hadn’t picked up the phone, and she wasn’t sure why. Maybe because she didn’t really know how to explain even to herself what was happening to her.
She sighed and began the process of feeding the dogs. She pushed bowls of food through each kennel door, the dogs jumping and barking and wagging their tails in happiness. The only exception was Lacey. As Danny approached her door, the little dog cowered in the corner of her kennel, coming out only when the food was on the ground and the door was safely closed again. It seemed that the only person she’d come out for was Lena.
✽✽✽
 
“Goddammit!”
Danny stomped into the front office and threw the truck keys across the counter.
“What is it now?” asked Karla, hearing the noise and poking her head around the door.
“The truck’s screwed,” said Danny. “Won’t start.”
Karla sighed and dug a hand into her jean’s pocket. “Here, take my car,” she said. “Just try not to get too much bloody meat on the upholstery or Liam will kill me.”
Danny caught the keys with one hand. “Thanks,” she said.
She walked back out into the heat of the parking lot. It was nice of Karla to lend her the car, but it was a stopgap measure only. The truck was going to need a mechanic, and God knew how she was going to pay a garage bill. Maybe the mechanic would like a puppy in part payment, she thought, climbing into Karla’s car. Amber’s pups were due soon enough.
By the time she’d handled the shopping and unloaded it all she was tired and in a very bad temper. She was walking through the kennels when she spotted Lena sitting on the floor and playing with Lacey.
“Don’t get that dog too attached to you if you’re not planning on adopting her,” she said, the words coming out far more harshly than they’d sounded in her head.
Lena looked up in surprise. Danny was expecting her to fight back, she’d been rude, after all, but Lena simply raised that eyebrow again.
“Bad day?” she said, letting Lacey climb up onto her lap.
Professional and not too personal, Danny reminded herself, regretting that she’d snapped.
“Kind of,” she confessed. “But nothing for you to worry about. And sorry for snapping. Lacey likes you.”
“I know,” Lena said, laughing as Lacey reached up and licked the side of her face.
“Why don’t you take her out, she could use some fresh air,” said Danny.
She pulled a leash and collar off a hook on the wall and handed it through the bars to Lena.
“Just keep her away from the other dogs, I don’t know how she’ll react to them,” she warned, as Lena pulled the collar over Lacey’s head.
Back in the office she watched through the window as Lena led Lacey around the grounds on her leash. The dog seemed well behaved and not frightened at all as long as she was with Lena. Danny sighed. Even animals loved the woman. In general, she’d consider that a good sign. Since she’d taken over the shelter she’d brought exactly one woman home. After a night out drinking with Julia, and a little coercion on Julia’s behalf, she’d asked the woman to come over for another drink. But the second the woman had set foot in her apartment, the cats had fled, and without Julia there for moral support, Danny had panicked. The cats didn’t like her and Danny didn’t know what the hell she was doing. So she’d given the woman a drink and then sent her home, probably very confused.
“Lena’s working out well, isn’t she?” said Karla, coming into the office. “She’s nice, I like her.”
“She’s doing okay,” Danny said, tearing her eyes away from the window.
“I think she’s lonely,” Karla said. “I mean, she’s new here, she doesn’t have a job, about the only thing she does is hang out here. I feel sorry for her.”
It hadn’t occurred to Danny to feel sorry for Lena. Why would she feel sorry for a woman that was beautiful, rich, and confident? That made no sense. But maybe Karla had a point. She handed Karla her car keys back.
“Thanks for the ride,” she said.
“No probs,” answered Karla, putting the keys away. “So, what’s her story then, do you think?”
“Lena?”
“Who else is around?”
Danny shrugged. Whatever Lena’s story was, she didn’t want to talk about it. And suddenly Danny felt uncomfortable gossiping about her.
“No idea,” she said, brusquely.
Karla took the hint and settled down in front of her computer.
✽✽✽
 
“I’m about to get out of here, if that’s alright with you?” Lena said, coming into the office.
Karla had already left, and Danny was just putting the finishing touches to Lacey’s new adoption file, one that she hoped would lure someone nice into adopting her. She was tired and ready to go upstairs to eat and then sleep.
“Fine,” she said.
“Unless you fancy another drink that is?” asked Lena.
Danny paused, her hands hovering over the keyboards. Was Lena really lonely, like Karla thought? Or was she actually feeling sorry for Danny, being left here all alone with no one? Comparing the two options, the answer seemed very clear. Lena was beautiful and rich and confident, and Danny was skinny and poor and socially inept. Obviously, Lena was feeling sorry for her.
“Not tonight,” she said. “Thanks though.”
Lena looked down, and then nodded.
“Sure thing,” she said. “See you tomorrow.”
Danny waited until she heard the front door click shut and then reached over to turn her computer off. She was sure she’d made the right decision. Things with Lena should stay professional. It was easier that way. The bar was a good case in point. When they were talking about the shelter, everything was fine. When they moved on to personal matters, Danny had screwed it up. Professional was easier. Besides, the more she thought about it, the less she could understand why Lena would even want to be friends with her, let alone anything else.



Chapter Ten
For the rest of the week, Lena appeared every morning. Danny tried hard to control her racing pulse every time she saw her dark hair. Tried hard to avoid being alone with her. Tried hard to keep things from getting personal. But sometimes it was just impossible.
“You can’t carry that alone,” Lena said.
Danny put down the sheet of fencing that she’d been struggling with.
“Let me help.”
There was no point being petty about things. Danny grunted and picked up her side of the panel and let Lena take the other. They dragged it over to the dog run and stood it against the existing fencing.
“Easier with two, right?” Lena said.
She was standing close now, close enough that Danny could feel her heat and smell that dizzying perfume. She pretended to be watching the dogs running and playing.
“Lacey seems to be doing great,” said Lena.
Danny watched the small dog wrestling with one of the others. Lacey had really come out of her shell, really settled in. She was so busy watching her that she didn’t notice what was happening until it had already happened. Her skin burned, her legs felt like jelly. Lena’s hand was on her shoulder, her arm around her.
“It feels good to see her like that,” Lena said, softly, a hitch in her voice. “After being so small and afraid and alone for so long. She finally has friends and a safe place to be.”
Danny nodded dumbly. The arm around her shoulders felt at once alien and perfectly natural. Lena’s hand squeezed her shoulder gently and she heard a sniff.
“You’re crying!”
She fumbled around in her pocket and found a tissue that was at least semi-clean and handed it to Lena. Lena blew her nose.
“You think I’m an idiot, right?” she said. “Crying over a happy dog.”
“No,” said Danny, honest as ever. “Not even a little bit.”
“Good,” Lena laughed. “Let’s not mention this again then.”
And again with the non-personal stuff. Why wouldn’t Lena want anyone to know that she’d cried to see Lacey happy? That made no sense. It just meant that she had a heart, that she cared for animals. There was nothing wrong with that in Danny’s book. Couple the arm around the shoulder with the no talking about crying thing, and Danny was just back to being thoroughly confused.
“I, uh, cry sometimes,” she said, thinking the admission might make things better. “Sometimes when the dogs come in they’ve been mistreated or starved. It makes me feel bad. Or sometimes, when a dog I’ve known finds the perfect home, that makes me cry a little too.”
“So you’re not without feelings then,” Lena said, stuffing the tissue into her pocket and grinning. “That’s good to know.”
“No, I’m not without feelings,” said Danny, wondering why Lena would think so. “I have feelings.”
“Just don’t talk about them much? I can understand that,” Lena said.
She wiped her hands on the sides of her jeans and Danny stared at her before remembering that she’d vowed not to pry into personal matters again.
“Best get back to work then,” Danny said.
“Mmm. Yes, maybe we should.”
And Danny thought that Lena was looking at her funny, was standing just a little too close maybe. So she stepped away and went back about her business.
✽✽✽
 
“Ah, Friday afternoon. My absolute favorite time of the week,” Karla said, stretching her arms far up above her head and leaning to one side and then the other.
“Really?” said Danny. “I don’t think I have a favorite time of the week. Though bedtime is pretty much my favorite time of the day.”
Karla laughed. “No, Friday afternoon is great. There’s the whole weekend ahead. Liam and I are driving up to see his family. Which means big family meals and ironed sheets on beds and wedding talk.”
“Sounds... fun?” ventured Danny.
“Alright, maybe not the height of fun. But it’s nice. It’s nice to be around family. And it’s definitely nice to eat my future mother-in-law’s macaroni and cheese,” said Karla. “And on that note, I’m going to have to run. You going to be okay here?”
“Absolutely,” Danny said. “Have fun.”
“I always do,” grinned Karla, tossing her car keys up in the air and catching them again. “Later, gater.”
It was another hour or so before Danny was disturbed again. This time it was Lena, leaning against the door frame.
“Friday night, Danny,” she said. “You’ve got to say yes to a drink tonight.”
Danny really, seriously considered it. The arm around the shoulder thing had made her blood sparkle and her cheeks flushed even thinking about it. But then Lena didn’t want to talk about personal things and Danny couldn’t for the life of her think of anything else that they would talk about. Besides, she still harbored the thought that Lena was feeling a little sorry for her stuck here all alone. And she did hate pity.
“No, I’m fine,” she said, turning back to her computer.
Lena’s face flashed with something that might have been disappointment. But as soon as the look was there it was gone.
“Oh, sure, fine, no problem,” she said, and her voice was low and quiet.
Danny frowned. She had a feeling that she’d screwed up again.
“See you on Monday?” she said.
Lena stared at her for a long moment, then nodded. “Monday,” she said, and left.
Danny finished up her paperwork, let the dogs inside, fed them, and cleaned up the dog run. And then she was exhausted. She went back to the office to switch off her computer and decided to check her emails before she went upstairs for a long, hot shower.
It was the first email that she opened. All the no kill shelters in the tri-state area had a bulletin that shared news. Most often this news was about ‘death row’ dogs, dogs at kill shelters that were getting close to their time limit before being euthanized. The idea was that the no kill shelters would adopt the dogs and bring them back to their own shelters, and it was something that Danny had done several times before. She’d done it often enough that when she saw the ad for the black mutt she didn’t think twice before clicking on the picture. She didn’t think twice before checking his status and then calling the shelter. She didn’t think twice before telling the shelter that she’d be there that very night to pick him up.
She only thought twice when she put the phone down, the deal agreed. And then she remembered that Karla was out of town. And the truck was still at the shop. No caretaker, no transport. Shit.
The little dog’s face was staring out of her computer screen as Danny sat back in the wobbly chair and racked her brains. Think, think, there had to be an answer somewhere. Maybe Karla hadn’t left yet, maybe she’d changed her mind. She picked up the phone and dialled Karla’s cell number.
“Hey Dan, what’s up?”
She could already hear the noise of the car through the phone, knew already that it was hopeless.
“Nothing,” she said.
“You never call for nothing, Dan. Tell me.”
Danny sighed and told her what she’d just done.
“Easy peasy,” Karla said, breezily. “Give Grace and Eva a call. They’re good with animals, and they’d be happy to come babysit and deal with feeding until you can get back to the shelter. You’ll be back by tomorrow morning, and Grace said that they were always happy to help out.”
That actually sounded quite reasonable. There’d be little to do during the night. Danny just preferred to have someone on site, just in case. At most they’d need to feed the dogs and let them out into the dog run in the morning. That left only one problem.
“What about the car?” she asked. “The truck’s still at the shop.”
“Well, it’s too late to rent one right now, and too expensive anyway,” Karla said slowly. “But why don’t you ask Lena? She’s got a car, I’m sure I’ve seen one in her driveway.”
“Lena?”
“Yes, dummy. Listen, we’re heading into a tunnel, we’re going to get cut off. Good luck, just ask Lena!”
And then the phone buzzed in her hand as Karla hung up. Just ask Lena. How easy that sounded. Danny swallowed. It didn’t look like she exactly had much choice.



Chapter Eleven
Danny stood in the doorway, her heart pounding as Lena searched for her keys. She’d explained everything as quickly as she could, and Lena hadn’t questioned it at all. Now she appeared, keys in hand, pulling a jacket on.
“You don’t need to come, it’s fine. I just need the car,” Danny said.
“I’m not letting you drive through the night alone. You’re tired and that’s how accidents happen,” Lena said, struggling into her jacket.
“You’re worried about me?” Danny asked, confused.
“Let’s say I’m worried about my car, if that makes you feel better,” Lena grinned.
She practically pushed Danny back outside, following her and locking the front door. She jogged over to the car and Danny stood frozen on the porch. What was happening? How had she suddenly got herself stuck in a car with Lena for the foreseeable future? Her mouth was dry and she didn’t know what to do.
“Are you coming or not?” Lena shouted. “I’ve got no idea where we’re going.”
Swallowing, Danny knew that she had no choice, so she walked over to the car, opening the door. Lena was already sitting in the driver’s seat.
“Come on, we’ve got a dog to rescue,” she said. “Get in and put the address into the GPS.”
Danny slid into the car, pulling her seatbelt on with shaking hands. While Lena pulled out of the driveway, gravel crunching under the tires, she hurriedly programmed the navigation system. Then she was quiet. Her back was straight, her legs tense, she didn’t know what to say and felt the silence stretching unbearably into the night.
“Turn left in one hundred feet.”
The voice of the GPS was soothing, calm, and broke the silence. Danny breathed a little easier, taking stock of her situation. She’d asked Lena for help, and Lena hadn’t argued, she’d just done. She was going to be with Lena, sitting beside her close enough to touch for the next few hours. Lena didn’t want to discuss personal matters. Danny’s conversation skills were limited to dogs and probing questions about personal matters that apparently seemed rude. Fantastic. So what the hell was she supposed to talk about for the next few hours? Maybe she should pretend to fall asleep. The car slowed.
“Just filling up with gas,” said Lena, pulling into the station.
Danny sat whilst Lena filled up. She didn’t even have the money to offer to pay for the full tank. Shame crept up inside her. She was asking too much. But she couldn’t back down, not with a dog’s life on the line. Then Lena climbed back into the car.             
“Thank you,” Danny mumbled.
“You’re welcome,” said Lena, pulling out of the gas station.
There was another silence, maybe a minute or so, and Danny squirmed in her seat.
“Actually,” Lena said. “I’m kind of surprised that you asked me.”
Danny frowned and pondered this. Surprised? Why? Because it was an imposition maybe. Or because... She was at a loss for answers.
“Why?”
That seemed like the fastest way to find out and at least it was something to talk about that wasn’t too personal. Lena shrugged, her eyes firmly on the road.
“I thought you didn’t like me much, is all.”
The words were matter of fact, not insulted or bitter. But they stung Danny.
“Why would you think that?” she asked. “Of course I like you.”
“But you never want to come get a drink after work,” Lena pointed out. “I figured you were just pushing me off, that I was getting too clingy or something. Or you just didn’t want to spend time with me.”
Jesus. Danny wanted to spend every single second with her. Wanted to know what she tasted like, smelled like, what she ate for breakfast. But she was well aware of how creepy that sounded. Well aware of the fact that she couldn’t be the clingy one.
“You’re beautiful and smart and confident,” she said, slowly. “What’s not to like?”
Lena snuck a glance over at her. “Then why fob me off all the time?” she asked. “Why not come and get a drink. Or a coffee. Or dinner, we could have dinner.”
Danny’s stomach growled at the thought of food. She hadn’t eaten. She was suddenly tired, exhausted. She couldn’t dance around things. Diplomacy, hidden meanings, games, they really weren’t her thing at all. If Lena thought they were going to be friends then she needed to know what being friends with Danny really meant. And that was honesty. Brutal and sometimes hurtful, but precious at the same time.
“I thought you were asking because you felt sorry for me. Because I’m alone.”
And poor, and unattractive, and a loser, she didn’t add.
“I wasn’t,” said Lena. “I was asking because I like your company.”
Danny laid her head back on the seat rest. She liked her company. Really? Well, she supposed that Julia too liked her company. There was no accounting for taste.
“And because you didn’t want to talk about personal stuff. I mean, it makes things weird when I ask you questions, and you never really answer them properly anyway. So I figured that probably you just wanted things to stay professional.”
She didn’t know why she’d made that admission. But Lena was laughing.
“Seriously?” she said. “Didn’t it occur to you that maybe it’s just that spilling your entire personal life to someone you just met is a little weird?”
“Is it?”
Lena laughed again. “Yes. It is. Personally, I like to get to know people a little better before I start revealing all my dark secrets.”
“You have dark secrets?”
“That’s not really the point, Danny. I just mean that I like to be friends with someone first, get to know them a bit, and then talk about the more personal things.”
“So you want to get to know me?”
Streetlights blipped across the hood of the car. In the semi-darkness, Danny felt more comfortable, more hidden. It was easier to talk.
“Yes, yes I do.”
“But why?”
Lena sighed. “What kind of a question is that? How am I supposed to answer it?”
Danny turned so that she could see Lena’s profile. “I’m broke, I’m a failure, I’m skinny as a boy and never wear dresses or makeup. I’m nothing compared to you. So why would you want to get to know me?”
There was another long silence and Danny thought maybe she’d taken things too far. She honestly wanted to know, but Lena was quiet. Miserably, she wished that she could turn the car around, wished that the dog’s life didn’t depend on her.
“Do you really believe that?” asked Lena, finally. “That you’re nothing, unattractive, a failure in life?”
“Compared to you, yes,” Danny said.
Lena shook her head. “Your view of yourself is yours, Danny,” she said. “I can’t change that, no matter how misguided or wrong I think it is. But forcing your view of yourself onto other people, that’s wrong. You can’t tell me what to think about you, how to judge you.”
Danny paused, then said: “I didn’t think of it that way.”
“Perhaps you didn’t,” Lena said, reaching over and putting her hand on Danny’s knee. “But how about from now on you let me make decisions about who I should like and why I should like them. You can decide if you like me, but I get to decide if I like you. Deal?”
Her hand was warm and light and Danny’s heart was racing dangerously again. She hadn’t meant to be rude, hadn’t meant to force her view of herself onto Lena. But it was exactly what she’d been doing.
“No games, no messing around, just being honest?” she asked.
Lena nodded. “Just honest. But if you ask me something and I’m not ready to talk about it yet, then I reserve the right to tell you to ask again later.”
Danny considered this. It seemed fair. Right even. “Okay,” she said. “It’s a deal.”
“Thank God,” Lena said. “I was beginning to think that we were fated to dance around each other forever. Now, hungry?”
Danny’s stomach rumbled again. “Definitely,” she said.
“Great. I’m not one for fast food generally, but since we’re racing against time, how about I pull into the next drive through and get us something to go?”
“Road trip burgers? Sounds like a plan.”
And she felt lighter, better. Lena’s hand was gone, but she could still feel the shadow of it on her leg. They could be friends, they could be honest. It was a start. Lena, she realized, was a lot like Julia. They were both direct people, both understanding of her. So she and Lena could be friends. Her heart skipped a little bit and a puddle of warmth dissolved in her stomach, leaking down to other areas that made her breath hitch. They could be friends, as long as she could hide that one special secret. The secret that made her pulse race every time Lena appeared.
✽✽✽
 
“What’s his name?” asked Lena.
The dog was pressed up against Danny’s legs, shivering a little but obviously recognizing that he was getting protection. Danny reached down and patted his head.
“Came with a tag that said Danny,” said the man, clicking on his keyboard as he spoke. “I’ll just need the shelter fee, that’s fifty bucks, and your signature and then you’ll be free to go.”
“Danny?” said Lena, turning to look at human Danny.
“If that’s his name, we’d better stick to it,” Danny said, looking down at the dog. “Enough things are changing for him that I don’t think we can do a name change too.”
“Alrighty,” said Lena. “A human Danny and a dog Danny it is then.”
She was already handing over cash, though Danny had the money in her pocket. She pulled out the bill, but Lena waved her away.
“All part of the sponsorship deal,” she said.
She signed her name with a flourish onto the paper she was presented with, and turned back to Danny.
“That’s it then?” she asked. “Danny is officially saved?”
For a split second, Danny was confused, but then she realized Lena meant the dog and nodded.
“That’s it. All we’ve got to do now is get him back home.”
The dog trotted alongside Danny as they walked through the dark parking lot. Lena clicked open the trunk of her car and pulled out a blanket that she threw onto the back seat of the car. The dog sniffed at it, but then jumped up quite calmly and curled up on the blanket. Lena and Danny stood looking at him. Danny jumped a little at the first touch, but then allowed Lena’s fingers to curl into hers and squeeze a little.
“I’m glad we did this,” Lena whispered so quietly Danny almost couldn’t hear. “I wish we could save all of them.”
Danny sighed. She wished the same thing, she did every time she had to come to a kill shelter.
“They don’t have any other dogs on death row right now,” she said. “And when they do, well, maybe we’ll have to come pick up another one. Or maybe one of the other no kill shelters will do it. We save as many as we can.”
Lena’s hand squeezed once more, then she withdrew it and Danny saw her wiping her eyes with her sleeve and pretended not to notice.
✽✽✽
 
Danny was driving. The road slid under the car, the tires humming along, highway lights flowed past. Lena was asleep, or at least her head was turned away and she was quiet. And Danny felt better than she had in a long time. She hadn’t realized how much her relationship with Lena had been worrying her. Now they could be honest, now she knew that Lena wanted to get to know her, and that made her lighter, happier.
Of course, Lena couldn’t find out just how much Danny wanted to get to know her. Not that Danny would ever do anything about it. She’d have no idea where to start for one. And she’d be too afraid of Lena turning her down for another. Still though, she’d crushed before, and she’d got over crushes before. She thought a little shamefully of the crush that she’d nursed on Julia for a good semester of school. At the time it had been sharp and real and oh, so painful. But it had faded away as she realized that Julia really wasn’t the person she needed to be with. Julia was far better as a friend.
But then, who should she be with? For a long time she’d had dreams of finding the perfect woman, the woman that would complete her in every way. But as time had passed she realized that she’d given up those dreams. No one would want her, that was the bold, hurtful truth. And she wasn’t okay with that, but she had accepted it. She had her animals, her work, for as long as she could keep the shelter going. That had to be enough.
The lights were hypnotizing, blurring past one after the other. But wouldn’t it be nice to curl up in bed with someone? Wouldn’t it be nice to be held, to have someone there? Wouldn’t it be nice to slide into the cool sheets next to Lena and let her hands wander...
“Jesus.”
The sudden blast of cool air from the newly opened window made her jump and her eyes blinked open.
“Danny, you need to pull over. You’re falling asleep.”
She blinked rapidly, swallowed, sat up a little straighter behind the steering wheel.
“No, I’m fine. Really.”
Lena sighed. “It’s almost midnight. You’ve been up since, what, five? You’re falling asleep at the wheel and we both need to get some sleep.”
“No, it’s fine.”
“You want to rescue a dog just to kill him, and me, in a car accident?” Lena said, sharply. “There’s no reason to hurry now. We’ve got the dog. The shelter is in good hands. And there’s a motel at the next intersection. You will pull over and we will get a couple of rooms and a few hours sleep. That’s an order.”
“Or what?” scowled Danny. “You’ll pull your sponsorship deal?”
There was a beat of quiet. “I wouldn’t do that, Danny. But I do want you to stop. You don’t need to be stubborn. There’s absolutely no reason in the world why we shouldn’t get a little rest. Now please be reasonable.”
The fact that she hadn’t threatened to take away her money snapped Danny out of her mood. Lena was right, and there was no point denying it. She slowed the car a little and took the next intersection, pulling into the parking lot of a small strip motel. As soon as the car stopped, Lena got out and strode into the reception. Danny waited, listening to the snuffling snores of the dog.
“Alright, good news and bad news,” Lena said, climbing back into the car after a few minutes. “The good news is that they do have a room. The bad news is that it’s only one room. We’ll have to share, but that’s fine, right?”
Danny felt that weight descend on her again. “It’s fine. I’ll just sleep in the car, you take the room.”
“That’s ridiculous,” said Lena. “There’s a double bed, more than enough space for both of us, and probably Danny Dog too. You can’t get a decent night’s sleep in a car.”
“No, no, really, I don’t mind.”
Her brain was racing. She couldn’t sleep in the same room as Lena, let alone the same bed.
“I insist,” Lena said. “Unless, of course, there’s a reason that you don’t want to share a room with me. Are you a werewolf perhaps? Or maybe you snore like a sailor? Or do you grow another head when you sleep?”
Danny snorted a small laugh. “No, none of those things.”
“Then what’s the problem?” asked Lena.
And her deep blue eyes were looking at her and Danny remembered that they weren’t playing games, that honesty was the word of the day. And she supposed that Lena had to find out sooner or later. Not the whole truth, of course, but some of it. Her heart rate sped up as it always did when she had to tell someone. The process of coming out never stopped. It wasn’t a one shot deal. It was a constant round of judging whether or not to tell someone, and how to do it. But Lena had a right to know, she supposed, if they were going to be friends.
“It’s not that I don’t want to share a room with you,” she said, carefully. “It’s that I’m not sure you’ll want to share one with me. I’m gay.”
Lena just stared at her.
“I mean, that might make you uncomfortable or something, so it’s probably best if I just sleep in the car,” Danny continued.
She’d thought that Lena could handle being told, but maybe she was wrong. A sick kind of fear came over her. Then Lena started to laugh.
“What?” asked Danny, annoyance prickling over her skin. Was she being made fun of?
“Nothing, nothing,” Lena said, trying to control herself. “It’s just that, well, you said it like it was such a huge deal. First, I don’t care what you are, second, why should it bother me if we share a room?”
Danny shrugged. “I just thought...”
“Then you thought wrong,” said Lena. “I couldn’t give two hoots. And since we’ve handled the first and second reasons for me laughing, I’ll go ahead and tell you the third. Did you think that I didn’t know? That I hadn’t guessed?”
Danny bristled. “Do I look like that much of a dyke? Got it printed on my forehead?”
Lena put out her hand and stroked Danny’s knee and the calm warmth fell over her again.
“No, nothing like that. It just... I don’t know, I just knew. We tend to have pretty good intuition about these things. We have to, I guess. There’s something about the way you react to people, where you look, who you look at. I don’t know how it works. Just usually we have a pretty good sense for things, that’s all.”
We. Danny didn’t understand the ‘we.’ But now Lena was getting out of the car and opening the back door to let the dog out and she was alone.
“Come on then,” Lena said, sticking her head back into the car. “It’s time to get some sleep, sleepy head.”
And not knowing what else to do, Danny slowly unbuckled her seatbelt and got out of the car. The night was cool and quiet with the calmness of a sleeping world. She locked the car with a harsh beeping sound and stretched, procrastinating against having to walk to the room. The room that she’d share with Lena. The bed that she’d share with Lena. And then, with nothing else she could do to put the moment off, she sighed and started to walk.



Chapter Twelve
The room was nice enough for a motel. A TV stood on a cabinet at the end of the bed. A small door led into a bathroom. The bed was large, bigger than she’d thought. She should be able to sleep well away from Lena, not risk touching her in her sleep. It could have been worse, she supposed.
“Shower and bed,” Lena said. “That’s the plan.”
Danny Dog was eyeing the bed, thinking about jumping up on it, and Danny the human patted his head.
“You grab the first shower,” she said. “I’ll take Danny for a short walk and get his blanket from the car.”
“Sure thing,” Lena said, kicking off her shoes.
Danny walked the dog around a circuit of the parking lot, making sure he peed and had at least a little exercise. She took his blanket and when they got back to the room placed it in a corner. He curled up immediately and went to sleep. She was sitting on the bed, her back against the headboard, when Lena came out of the bathroom.
A flash of heat ran through her. Lena was dressed in a t-shirt and underwear. Nothing else. Her long legs stretched for miles and looked smooth and soft, and the t-shirt just barely covered her behind. Danny felt a warmth between her legs, a longing, a need to reach out and touch Lena.
“Shower time,” she mumbled and fled into the bathroom.
The shower felt good. The dirt of the day washed away down the drain and her tired muscles relaxed and she took as long as she could. Maybe Lena would already be asleep by the time she got out. Maybe she could just creep into bed and curl up as far away from Lena as possible. Maybe she might even get some sleep. She thought about Lena, those long legs, that creamy skin, and her hand slid down between her legs, feeling the heat there.
She snatched her hand away. No. Not here. Not like this. It just seemed wrong. She switched the water off and got out of the shower before temptation could get the better of her. She dried off and slicked back her short hair with the plastic comb on the counter. Then she pulled on her own black tank top and her underwear. She paused to look in the mirror.
Snub nose. Freckles spattered over her olive skin. Eyes that were boring brown with just a hint of gold flecks. Long eyelashes framing them. Her arms looked skinny in the tank top, her breasts barely making an impression on the fabric. She looked away. At least there was no chance of Lena being overwhelmed with lust at the sight of her, she guessed.
She opened the door quietly, but light came through the crack and when she came out of the bathroom, Lena was definitely still awake, though under the sheet. Shaking inside, Danny went to her side of the bed and got in, pulling the sheet up to her neck.
“Lights out,” Lena said, pressing the switch.
And they were in darkness.
“Thank you for asking me to come,” Lena said.
“Thank you for coming,” responded Danny.
“No, I mean really thank you. I know it’s difficult for you to ask for help, and I’m happy that you did. I’m happy to be a part of something so important.”
Danny lay on her back, staring at the black of the ceiling.
“You’re welcome,” she said, finally.
There were long moments of quiet when she started to think that perhaps Lena had fallen asleep. She was thinking about the conversation in the car, turning it over in her mind. She was sure that there was something hidden there, but she couldn’t quite prise it out.
Lena chuckled. “Weird how easy it is to fall asleep in the car and then get into a comfortable bed and all of a sudden, sleep just won’t come.”
But Danny was still thinking. Thinking enough that she turned over and was facing Lena, who was still lying on her back.
“What did you mean?” Danny asked. “In the car, you said ‘we tend to have good intuition,’ ‘we tend to have a good sense for these things.’ Who’s ‘we’?”
Now Lena turned over too and they were face to face, though several inches separated them. In the gleam of the streetlight through the window Danny could just see the curve of Lena’s cheekbone.
“I mean we,” said Lena. “We, us, you know.”
“No,” said Danny. “I don’t know. I feel like I should, but I don’t.”
“You mean you don’t know?” asked Lena. “You haven’t guessed? But no, of course you haven’t. Or sharing a room wouldn’t have been an issue, would it? You really don’t know.”
“Don’t know what?” asked Danny, completely confused and beginning to get frustrated.
“Danny, I’m gay too. I figured you’d guessed. Or it wasn’t important. Or something. It’s not like I announce it to everyone I meet. I just...” Lena sighed. “Nothing, it doesn’t matter. I’m sorry. I should have said so in the car. I’m just not used to having to spell things out so much is all.”
Danny processed this, her heart beating fast and trying to keep herself calm. Lena liked women too. Okay. No, she could deal with this. It didn’t mean anything. So Lena wasn’t straight, but that didn’t mean she could be interested in Danny. Sure, it was one hurdle that no longer existed. But there were many, many others.
“It’s my turn,” Lena said. She shuffled a little closer. “You got your personal info, now it’s my turn. Did you really mean what you said about being a failure? Being unattractive?”
“Sure,” said Danny. The truth hurts sometimes, but that doesn’t make it any less of the truth, her father had use to say.
“But you don’t see it, do you? I mean how can you be a failure? Think about all the animals you’ve saved. Okay, you might not be rich, but you’ve certainly accomplished something. As for attractive, well...”
“Well what?”
Lena sighed and propped her head up on one hand. “Well you are. I mean, I’m sorry you can’t see it. But I definitely see it. You might not be a classical beauty or anything, but you’re hot Danny. Really, truly.”
Now Danny laughed. “Bullshit.”
“Jesus,” said Lena. And she was leaning a little closer now. “I don’t work this way. I’m not like this. But I get the feeling that if I don’t do this right now then we’ll never get there.”
“Get where?”
Lena came even closer. A hand came out, a finger under Danny’s chin, so that they were eye to eye. Even in the dark, Danny could see how close they were. She felt the warmth inside her again and something else, fear, anticipation, she didn’t know.
“Here,” said Lena.
And she closed the final few inches, her lips brushing softly against Danny’s. Danny was so terrified she couldn’t move. What was she doing? What was this? Some kind of joke?
“I think you’re attractive,” Lena said. “I find you attractive. Does that prove it to you?”
Danny couldn’t speak.
“Normally I’d get to know someone first, work my way up to this. But that’s not going to work with you, Danny, is it?” Lena said.
Her words were soft, her mouth so close that Danny could feel the caress of her breath on her own lips.
“To a lot of women my interest would have been kind of obvious. Discrete, but obvious. I kept asking you out Danny, and you kept turning me down.”
“I... I didn’t know.”
Her voice sounded shaky. She couldn’t believe this was happening. But she knew she wanted more.
“You didn’t know,” Lena said. “But now you do. I like you Danny. Like, like. You know. More than a friend, even though we’re not exactly friends yet.”
And suddenly it dawned on Danny that perhaps she was being honest, perhaps this was exactly what she’d asked Lena to be. And maybe, for whatever reason, Lena did find her attractive. Lena’s mouth was just above hers. Dare she? Maybe none of this mattered, maybe the words weren’t important right now. Maybe Lena didn’t even find her attractive. The words were buzzing around Danny’s head. But her emotions took over. She didn’t care anymore. All she cared about was those lips hovering over hers. She moved her head just a fraction of an inch.
When their lips met it was like an explosion inside her. Lena was slow, cautious, and instinctively, Danny reached up, pushing her fingers into Lena’s hair, pulling her towards her to get more of her taste.
Lena’s tongue glided into her mouth, and Danny responded with her own, the two dancing around each other as Danny drank her in. This, this was more than she’d ever had, more than she’d ever hoped for and she was at once confused at what she was supposed to do and completely driven by instinct.
She rolled over, taking Lena with her, their lips still attached. Her hands slid over Lena’s body, feeling the curve of her waist, the push of her hipbone against skin. Lena’s hands moved over her, each touch leaving a trail of warm stars that glittered over her body. Her leg parted Lena’s thighs and she was rewarded with a low moan coming from the back of Lena’s throat. She could feel the swell of Lena’s breasts under her shirt, feel the hard points of her thrusting up, begging to be kissed and sucked.
Danny touched her gently as though afraid to break her. But Lena was more insistent, her hands rubbing and massaging, grasping Danny’s arms her hips bucking up to meet Danny’s thigh. Danny felt sweat begin to prickle on her forehead, felt the warmth rise in her stomach, felt the strength of Lena’s thigh between her own legs. She moaned as Lena pulled at her hips, forcing her to press against the thigh between her legs.
She was breathless, full of the scent of Lena, the taste of her. Their lips pressed into each other, Danny the first to break the kiss. Then she began to slowly, gently, kiss down the line of Lena’s throat. The sharpness of her collar bone met her lips and Danny kissed there too, dipping downwards until she met the fabric of Lena’s t-shirt.
She was full of heat, threatening to explode at any moment. She felt liquid inside, full of need, of want. Her mind could think of nothing other than the sensation of Lena beneath her, the touch of her hands, the fierce passion of her kiss. Her hands searched in the darkness for the hem of Lena’s shirt. She wanted to pull it off, wanted to feel her skin against her own.
And then Lena grabbed her wrists, pulling back. Danny raised her head.
“Am I doing it wrong?” she asked.
“No, no, you’re doing it very, very right,” Lena said, her voice throaty and deep. “But I’m not ready yet. I didn’t even mean to get this far. Don’t be mad, Danny, but I’d like to stop now.”
Danny jumped away, putting inches of space between them immediately.
“Sure, yes, of course, no problem. You can change your mind any time, I don’t want to pressure you or...”
“Dan, calm down.”
Lena’s hands pulled her back, pulled her close until she was under Lena’s arm, her head on her chest, hearing the fast timpani of her heart beat.
“It’s nothing like that,” said Lena. “It’s just this is moving a little too fast for me is all. I’d like to do more with you one day. Just not right now. I want to know you better before...” She trailed off.
“Take things slowly,” Danny said.
It was a phrase she’d heard a million times on TV but hadn’t quite realized its true meaning until right now.
“Take things slowly,” Lena echoed. “Is that okay with you?”
And Danny could hear her heartbeat still, could feel her kisses, could feel the warmth of her skin as she closed her eyes. She couldn’t believe she’d kissed Lena Travers. Couldn’t believe Lena could even like her. She had more than she’d ever imagined just by lying in her arms like this. But she couldn’t explain that to Lena, couldn’t find the words.
“It’s more than okay with me,” she said. “It’s perfect.”
Slowly, slowly Lena’s breathing deepened.
Danny lay awake, watching the glow of the parking lot lights on the ceiling, feeling the growing heaviness of Lena as she fell asleep. She was simultaneously ecstatic and terrified. Ecstatic that she was here, and terrified that she was somehow going to screw things up. But Lena said she liked her, said that she was attractive, hot even. Danny had been lied to many times in her life, and she didn’t think Lena was lying. Though she often found it hard to see other’s true intentions. Maybe this one time though, she needed to trust. Just this once.
Lena shifted a little and Danny hooked her arm around the other woman’s waist. She didn’t like taking risks. She didn’t like change. But the prize this time was too valuable to turn down. Sure, she thought Lena was crazy for wanting her, crazy for thinking she was even slightly attractive. But she’d be a fool if she turned down the most beautiful woman she’d ever met. For a second her mind floated back to Lena on the dance floor, her smooth curves, the sinuous grace with which she danced.
Maybe, just this once, she was going to be lucky. Maybe she just needed to believe.



Chapter Thirteen
“Wake up sleepy head!”
Danny grumbled and prised her eyes open, blinking against the brightness of the sun streaming in through the windows.
“Coffee,” she said, struggling to sit up.
Lena grinned and put the paper cup on the bedside table, letting the strong fragrance of delicious beans float towards Danny’s nose. Danny took it, feeling the warmth in her fingers.
“Coffee,” said Lena. “And Danny Dog came with me to get it, so he’s had a walk. The two of us had a nice little talk while you were still sleeping, and he’s decided that it’s almost time to get to his new home. He’s anxious to meet the other dogs. So if you wouldn’t mind waking up, he’s ready to go any time you are.”
Danny snorted and swallowed her mouthful, the coffee already starting to wake her up. Lena perched on the side of the bed, her t-shirt clinging to her skin in a way that made Danny feel dizzy. She carefully put down the coffee cup. She felt brave somehow, like the night before had given her a shot of confidence. She liked the feeling. She reached out and touched the smooth skin of Lena’s upper arm with her finger.
“Sure we need to leave so soon?” she asked.
Lena’s skin prickled up into goose bumps, and she bit her lip, her breath coming a little faster.
“Maybe not quite so soon,” she said, softly.
And Danny was already moving, her hand rising up to the back of Lena’s neck, her lips inching closer to Lena’s mouth, the soft hum of desire in her belly deepening as she made contact. Lena’s tongue flickered out and Danny could taste the mint of toothpaste and the bitter after-taste of coffee and she deepened the kiss, wanting more, wanting to get to the taste of Lena. With a groan Lena fell back, taking Danny with her. Danny’s thigh slipped between Lena’s legs as her hands began to stroke down the curves of her hips and her mouth continued its exploration of Lena’s. Unconsciously she began to move her hips and felt Lena pressing up against her.
Her mind started to be clouded, her body making all the demands. One hand grasped Lena’s hip, feeling the hardness of her hipbone through thin, delicate skin. Danny felt a flash of wetness descend and moaned into Lena’s mouth. She knew she couldn’t have it all, knew that Lena wanted to wait, and a little voice in the back of her head told her to stop. She would respect Lena’s wishes. She would wait an eternity if that’s what it took. Her thumb rubbed against Lena’s hipbone, pushing the t-shirt up higher. Danny reluctantly tore her mouth away from Lena’s just as Lena’s hands reached to tug her t-shirt back down. But she wasn’t fast enough.
The silvery web of scars was visible for only a flash of a second. Short enough that Danny thought maybe she had imagined them for a moment. But Lena’s hand was still clutched around the hem of her t-shirt and Danny knew she was hiding something and it could only be the scars.
“What–” began Danny.
But Lena was pushing her away, stumbling as she got off the bed, tugging her t-shirt down again and again, compulsively, as she rounded on Danny.
“I said I wanted to wait,” she said.
“I stopped, I was stopping.”
Danny was sitting bolt upright now, her cheeks flushed, not entirely sure of what was happening but knowing that Lena was angry with her. Knowing that somehow she’d screwed up.
“Fine,” Lena said.
But her face didn’t look fine.
“Let me just, uh, get dressed, and then we can, um...”
Danny was already collecting her bundle of clothes and running into the bathroom, closing the door before she had to finish her sentence. And then she was alone and breathing hard and confused about what had just happened.
She had stopped, surely Lena had felt that, the kiss was already over, she’d pulled away. She was throbbing with fear. Lena couldn’t possibly think that she’d tried to pressure her, to take advantage of her? No, no, she decided. That couldn’t be it. She’d have fought then, she’d have pushed her away. It was those scars, it had to be. With a dim memory, fogged by the lust of the night before, she remembered that Lena had stopped things when she’d reached for that same t-shirt. It was that. There was a connection there. But what could it be?
She pulled her jeans on. Was Lena embarrassed about her scars? Did she think they made her less attractive? Did they hurt her maybe? Where had they come from in the first place? Danny’s mind was working ten to the dozen trying to make sense of things, but by the time she had all her clothes on she was no closer to figuring things out.
She rinsed her mouth in the sink, pressing toothpaste out of the small travel tube on the counter and rubbing it over her teeth with her finger before rinsing again. And she tried to take deep breaths, not to panic. She needed to stop giving emotions and thoughts to Lena. That was what Lena had said, she’d said that she should make her own decisions. Danny needed to stop torturing herself. She was an adult, Lena was an adult. What she needed to do was to ask. If she was unclear, if she didn’t understand, she needed to ask. She put her hands on the cool edge of the sink. Her father had always said that there was no harm in asking.
She was still shaking a little inside. Lena had been angry, scared, or something like that. And Danny didn’t know how to deal with those emotions, didn’t know what she was supposed to say to make things better.
She splashed water on her face and dried off with a towel. Now there was nothing left to do. Nothing except go and face Lena and ask her what had happened. The thought scared her. But Lena had been clear the night before that she had the right to ask questions. Danny took one last deep breath and opened the bathroom door.
But Lena wasn’t there.
After panicking a little, Danny finally found her sitting in the driver’s seat of the car, Danny Dog curled up on the back seat contentedly. Relieved that she hadn’t been stranded at a motel in the middle of nowhere, Danny climbed into the passenger seat without a word. And Lena pulled the car out of the parking lot.
She waited until the car was sliding along the highway again. If there was a time to ask, then the time was now, she thought. She took another deep breath. Jesus, all this deep breathing, she was going to be a yogi soon if she wasn’t careful.
“I, uh, I was just wondering what happened back there?” she said, voice trembling a little.
There was a long silence and Lena just stared ahead at the road until Danny thought she wasn’t going to answer at all. Then she said:
“I don’t want to talk about it right now. Ask again later.”
“Was it the scars?” Danny said, jumping right in again.
“I said I don’t want to talk about it now.”
And her jaw was set firmly, her mouth a thin line and Danny knew she couldn’t ask any more. And she had nothing else to talk about, so she kept her mouth shut. From the corner of her eye she could see Lena driving, she could reach out and touch her if she wanted to. But a wall had gone up, and she didn’t know what to do about it, how to get over it. So she stayed quiet.
It was a long and silent drive home. When they arrived at the shelter, Danny jumped out of the car and opened the back door for Danny Dog to hop out. And the second the door slammed shut again, Lena was driving off, leaving Danny watching her brake lights as she slowed to turn out of the parking lot.



Chapter Fourteen
“Mail’s in.”
Karla dropped a pile of envelopes on Danny’s desk with a thud, then went over to her own desk, spinning around in her seat to face Danny.
“Anything interesting?” she asked.
Danny was sorting through the envelopes. Bills, junk mail, nothing much. Until she came across a cream colored envelope that felt heavy and luxurious.
“Only this,” she said, slitting the envelope open with a kitchen knife that was half buried amongst the detritus of her desk.
The envelope contained a thin strip of paper, and when she pulled it out, her heart skipped a beat. Either because of the amount of the check, or because of Lena’s signature, she wasn’t sure.
“What?” asked Karla. “What is it?”
“A check,” Danny said, almost choking on the words her mouth was so dry. “From Lena.” She glanced down at it again and saw the note jotted on the reminder line. “For monthly sponsorship.”
“Yee-haw!” Karla said. “Food and electricity and heat, I love those things.”
Danny gave a half smile and slid the check under her keyboard. She’d honestly wondered if it was going to arrive or not. It was the first of the month, as she and Lena had agreed. But then Lena hadn’t made an appearance at the shelter the day before, and hadn’t showed up again this morning either. Or called. Or made any other attempt to make contact at all.
“Heat?” she said. “At the beginning of September? You sure about that?”
Karla shrugged. “AC then,” she said. “Not having to worry about the basics is a weight off my shoulders, and I’m assuming off yours too.” Then she frowned. “Where is Lena though?”
Danny had been dreading the moment when Karla noticed that Lena wasn’t coming to the shelter. She swallowed, then shrugged. “Busy, I guess.”
“I suppose. Actually, I saw people next door yesterday, workers by the looks of it. Guess she’s starting building some time soon.”
Maybe that was it. Maybe she was just so busy with the house construction that she didn’t have time for niceties. Or phone calls. But Danny knew that wasn’t true. Knew that there was something more. Something about that morning when she’d seen the scars, something that Lena didn’t want to talk about. And she wondered if she’d screwed things up for good, or if she was just supposed to be patient. And she hated herself for not knowing, for not being better at connections, at people. Then the phone rang.
“Bowling, rock climbing, or karaoke?”
It took a half second of confusion before Danny realized that it was Julia on the other end of the phone.
“Huh?”
“Bowling, rock climbing, or karaoke?” repeated Julia. “Those are your choices, and we’re talking tonight at seven, so you’d better decide fast. Which is it to be?”
Julia. Just the person she needed. Julia would know what to do, Julia was a fount of knowledge when it came to relationships. And she wouldn’t judge.
“Um, bowling.”
“Bowling it is,” Julia said. “I’ll see you there at seven.”
The phone buzzed as she hung up and Danny put the handset down with a sigh. Maybe her luck was starting to turn again. A night out with her best friend was exactly what she needed.
“I’m going out to check on Amber,” Karla said. “She’s getting close, I’m thinking.”
Sparked back to reality, Danny nodded. “How close?”
“Around a week or so now, at a guess. Ten days at the outside. But we’ll have little puppies running around here before you know it, so you’d better get some puppy food with that check, just in case some of them don’t feed properly.”
Danny jotted this down on her running weekly shopping list. Like everyone else, she loved having puppies around, though she didn’t exactly love having extra mouths to feed. Still, the puppies would be adopted almost as soon as they were born, there was always a waiting list for them. Karla left, and Danny tried to focus on admin. But her mind was distracted by the thought of Lena’s check under her keyboard.
✽✽✽
 
“I suck at this.”
Danny watched the ball curve until it hit the gutter and slid out of view.
“That you do,” Julia said. “So, bowling’s not your thing. You should have gone with rock climbing.”
“Maybe next time,” Danny grinned, taking her seat and watching Julia execute a perfect strike.
“So, you’ve got the hots for her and she’s holding out on you,” Julia said, coming back and pouring herself a beer from the pitcher on the table between them. “Is that about it?”
“I like Lena, like her a lot,” Danny said. “And she says that she likes me, but then I get all confused. I know I screwed something up that morning, but I’m not totally sure what.”
She told Julia everything, except about the scars. Something told her that those were not to be discussed with anyone else. And Julia had taken the news calmly, despite, Danny knew, being excited about Danny finally showing an interest in someone.
Now Julia took a deep draft of her drink, then nodded. “You need to communicate, girl,” she said. “That’s the only way you work things out in a relationship, you gotta talk, say the words. Even if it’s something that you’re afraid of or worried about, or something you know the other person won’t like. Keeping secrets is the worst thing that you can do. Especially secrets about feelings.”
“I tried to talk,” Danny protested, picking up her own beer. “And she shut me down, said she didn’t want to talk about it right now.”
Julia sat back and stretched out her legs. “She didn’t want to talk about it then, that doesn’t mean that she doesn’t now. Or later. Whenever. But you don’t stop trying, Dan. Part of building a relationship is persistence. You give up too easily. And sometimes that’s a good thing, because it means you don’t waste time pursuing something that isn’t going to pay off. But sometimes it’s a bad thing, because it means you don’t get the pay off that a little persistence would give you.”
“So I should just go bang on her door and tell her to tell me what’s wrong?”
Julia laughed. “No, Dan. And you know that. I just mean give her a chance. Whatever it was that went wrong, it’s obviously something that hurt her, or touched a nerve. And that probably means that it’s something that’s difficult to talk about. You clam up often enough, you should understand that.”
“What do you mean?” Danny asked, feeling vaguely insulted.
“Okay, when you decided not to go to art school and run the shelter instead, all you told me was ‘I don’t want to go to school anymore.’ Which would have been fine if it were true, but it wasn’t,” Julia said, drinking more of her beer. “And I knew you well enough to know that wasn’t the whole truth, but you shut me down every time I tried to talk to you about it.”
“And you bugged me for months until I finally told you the truth,” Danny said, remembering.
“That there was no money for school, and that you weren’t ready to let go of the shelter, weren’t ready to let go of your father,” said Julia. “And I understood, and I stopped bugging you.”
“I think I get it,” Danny said. “I need to be you in this situation.”
“And you need to give this woman a chance, Dan. Don’t just write things off because of one difficult event. I know you don’t like dealing with emotions, and I know it’s easier to walk away when things get hard. But you’ll never find out what could happen if you don’t try.”
The machine clicked and two bowling balls rattled up onto the chute.
“I just... I’m not sure,” said Danny.
“Not sure about what?”
“About anything!”
Julia rolled her eyes and drained the rest of the pitcher into Danny’s glass. “You’ll need to be a bit more specific.”
“I’m not sure why she likes me, I’m not sure if she really likes me or she just feels sorry for me or just wants sex or something. I don’t understand it. I don’t understand why someone like Lena would be interested in someone like me, and that makes me, I don’t know, suspicious I suppose. Unsure. Uncertain. Afraid.”
Julia leaned forward, putting her hand on Danny’s leg. “You have no confidence. I get it. But at some point, Dan, you’ve got to start believing in yourself. If you don’t believe that you deserve to be happy, then why should someone else believe it? Maybe you’re right, maybe Lena doesn’t really like you, maybe she does feel sorry for you, maybe she’s using you for some nefarious reasons of her own. In which case, things are going to end badly and you’ll get hurt. On the other hand, maybe you’re wrong, and she does like you. And then things might end with you actually being happy. It’s a risk, but if you don’t take it, then the only certainty is that you’ll end up alone.”
Danny was quiet.
“Dan, you don’t deserve to be alone. You’re a wonderful person. Smart, funny, generous, and you have a lot of love to give. I know you better than anyone in the world, and I know I’m right. But you’re also scared, not confident, and self-deprecating. These are not attractive traits. You have little to lose from trusting this woman. If you end up getting hurt, so what? You’ve been hurt before, you’ll get through it. You’re strong, stronger than you could even imagine, far stronger than I am. You’ve run that shelter by yourself for years now, you’ve looked after yourself and hundreds of animals. That takes more strength than I’ve ever had. So trust in that strength if you can’t trust in anything else.”
Danny took a drink. The conversation was overwhelming her.
“Take the chance, Dan. I’ll be there for you whatever happens. Promise.”
“On one condition,” Danny said.
“What’s that?”
“That I can get out of these itchy rental shoes, get my own sneakers back on, and have another pitcher of beer sitting at a real table far away from bowling balls, bowling pins, and bowling alleys.”
Julia laughed. “Deal.”
***
It had been cookies at the beginning, so it would be cookies again now. Danny just hoped that she was sober enough not to screw up the recipe. Chocolate chip cookies were the only thing she really knew how to bake, the only thing she could remember her father making with real love. And he’d always let her help. It occurred to her only now that the first cookies she’d made for Lena had been the first ones she’d made without her father.
She fell asleep at the kitchen table while the cookies baked. Fortunately, the ding of the oven timer woke her up again. She packaged the cookies up and thought about leaving a note. But she didn’t know what to say, so she didn’t. She simply took the box and stole out into the night, leaving it in Lena’s mailbox and hoping that she’d guess who it was from.
She finally climbed into bed just after midnight, moving the cats to one side so that she had room to curl up. And for once she didn’t spend an hour lying awake thinking. Julia had made sense, had comforted her. There was no need to dwell on what she’d advised. Danny needed to take more risks, and the cookies were the first step. She did deserve to be happy.



Chapter Fifteen
Danny smoothed down her hair and rubbed her eyes, then she straightened her tank top. There wasn’t exactly a lot she could do to make herself look any better, but she was determined to look as good as she could when she rang the doorbell.
The note had been in the morning’s mail. It thanked her for her cookies and said to drop by any time. It had been casual, except she’d known it wasn’t really casual. Had known that it was full of promise and fear. And now here she was, the sun slowly sinking below the horizon, the warm breeze tickling her skin, the scent of roses in the air. Her hand trembled as she reached for the doorbell. Take risks. Communicate. Believe in yourself. She remembered all of Julia’s advice. If Lena wanted to talk, then great. If she didn’t, they’d have a drink and Danny would try again another day. It was that simple.
“You came.”
Lena was wearing a simple dress, cotton and light, the material clinging to her curves in ways that made Danny’s mouth water.
“Of course I came.”
“There was no of course,” said Lena, standing back to let Danny enter. “I was afraid that I’d scared you off.”
Danny smiled a little. “You almost did.”
“Well, I’m glad you decided to give it another try.”
She followed Lena into the kitchen, a dark room with cracked linoleum on the floor. An iced pitcher was standing on the counter.
“I made sangria,” Lena said. “Just in case you did decide to come. I thought we could take it out onto the porch. It’s such a nice night, it’s a shame to waste it by sitting indoors.”
Danny picked up the pitcher. “Sounds perfect.”
The evening had already turned that burnt orange color of the setting sun, and darkness was creeping in, making the view from the porch hazy at the edges. Lena poured them both a drink, and they sat on the bench, legs outstretched, a full two feet between them.
“I’m glad you decided to come,” Lena said, again.
Danny took a drink. “I’m glad I came. I mean, I’m glad you invited me. I felt bad after the car trip home. I didn’t really understand what happened. In fact, I still don’t understand. But I do understand that not everyone wants to talk about everything all the time, and that you have the right to keep your own secrets. I’m sorry for whatever it was that happened, and I appreciate that you might not want to discuss it.”
It was a speech that she’d practised all afternoon, and now that she was saying the words she was glad that she had practised. She wasn’t always great at expressing herself.
“No, I’m sorry,” Lena said. “I reacted badly and I shouldn’t have given you the silent treatment. That was wrong.”
“Julia says that in any relationship communication is key,” said Danny.
“Who’s Julia?”
“My best friend. She said that I should give you time to talk about things. As much time as you need. I’m impatient, I want answers and I want to understand things. Understand you. But you like things to go slowly, so I’m going to try and be patient. To wait until you’re ready to tell me your secrets.”
Lena laughed, and the sound tinkled through the air. “You really are quite something, Danny, aren’t you?” she said. “Truly unique. I should try and remember that I can’t treat you in the same way that I treat other people.”
“Yes, you can. I need to get better at relationships, friendships. This is how I learn.”
“Friendships?” asked Lena. “Is that what this is? A friendship?”
Danny swallowed hard. “Uh, I don’t know. I mean it was almost something more I think. And you said you like me, and I definitely like you. But if friendship is what works then that’s okay too.”
Lena was quiet for a long minute, looking out into the night. Then she said: “I like you as more than a friend, Danny. I really do. In fact, I like you more than I’ve liked anyone for a long time. And I think because of that I owe you some explanations. I don’t want misunderstandings and miscommunications to come between us.”
“You don’t owe me anything,” Danny said, worried that she was pushing things.
“I do, Danny. You more than anyone. You’re so sweet, so innocent, and I forget sometimes that there are people in the world like you. Good people. People that can be trusted. I’d like to talk to you.”
Danny leant back, staring out into the blackness of the garden, her drink in her hand. “If you want to talk,” she said. “I’m happy to listen. But you can stop whenever you like. I won’t be mad. And I’ll try not to be confused.”
Lena laughed again and Danny revelled in the sound. Then she too looked out into the garden. It was easier to talk, Danny thought, when you didn’t have to look at anyone. You could almost pretend that you were talking to yourself.
“I was sixteen when my parents died,” Lena began. Her voice was soft and soothing, almost hypnotic. “We were driving to Aspen. Skiing. I was in the back seat, my parents at the front. It was night time. Dark. The car came out of nowhere. One minute all was dark, and then there was the flash of lights and a horrible shrieking noise and then pain like nothing I’ve ever felt before. That’s all I remember really. Until I woke up the next day in the hospital. The wounds were superficial. Mostly cuts from broken glass, and a couple of broken fingers. I’d been lucky, the nurse said. And I felt lucky. Blessed really. And then the policewoman came to talk to me.”
The chirping of the crickets rang through the still air and Danny said nothing. She remembered the pain of losing her father, remembered the way the floor had seemed to sink out from under her when she was told. She knew what Lena had been through. The scars on her stomach must be from the crash. No wonder she wanted them hidden. A constant physical reminder of all she had lost.
“It was as though my world had changed completely overnight,” Lena said. Her words were steady. “I woke up one morning and my parents were gone. Just gone. I got the money. Plenty of it. Enough that I would never have to work a day in my life. My inheritance plus the settlement costs from the court case against the drunk driver that hit us. But I was alone. Completely alone. Eventually it was decided that I was to go to boarding school until I turned eighteen. Only a year and a half. It wasn’t bad. Not as terrible as you might think. I had friends there, I think. But every morning I woke up, and every morning my parents were still gone.”
Danny took a sip of her drink, letting the icy sweetness slide down her throat. “It’s like you forget while you’re asleep,” she said. “And then every morning you have to remember again, and it hurts just like the first time.”
“Yes,” Lena said, quietly. “Exactly like that. It still happens sometimes.”
“And what after that?” asked Danny. “After boarding school.”
Lena shrugged. “I went to college. Graduated. Traveled. Moved from one place to another, never staying more than a year or so.”
“Why?”
Lena glanced over and Danny sensed that she was getting close to an edge. But then the woman smiled at her.
“It’s a good question,” she said. “Usually because I found someone. A woman. Usually because I was getting too close to someone. Sometimes because I had a bad break up. It’s amazing, you know, how when people find out that you have money they suddenly change. I’m never certain whether someone loves me or my money, to be honest.”
Danny thought about this for a while, her hand growing cold from the chill of her glass. Then: “I don’t think that’s true,” she said.
“You don’t?”
Danny shook her head. “I think that’s something you’d like to think, an easy explanation. But I think it’s more complicated than that. I think you’re afraid of being close to people because you might wake up one morning and they’re gone.”
“Maybe.”
“No, that’s it,” Danny said, sitting forward now. “I know. I of all people know. I know what it’s like to lose and be so afraid of losing again that you can’t bear to risk anything again.”
“And how would you know that?”
There was a hardness now to Lena’s voice that hadn’t been there before and Danny knew she should stop. But she wasn’t going to. She was taking a risk. Lena had bared her soul, now it was Danny’s turn. Tit for tat.
“Because I’m not supposed to be here,” Danny said. “I was supposed to leave, to go... it doesn’t matter where. I was supposed to leave. But then my father died. And I couldn’t let go. The shelter was his, was everything he had. I knew that the smart thing to do would be to close it down. I couldn’t though. I’d lost so much already that I couldn’t stand the thought of losing more. So I stayed. Even though it hurt me every day to see his desk, his jacket on the hook by the door. Even though it might have been easier to let go and leave all of this behind. Smarter too, probably. But I had to stay. And then, after a while, it became safe. Even going out to the grocery store was a risk. The shelter is mine, the only thing I have left, and I can’t risk losing it.”
“It’s not the same thing.”
“It is, in a way. You come up with a way of coping. For me that was staying here. For you that’s running away when people get too close, keeping your secrets. And that coping is so safe, it’s worked so many times in the past to protect you, that you don’t want to think about changing it, about taking a risk. You’ve lost so much already that you can’t even contemplate losing more. You can’t wake up another morning and have someone you cared about gone.”
Lena was so quiet that Danny was about to get up and leave, thinking she’d outstayed her welcome. She didn’t know where that sudden glimpse of insight had come from, but it all made so much sense to her. She put her glass down and shuffled forward on the bench.
“I should leave,” she said.
Lena looked up. “No. No, you don’t need to leave. I’m just thinking. Maybe you have a point. Maybe. These things are hard to talk about. That’s why I don’t talk about them to people, I suppose.”
Instinctively, Danny reached out and took Lena’s hand, feeling the warmth of her skin against her own ice-chilled hand.
“I won’t be gone in the morning,” she said. “I mean, if it ever comes to it. You have my word that I won’t be gone in the morning. I’ll stick around just as long as you want me to.”
Lena squeezed her hand. “You really mean that, don’t you?”
“Of course, I wouldn’t say it otherwise.”
And then she was being pulled closer and Lena was kissing her, the warm softness of her lips sparking a heat inside Danny’s stomach that threatened to make her explode. But before she could respond, Lena was already pulling back.
“You’re a very special woman, Danny. I don’t think I’ve ever met anyone like you before.”
“You mean someone who really doesn’t understand the way humans are supposed to relate to each other,” Danny said. “Someone who...”
But she trailed off. Self deprecation. Not an attractive trait. Julia had told her that. She needed to keep her thoughts about herself to herself.
“Someone so sincere, someone so direct,” Lena finished for her. “You’re... an unusual specimen.”
But she was smiling, so Danny took it as a compliment. Lena was staring at her in an odd way, a way that made her feel hot and cold inside. Then a hand reached for hers, and before she knew it, Lena was tugging her up, out of her seat.
“What?” asked Danny.
Lena raised an eyebrow. “What?” she asked. “This.”
And then her lips were back, searching, finding, making Danny’s heart beat faster than running a marathon. But Danny held back, kept her hands firmly on Lena’s waist, not wanting to screw things up again, not wanting to make a mistake. When Lena drew back, there was that same, strange look on her face.
“I would never normally do this,” she said. “But then, nothing about you seems especially normal, and I mean that in the nicest possible way. Would you like to come inside with me?” Her eyes dropped to the ground for a moment, before coming back up, twinkling blue. “I mean, would you like to come upstairs with me?”
It was direct, Danny thought, or more or less direct. And there was nothing she wanted more. The feel of Lena’s skin so close to her own, the heat of her body made her feel liquid inside. But she was still wary.
“I do,” she said. “But I’m afraid of screwing up again. Are you sure?”
Lena grinned. “More sure than I’ve been of anything for a long time.”
She pulled at Danny’s hand again, practically dragging her through the front door. And then they were going up the rickety old stairs, Danny with one hand on the bannister afraid that her legs were so shaky she might fall. A door at the top of the stairs stood open revealing a calm, pale bedroom with soft lights already burning. And Danny nearly ran when she saw the large expanse of bed. She wanted this, wanted Lena, but she was so afraid of making a mistake that half of her wanted to flee. But Lena was already closing the door behind them.
“We can stop if you want to?” Lena said.
But Danny saw the flash of desire in her eyes, felt the pounding warmth growing in her own stomach and shook her head. Take a risk, she thought. And it was a risk, but one that she was willing to take because she remembered the feeling of Lena’s body in her arms and the way it had made her feel in the motel. Then Lena was stepping forward, cupping her chin in her hands, landing soft kisses on her lips and all the while gently pushing her back towards the bed.
“Let me,” said Lena.
And her hands were reaching down, flicking open the button on Danny’s jeans and Danny was breathing hard, afraid and turned on and everything in between, almost paralyzed with overwhelming feelings. Lena skimmed her jeans down her legs, then reached up and slid down her underwear until Danny was standing only in her tank top. Then she pushed her down so that she was sitting on the bed.
Danny was going to protest, was going to stand again, help Lena undress, anxious now to get her eyes on the other woman’s body. But Lena was already pushing her legs apart, was already beginning to kneel.
“You don’t have to...” began Danny.
But soft kisses were being trailed up her inner thighs and her words turned into moans as Lena’s warmth came closer and closer to her center. She looked down at the dark head between her legs, wanting to tell Lena that she didn’t need to do this, that she could have her pleasure first, that Danny could wait. Then a tongue flickered out, caressing the sensitive outside lips and Danny felt dizzy with desire.
Her hands grabbed at the comforter, balling it up as Lena’s tongue stroked her from the bottom of her entrance slowly, slowly until she reached the sensitive spot above and Danny had to screw her eyes closed to stop from screaming out. Her breath was coming faster now and she felt wetness pouring out of her. Lena’s hands were pressing her inner thighs, forcing her legs further and further apart as her tongue searched for her entrance and found it, softly pushing inside her again and again.
“Jesus,” Danny said.
It was the only word she could think of, the only word she could say.
“Jesus...”
Lena’s tongue was circling around her now, tickling around her outer lips, teasing her, skirting around her sweet spot but never quite touching it. And Danny’s blood was pounding through her veins. Her hips bucked up, trying desperately to get friction where she wanted it, but Lena kept teasing until Danny was sure that she was going to cum anyway.
“Please,” she groaned. “Please, please.”
Only then did Lena give in, her dark head bending lower as her tongue started to lap at Danny’s sweet spot, sending shivering fingers of pleasure running up her spine and making her gasp in delight. She could feel pulsing, feel herself swelling under Lena’s touch and she was getting close. Her body was crying out for release and she pushed herself towards Lena’s tongue, which moved faster in response.
Her hands reached out for Lena, her fingers tangling themselves in her long hair, pushing her closer and closer as her breath quickened and blood rushed through her veins. Then there was a beautiful moment of stillness, Danny held her breath as the whole world seemed to stop turning and then, just as quickly, the moment was over and the dam was bursting. She cried out as the wave overtook her, the pulsing, quivering of her climax shooting sparks along her skin. Again and again the  pleasure came until she was exhausted with it, her body shaking and her eyes tightly closed.
It was a solid minute before she could open her eyes, breathe vaguely normally. And when she did, Lena was still there, crouched between her legs, looking up at her with a small smile on her lips.
Danny pulled her up, bringing her close, tasting her own scent on the woman’s mouth. It was almost too much for her to bear, the taste of them mingled together in Lena’s mouth, the feeling of skin against skin, the pulsing of Lena’s heartbeat through her light cotton dress. Danny drew back. Lena’s eyes were half closed, her mouth swollen and red. With careful hands, Danny reached down and grasped the hem of Lena’s dress. Automatically, Lena put out her own hands, holding the dress down.
“It’s fine,” Danny said. “Let me take it off. You’re beautiful, I want to see you.”
Hesitantly, Lena removed her hands and Danny lifted up the dress, pulling it up over her head and discarding it on the floor. And Lena was wearing nothing but panties underneath. Her skin was pale as porcelain, the hint of blue veins visible here and there. She looked fragile, breakable, and Danny was suddenly afraid again. With gentle hands she led Lena to the bed, lay her down, and crawled up beside her. She placed her hands on the woman’s stomach, feeling her heat, feeling her heartbeat racing. And she traced the silvery web of scars with her finger, touching each and every one delicately, reverently.
Lena was silent, the only sound the sighing of her breath as Danny took her time and touched every scar. And only when she was done did she lower her head and kiss Lena’s stomach. She wriggled upwards, trailing her kisses with her, treasuring the taste of Lena’s skin, until she came to an elevation. Lena’s breasts were full, raspberry tipped and begging to be tasted. With a languorous tongue Danny gently flicked at a nipple and then took it into her mouth. Lena moaned in appreciation. She suckled at the breast, feeling the ridges of the nipple against her tongue, sucking on it, feeling Lena squirming beneath her. After a long minute she pulled away, only to repeat the treatment on the other side.
Lena was gasping now and Danny lay her head on Lena’s fragile chest, still teasing a nipple with her tongue, and ran her hand down the flat stomach. She caressed hip bones, skipped over the panties, and began stroking the almost translucent skin of Lena’s inner thigh. Lena opened her legs in response, allowing Danny’s hand to move upwards until it met damp fabric. Danny could smell her desire, the earthy, musky scent of it draining the last of her patience. She couldn’t delay further, couldn’t tease more, she wanted Lena, wanted to feel her, to hold her as she shook in pleasure.
Danny’s fingers pried up the edge of Lena’s underwear, and she immediately felt heat. With impatient hands, Lena wriggled out of her underwear and lay back. Danny’s hand was unimpeded now. Her tongue went back to teasing at Lena’s nipple and her hand lay over the soft hair of her mound. Lena began to push upwards, and Danny curled her fingers, moving her hand until her fingertips were damp with Lena’s wetness. There was another groan in return. And Danny couldn’t help herself.
She collected the wetness from Lena’s entrance and pulled it upwards, feeling the hard, swollen nub of flesh beneath her fingers. With long strokes she began to spread the wetness, teasing Lena’s entrance before coming back up to caress her sensitive spot. Lena was gasping, breathing fast and her eyes were closed. Danny started circling her fingers directly over the hard, swollen spot, moving her head so that she could better suck on Lena’s nipple.
Again there was that moment of stillness and Lena’s breath stopped. Danny moved her fingers faster and then there was a loud cry as Lena’s hips bucked under her hand and Danny pressed her palm tight against the sweet spot as Lena moaned and shivered, her whole body pulsating. Only when Lena was completely still again did Danny gently remove her hand.
“Thank you,” Lena said, her eyes still closed.
“Thank you? What a strange thing to say,” said Danny. “I should be thanking you.”
Lena flashed one eye open. “How about we both thank each other again,” she said, mischievously.
Danny frowned, confused, but Lena’s hand began creeping downwards, skating over the curve of Danny’s hip bone, and then she understood.
“I’ve always liked good manners,” Danny said. “Feel free to thank me again and again...”



Chapter Sixteen
The dog cages were cleaned and Danny opened up the gate, letting the joyous animals out into the bright morning air. Yipping and barking, the dogs ran out, and she was pleased to see that Danny Dog was one of them, happily playing with his companions. Only Amber was slow, ambling out of the gate with her swollen belly, sniffing at the air, and then taking a sedate walk around the fence. It wouldn’t be long now, Danny thought.
True to her word, she had been there when Lena awoke. Although just how pleased Lena was to be woken up at five in the morning because Danny needed to leave and feed the dogs wasn’t exactly clear. But Danny was whistling now, turning back inside to clean the food bowls. Her body was singing, electrified still by Lena’s touch, and quietly satisfied. It was more than she’d ever hoped for. Sex with Lena gave her a feeling of completeness, a sense of being in exactly the right place at the right time, a feeling of perfection. And yes, there was that little voice at the back of her head telling her that she didn’t deserve this, that she was going to screw things up, but she consciously chose to ignore it.
“She took me to bed,” she said aloud. “It was her decision. She wanted me.”
The words echoed around the empty kitchen and gave her a feeling of confidence. Her luck was changing, maybe something good was happening for a change. Her thoughts were interrupted by a low whining. Looking down, she saw Lacey perched on her haunches, head turned to one side.
“What are you doing in here?” Danny asked.
The dog whined again in response. With a sigh, Danny took her back out to the gate. But the dog simply sat by Danny’s side, pressed up against her leg, refusing to go into the dog run. Danny reached down and scratched her head.
“Alright,” she said. “Just for today, you can have a people day. But we can’t do this every day, understood?”
Lacey panted, and happily followed Danny back into the kitchen.
By the time Karla appeared, lunch in hand, Danny was in front of her computer, Lacey curled up in a furry bundle by the side of her desk.
“What’s Lacey doing in here?” asked Karla, dumping her lunch bag on her desk.
“She wouldn’t go out with the others this morning. She seems clingy,” said Danny. “I was hoping you could have a look at her.”
Karla bent down and examined the dog, checking her eyes, feeling her heartbeat. “There doesn’t seem to be anything physically wrong,” she said, as Lacey licked her hand. “I think she just wants some human company. I bet she misses Lena.”
Danny considered this. Lacey had been close to Lena. It was possible she was pining.
“I’ll give Lena a call,” she said. “See if she can drop by later.”
But when Danny called, voicemail picked up. She left a message and went back to her work.
“Not there?” asked Karla, munching on her sandwich.
“Nope,” said Danny.
“Probably working on the construction,” said Karla. “There’s diggers and all sorts over there now. I saw them on my way in.”
Danny shrugged. She had no hold over Lena, no right to expect her to pick up the phone or tell her her plans. Still, it rankled a little that she hadn’t said anything that morning. A little tendril of doubt raised its head. Was Lena avoiding her calls? After last night, the thought seemed stupid. But then, they’d had sex. Maybe that was all Lena wanted.
“Stop it!” Danny said.
“Stop what?” asked Karla.
“Nothing,” Danny said, shooting her a grin. “Sorry.”
She needed to stop the negative thoughts. They weren’t helpful, as Julia often pointed out. There was no reason to doubt just because Lena didn’t pick up one phone call. That was dumb. Danny went back to work, logging into the shelter’s online bank account. The balance was nowhere near as high as she’d expected, and looking down the transaction list she saw that Lena’s check hadn’t been deposited yet. Weird. It’d probably be there by tomorrow.
“I’ve got to head out and do the shopping,” Danny said, standing up.
Without question, Karla tossed over her car keys. “You know, you need to pay the mechanic’s bill and get your truck back.”
“I know,” said Danny.
It was on her list of things to do once Lena’s check cleared. One of the priorities. But in the meantime, life had to go on.
“Keep an eye on Lacey for me,” she said, pulling on her shirt. “I’ll be back in an hour or so.”
✽✽✽
 
The cart was piled up with dry food and supplies, only the butcher was left. Danny rolled the heavy cart down to the meat counter. Frank looked up and grinned when he saw her.
“Got your stuff right here,” he said. “Give me a sec, I’ll just grab a couple of boxes from the back for you.”
Danny smiled gratefully. Frank was a good man, a friend of her father’s. He’d always kept aside the meat and bones that customers wouldn’t buy and given them to the shelter for a discount. And he’d kept on doing it, even after her father was gone. She leaned on the handle of the shopping cart, idly wondering what Lena was doing right now. Her stomach flipped a little as she remembered the taste of Lena, the heat of her skin, the way her eyes half closed when she was close to exploding.
“My, my,” said a voice. “That’s quite the shopping cart you’ve got there young lady.”
She looked up to see an older woman peering into the strange collection of items in her cart. And rather than her normal blank look, she found that she was smiling at the woman.
“All for the dogs,” she said.
“You must have a lot of dogs,” the woman said, doubtfully.
Danny laughed. “I run the Oakview Animal Shelter, so yes, I suppose you could say that I’ve got a lot of dogs.”
The woman nodded. “I had no idea there was an animal shelter here.”
“Sure,” said Danny.
She was giving directions to the woman when Frank reappeared with boxes laden with bones and meat. He came around the counter and put the boxes into her cart. The older woman smiled.
“How much is all that meat going to be?” she asked.
Frank pouted, doing quick calculations in his head. “Around seventy bucks or so,” he said.
The woman fumbled for her purse, pulling out notes and stuffing them into Danny’s hand. “A donation,” she said. “For the shelter.”
“You really don’t have to,” said Danny, shocked.
“Of course I do,” said the woman. “You’re doing great work there, it’s my pleasure to be able to help out. And I’ll be dropping by some time soon, I’ve been thinking about getting another dog since my last lab passed. I just didn’t want to get a puppy, I’m getting a little too old to be chasing around after a young dog like that.”
As she walked away, pushing her own cart, Danny looked over at Frank.
“What just happened?” she asked.
Frank laughed. “You networked. Made connections. That’s what happens when you actually talk to people instead of pushing them away or answering their questions with just a yes or a no.”
Danny pushed her cart away in a daze, the woman’s money still in her hands. She had no idea why she’d actually spoken to the woman. Or maybe she did. The night with Lena seemed to have given her confidence, made her happier somehow. Suddenly all these people didn’t seem like intruders in her personal space, they seemed like just regular people, just like her.
✽✽✽
 
As the sun started to set, Danny walked over the verge separating the shelter from Lena’s property. Lacey pulled at the leash, and Danny clicked her tongue, pulling her back into line.
“I know you want to see her, but don’t get too over-excited,” she said.
As she walked up the driveway, Lacey still pulling, she wondered if she was doing the right thing. Lena hadn’t responded to her voicemail, Danny hadn’t been invited over. And she had a vague idea that there was some kind of traditional waiting period. She remembered Julia saying that she couldn’t call a man she’d met yet because it was too soon. And that made her think that maybe she was too soon. But Lacey was barking now, and there was no going back. Lena must have heard them. Sure enough, the front door opened just as they reached the bottom step of the porch.
Lacey jumped in excitement and Lena ran down the steps. Danny handed over Lacey’s leash and Lena petted the dog, letting her face be licked until Lacey had calmed a little.
“I’m sorry,” said Lena, finally standing up. “I should have replied to your voicemail. I’ve been on the go all day. I had no idea building a house was going to be so much work. Anyone would think that I was laying bricks myself.”
Up close, Danny could see that Lena’s fingernails were full of soil, and a streak of dirt ran down one cheek. She smiled.
“Not a problem,” she said. “But Lacey’s been pining for you, so I thought I’d come by and give her a chance to visit. And maybe, um, see if you wanted to get some dinner, or a drink? Since you’ve invited me so many times.”
It hadn’t been her plan to invite Lena until the words came out of her mouth. But now that she had it seemed like a good idea. But Lena’s face was already clouding.
“I’d love to, but honestly, I’m completely done in. After being on the building site all day and, well, not getting much sleep last night.” She shot a cheeky look at Danny, whose heart started to beat harder. “Would you mind if we took a rain check on that?”
“Oh, yeah, sure, of course.”
She was already starting to feel strange, her palms sweaty. She shouldn’t have asked. Of course Lena was going to say no. It was a stupid idea. But Lena was leaning in, brushing her soft lips against Danny’s cheek and Danny could smell the scent of her, sweat mixed with perfume.
“Thank you,” said Lena.
Danny let Lacey be petted for a few minutes more as Lena told them both about her day and her plans for the house, until finally it was completely dark.
“I’d better be going,” said Danny. “Lacey should go back to her kennel, and you should go to bed.”
Lena smiled. “I’m sorry I’m such a party-pooper tonight.”
“It’s fine,” said Danny, her worries calmed by Lena’s kiss. “I understand. Maybe I’ll call tomorrow.”
“I’ll be at the building site all day, but if you want to drop by in the evening I could probably whip us up something edible for dinner.”
Danny grinned. “Sounds awesome.”
As she went back to the shelter she was full of promise. It had been disappointing that Lena hadn’t wanted to spend time together just then. But she’d taken the risk and asked, and Danny was proud of herself. And tomorrow night they’d have dinner. Just like a normal couple. Couple? Were they a couple? No, not yet, she told herself. Don’t get ahead of yourself.
Lacey went calmly back into her kennel, seeming happier after seeing Lena. And Danny leaned on the bars and watched the dog curl up on her bed. Her body felt lighter, her lips automatically curving into a smile. Maybe they both felt happier after seeing Lena.



Chapter Seventeen
It was a strange day, the air filled with a mist that made the yard a collection of murky shapes. The dogs had their run, but the air was so humid and damp that by lunchtime, Danny had towelled them all down and put them inside, afraid that they’d catch cold from being wet too long.
“Best let them all out for a run before evening feeding,” Karla said. “Or they’ll be howling all night.”
Danny nodded in agreement. She hated keeping the dogs inside, but there was little choice. Her father had always planned on building an indoor run for the winter, but he’d never got around to it, and now there was no money to do it. Maybe one day, she thought.
“Alrighty, I’m out of here,” said Karla. “I checked on Amber this morning, she’s still doing just fine, but it’s any day now I’m thinking. So just call me if you need anything.”
Danny knew that Karla wanted to be there for the birth of the puppies, and she appreciated the younger woman’s experience. It wouldn’t be long before Karla was a fully fledged veterinary surgeon, and then, she guessed, the woman would have to stop volunteering. She was grateful that she had Karla for the time being at least.
Karla left, the front door bell dinging as she went out, and Danny turned back to her computer. She’d opened the online banking site again, but the balance was still low. Lena’s check should definitely have gone through by now. With an irritated sigh, she picked up the phone and dialled the bank. After giving her account number she was eventually connected to a real person and explained her problem.
“Just a second, ma’am, let me check on that for you,” said the woman.
Before Danny could say anything, piped music was clinking tinnily in her ear. She sat back on her chair, feeling it rock to one side to compensate for the missing wheel. It seemed a long time until the woman came back.
“I’m sorry, ma’am. It looks like that check was declined due to insufficient funds. Is there anything else I can do for you today?”
Danny said no and put the phone down, hand shaking. The check had bounced. There was no money coming in. Nothing to cover next week’s food bills. Nothing to cover the vet if he needed to be called out for Amber. Her heart was hammering in her chest.
There was only one thing that she could do, and that was to confront Lena. But from what Lena had said, she knew that the woman was sensitive about money, sensitive about people using her for her money. Not that Danny was doing that. She liked Lena with or without the money, but the check had been received, and she’d counted on the cash to keep the shelter going for the next month. She tapped her fingers on the desk, wondering what to do. Bringing up the check was sure to be a sticky subject and she didn’t want Lena to get offended. On the other hand, Lena might not know if she didn’t say anything. And it was a mistake. It had to be a mistake. Groaning, she rubbed her face with her hands. Why did people have to be so complicated?
✽✽✽
 
The evening was still misty, trees wreathed in fog, the air clammy and humid. It wasn’t cold, but Danny shivered anyway. She was nervous. Nervous that she wouldn’t be able to spend an entire dinner with Lena and have anything at all to talk about. Nervous about bringing up the small matter of the check. Her stomach grumbled as she walked up Lena’s driveway, reminding her that she’d skipped lunch.
“Come on in out of that horrible weather,” Lena said when she opened the door.
Danny entered, following her through to the kitchen.
“Is it like this a lot around here? It’s the strangest weather I’ve ever seen,” Lena continued, going back to the pot that was bubbling on the stove.
Danny could smell the tart scent of tomato sauce with basil and her stomach rumbled again.
“It’s the end of summer,” she said. “The weather normally gets a bit strange around this time of year. It’ll go back to being hot again, and then there’ll be more and more days like this until eventually it’s winter. And if you’ve never seen an Oakview winter, then you’re really in for a shock.”
“Snow?” asked Lena, stirring the pot.
“Tons,” said Danny. “Anything I can do to help?”
“Nope, pretty much ready I think,” said Lena. “I’m just waiting on the pasta and that’ll only be a couple more minutes.”
She turned away from the stove and stepped towards Danny, leaning in and giving her a soft kiss on the lips.
“I’m glad to see you.”
“Me too.”
Then she frowned a little and Danny found herself transfixed by the little line that formed between her sparkling blue eyes.
“Don’t believe in dressing for dinner, huh?” Lena teased.
Danny looked down at her jeans and tank, a flannel shirt hastily thrown on against the damp of the evening, and then across at Lena in her cropped tight black pants, a large white shirt flowing over her body. And she felt embarrassed.
“Sorry, I, uh, I didn’t realize, I mean–”
“I’m teasing,” Lena said, dropping another kiss on Danny’s mouth.
But when she turned back to the stove, Danny still felt uncomfortable. She should have made more of an effort, that much was clear. She really hadn’t even considered it. Jeans and tanks were her uniform of choice, she wasn’t even sure if she had anything else in her closet. Maybe Lena had a point though. She wasn’t exactly the most beautiful of women. But that didn’t mean she had to walk around looking like a boy all the time. She swallowed, silently wishing that there was enough money in her personal bank account to buy more than a pack of gum.
Dinner was delicious, the sauce thick and spiced with Italian sausage. And conversation flowed, with Lena talking about the house and asking Danny questions about the dogs until Danny wondered why she’d been so worried. Talking with Lena was easy now that they had rules. And watching Lena across the table made her heart pound and warmth spread in her stomach. She wondered if they might go to bed after dinner, and felt a shiver of anticipation run down her spine.
Their plates were empty and Lena had topped up their wine glasses before Danny finally summoned up enough courage to broach the subject of the check.
“There’s, uh, a small problem,” she said, not looking Lena in the eye.
“What’s that?” asked Lena, leaning back in her seat and picking up her wine.
Danny took a deep breath. “I, uh, called the bank. I’m sure it’s some kind of mistake, but your check bounced. I didn’t know whether I should tell you or not, but then I didn’t know if you’d notice, so...”
She looked up now and saw that Lena was staring at her.
“I’ll take care of it.”
Danny scratched her nose with one finger. She didn’t want to insist, but she needed Lena to realize how important this check was to her.
“It’s just that I’ve budgeted for the money already, and I do need to buy so much food for the dogs. Plus, Amber’s probably going into labor soon, so there’s potentially vet bills there.”
“I’ll take care of it,” Lena said again, her voice flat.
Danny swallowed and glared down at the cracked polish of the table feeling her eyes burning.
“I’m sorry,” she said. “I know you don’t like talking about money. I shouldn’t have told you, I–”
She heard the sound of a deep intake of breath and then a sigh.
“No,” Lena said. “I’m sorry. You’re right. I get sensitive about money. You were right to tell me. I’m sorry about the check. I’ve been spending so much on construction and have forgotten to transfer more cash into that account. I know how much you need it, and I know you don’t need it for yourself. I’m sorry.”
Danny chanced a look up, and Lena looked softer now, her eyes kinder.
“Thank you.”
Lena smiled. “And now that we’ve got the awkward part of dinner out of the way, how about some dessert?”
Danny patted her stomach. “I’m totally full,” she said. “I didn’t know there’d be dessert, you should have told me.”
Lena’s smile turned into a grin. “As direct as usual. I’m really going to have to remember how to the point I need to be around you, Danny.”
She stood up, walking around the table and taking Danny’s hand. Pulling her up out of her chair, she placed an arm around her waist and pulled her closer until her lips were brushing Danny’s cheek.
“I wasn’t talking about an edible kind of dessert,” she whispered.
Danny’s stomach flipped, and her insides turned liquidy-warm.
“Oh,” she said. “In that case, yes, I definitely want some dessert.”



Chapter Eighteen
Three days passed with no sign of Lena. Danny craved her touch, her smell, her taste, but she kept herself under control. Lena had told her that she was going to be busy with construction, and Danny had deliberately decided to give her a little time. She didn’t want to be clingy. Besides, she was still waiting for the check to clear and didn’t want to have to discuss money again. And there was plenty to do at the shelter.
Amber was growing fatter by the day, and Lacey was showing sure signs of depression without Lena around. At least the weather had cleared and the dogs could be outside now. Danny was just watching them play through the window when Karla came in.
“Danny, Danny, Danny!”
“Karla, Karla, Karla,” Danny said, turning around to see Karla with a wide grin on her face. “What?”
“You’re gonna need to sit down,” Karla said. “And you’re going to have to promise me that you’re not going to be mad.”
Obediently, Danny sat down as Karla dragged her own desk chair over.
“I can’t promise not to get mad,” Danny said. “I don’t know what you’ve done, or what you’re so excited about.”
“I’ve done something terrible,” Karla said, still beaming. “But with amazing consequences. But if you can’t promise not to get mad than I won’t tell you.”
Danny rolled her eyes. “Fine. I promise I’ll reserve judgement until I’ve heard the whole story, how about that?”
Karla sighed. “I guess it’ll do. Now prepare yourself.”
Danny made a show of getting comfortable, stretching her legs out and rolling her shoulders. She liked Karla. The woman was full of enthusiasm about everything, optimistic, and she was fantastic with animals. She nodded.
“Ready.”
“Okay. So, I stole one of your paintings,” said Karla.
She raised her eyebrows, staring at Danny, daring her to get angry. And Danny was angry, a flush of heat went through her veins. Her paintings were private, for her only. Karla had no right to take one, and no right to even be in her apartment where the paintings were stored. But she’d given her word, so she bit back her anger and nodded to Karla to continue, feeling the blood pulsing with fury in her veins.
“Liam is friends with Laura Bancroft who owns that big gallery in town,” continued Karla. “I was looking for Lacey the other day when you were out shopping. She’d run off and I saw the door to your apartment was cracked open, so I just stuck my head in to see if she was there, and I saw all the new paintings stacked up against the wall. And they took my breath away, Dan. They’re so good, so powerful and passionate, and...”
“Get to the point,” said Danny, her patience rapidly running out.
“So I had this idea. I took one. And then Liam and I took it down to the gallery to show Laura. And, well, the upshot is that she loved it. She wants to hold an exhibition, for you, for your paintings.”
Karla stopped, looking at Danny expectantly. Danny’s anger was gone, leaving as suddenly as it appeared.
“An exhibition?”
Karla nodded.
“Listen, Dan, I’m going to be honest with you. You can’t depend on Lena’s sponsorship forever, and I don’t think you want to. I’m going to be gone soon, I should be qualified by the end of this school year. You need a way to support yourself and the shelter. And this could be that way. Exhibiting your work, letting others see it, buy it, could give you an income. And Laura thinks your pieces are very saleable. She’s talking about thousand dollar price tags, Dan. I know I shouldn’t have done it, I know how private you are about your work, and you have every right to be angry with me. Yell at me if you want to, fire me, but don’t say no to the exhibition just because you’re mad at me. Please think about it.”
Her work, her paintings, lining the walls of a gallery. Long ago, in a different lifetime that had been the only thing she’d dreamed of. But it was a dream she’d abandoned so long ago that now it seemed like it belonged to someone else.
“An exhibition,” she said again.
Karla nodded and was about to speak when the phone rang. Out of habit, Danny leaned forward and picked up the handset.
“Danny?” said a familiar voice.
“Lena,” she said, for Karla’s benefit. “Hey.”
“Listen, I’m feeling bad about being so busy. And bad that we’re not doing things properly.”
“Not doing things properly?”
Lena’s laugh echoed down the line.
“We haven’t even been on a proper date, Danny. That’s how people usually do things. So on Sunday I’ve got the whole day off, no workers, no construction. I was wondering if maybe you’d like to go on a date with me?”
A date. A real date. For some reason the idea scared her. But it was a date with Lena, how bad could it be? Certainly not as bad as bowling with Julia.
“Yes,” she said. “Yes, I’d love to.”
“Perfect. I’ll make restaurant reservations and I’ll text you the details.”
Danny looked over at Karla who looked to be on the edge of her seat, and her heart melted  a little. Karla had done wrong, but she’d also given Danny back a dream she couldn’t remember losing. It was time to show a little gratitude, though she’d barely had time to consider what she’d been told at all.
“It’s good timing,” she said to Lena. “As it happens, I just got some good news myself. I’ll share it with you over dinner.”
Karla jumped out of her seat, wriggling in a silent celebratory dance that made Danny grin.
“I’ll look forward to it,” said Lena. “Oh, and I was definitely teasing about dressing for dinner the other night, but in this case you might want to consider it. Nothing too fancy, but I’m not sure the restaurant allows jeans.”
Danny felt shame flush her cheeks again. But she’d already agreed to the date. Screw it. Maybe Julia could lend her something, maybe she’d find some slacks buried in the back of the closet. She could do this, she could make an effort for Lena.
“Sure,” she said.
✽✽✽
 
“So, you just draw a line under the lashes like this,” Julia said, holding the pencil steady and demonstrating on herself. “It doesn’t matter if it’s not completely straight, because when you’re done, you use a Q-Tip and smudge it a bit.”
Danny’s tongue was sticking out of the corner of her mouth as she concentrated. Make up really wasn’t her thing. But Julia had insisted. And given the fantastic outfit now laid out on her bed courtesy of Julia, she hadn’t really been in a position to say no.
“A little mascara goes next,” said Julia. “Then a smudge of lip gloss, and you’re good to go. See? Four items, even you can handle that Dan.”
Danny sat back, turning her face one way and then the other to get a good look. She had to admit, she looked pretty good. Well, good for her. Not stunning kind of good, but nice. The kohl pencil and mascara made her eyes pop. The gloss reddened her lips just a little. And the slight sweep of blush made her cheekbones stand out.
“It all just washes off with soap and water,” Julia was saying. “So you should get rid of it now and do it fresh about a half hour or so before you plan on going out.”
It was only two steps to the tiny bathroom, and Danny made quick work of washing her face. She was just drying up with a towel when Julia came to lean on the bathroom door frame.
“I’ve got to say, I’m a little surprised with how well you’re taking this exhibition thing,” she said. “It’s not like you. Are you sure about it?”
She was right, it wasn’t like her. Danny shrugged and folded the towel she’d used carefully before pushing past Julia and perching on the edge of the bed.
“I’m not sure,” she admitted, honestly. “But then I’m not not sure either. I’m just kind of confused. And I haven’t actually agreed to anything yet. I’m supposed to meet with this gallery woman first. I’d never have done this myself, I’d have been too afraid. But Karla says that this woman likes my work already. So I guess I have nothing to lose by meeting her, right?”
Julia smiled and sat down beside her, putting an arm around her and pulling her in for a hug.
“I’m so proud of you,” she said. “You’re all grown up.”
“What do you mean?”
Julia let her go and turned a little so that they were face to face.
“I mean that you’ve had your life on hold, Dan. And I understand why. Losing your dad like that was a huge blow. You sort of disappeared inside yourself for a long time. You never took risks, you never thought about the future. You didn’t even like going outside. But now look at you. You’re thinking about holding an exhibition. You’re interested in a woman who likes you back. You’re starting a relationship, wearing make up, and getting out of those jeans for once. You’re changing, growing, you’re more confident, more like the old Danny used to be. And I know it must be scary and weird, and I’m proud of you for embracing the change.”
“I’m not sure I’m embracing the change. I’ve sort of had it thrust upon me,” Danny said.
But her cheeks were warm. She could always trust Julia to be honest with her, and gaining her praise made her happy.
“So when do I get to meet this mysterious woman?” Julia asked.
Danny shrugged. “I don’t know. Soon.”
Julia patted her leg.
“Make it soon, I want to check her out. Make sure she’s good enough for you.”
“Of course she is!” Danny said, not saying that if anything the problem was that she wasn’t good enough for Lena.
“We’ll see about that,” said Julia, standing up. “And now I need to get out of here. I’ve got an early flight to New York tomorrow and I haven’t even started packing yet.”
Danny stood up to kiss Julia’s cheek, seeing the outfit laid out on her bed as she did so.
“Thank you for all your help,” she said. “I’ll get the clothes back to you as soon as I can.”
“No hurry,” Julia waved. “Keep them as long as you need them. And good luck.”
She didn’t show Julia out, she knew her way. Instead, she looked down at the outfit on her bed and sighed. Would it be good enough for Lena? The black pants were tight, the material clung to her skin. The black, strappy top wasn’t much better, showing every curve in her body, not that there were many of those. The belt she liked, with it’s silver studs. The shoes she hated, with their heels that made her feel like a giant. But overall, the outfit wasn’t awful. Better than having to wear a dress at any rate.
She sighed. There were a good three hours before she needed to meet Lena. Three hours to worry about how she was going to look, whether she was going to fall down on those heels in front of a restaurant full of people, if Lena would like the new grown up Danny or not. It seemed like a very long time.
“Danny!”
She turned towards the door, Karla’s footsteps thumping up the stairs. Karla’s face was red, her breathing ragged.
“Amber’s in labor,” she said. “Hurry!”
✽✽✽
 
The dog was lying on her side, panting, her eyes half closed. Beside her, Karla crouched, stroking her and crooning softly. Danny paced the kennel back and forth. Amber wasn’t in distress. Not yet. But it wouldn’t be long.
“It’s been three hours,” Karla said. “We need to think about calling the vet in.”
“Give it another hour or so,” said Danny. “She’s still going strong.”
Karla dripped some water into Amber’s mouth and said nothing. And Danny wondered if she was making the right decision. She’d seen dozens of pups born, dozens of labors. And whilst she wasn’t quite worried yet, a worm of doubt was wriggling in her stomach. She’d have expected a puppy or two by this point, but there was nothing. Amber’s strength wouldn’t hold out for much longer. She paced back and forth again, inhaling the scent of dog hair and sweet clean straw.
She fed the other dogs, bringing them into their kennels but keeping them far away from Amber. She went slowly, petting each dog as she handed over food, taking her time, willing something to happen while she was gone. But when she got back to Amber’s kennel, Karla just shook her head.
Shit. She debated for only a second, seeing Amber’s tired brown eyes looking at her, then grabbed her cell phone. She hit the pre-programmed number.
“Hi, this is the Oakview Animal Shelter, we have a dog in distressed labor,” she said as soon as the phone was picked up.
She heard clicking as the woman on the other end entered something into a computer.
“Ms. Cooper?”
“Yes,” said Danny.
“I’m afraid there’s a hold on your account with this surgery due to outstanding bills. If you’d like to pay that balance now that I can get the vet out to you straight away.”
Shit again. She swallowed, licked her lips. “How much is the balance?”
“Fourteen hundred and three dollars and fifty seven cents.”
She let out a breath. “I’ll get back to you in a few minutes.”
She hung up the phone, quickly opening her online banking app, hoping against hope that a miracle had happened. But no, the check hadn’t gone through.
“They won’t send the vet out until we pay our bill,” she said to Karla, feeling numb inside.
Amber whined as another contraction wrenched through her. Karla laid a hand on the dog’s head, calming her.
“Call the vet school,” she said. “They have an emergency call out service.”
Still numb, so panicked that she was on autopilot, Danny dialled the number as Karla called it out. There was a short conversation and then she hung up the phone.
“The emergency vet’s on another call. They’ll send him out when they can, but it’s likely to be a couple of hours.”
“Shit,” Karla said. She looked down at Amber. “I’ve got a credit card. I can’t take the whole balance of the vet bill, but the card should be good for around five hundred bucks or so. Call back the vet and ask them if they’ll take a deposit on the bill.”
Danny didn’t argue, and didn’t refuse the help. This was an emergency, getting more urgent by the second. Her breath was coming fast now, and she was getting more panicked by the second. She stepped out of the kennel, not wanting to stress Amber with the fear in her voice.
“I’m sorry ma’am, I can’t do that,” said the receptionist.
“This is an emergency,” Danny said, tears springing to her eyes. “A dog’s life is at stake, not to mention her puppies. We need a vet.”
“I understand that ma’am, but I’m the temporary weekend receptionist. There’s literally nothing that I can do. I don’t even know how to remove the block on your account from the system. I’d do it if I could.”
Danny hung up without saying anything further. She sniffed, taking deep breaths, blinking to take the tears away. Then she heard a whining from the kennel.
“Dan!”
She stepped into the kennel, Karla was bending over Amber.
“Something’s happening. There’s a pup there,” said Karla.
She got onto her knees, watching carefully as Amber panted and pushed.
“It’s a big one,” Karla said. “Probably why she’s been having trouble.”
The puppy was large, bigger than she’d ever seen before and Karla’s careful hands supported him, pulling as Amber pushed until finally, the pup landed in the soft straw. Immediately, Karla examined him. Then she shook her head.
“He didn’t make it.”
Tears came back to Danny’s eyes. “You sure?”
But even as Karla nodded, Danny remembered something that she’d once seen her father do. Her hands shaking she picked up the pup, clearing amniotic fluid and blood from his mouth with her forefinger before taking his muzzle into her own mouth and blowing gently. Karla guessed what she was doing, handing her a clean rag to wrap around the pup to warm him. Two breaths, three, four. Danny’s heart was hammering.
“Come on!” she growled, before bending in for another breath.
Five breaths, six, seven. And just as she was going in for the eighth she felt a stir of movement. The pups legs kicked and the tears that had been waiting in her eyes began to fall. Gently she placed the puppy next to his mother, making sure he latched on to a teat and began to feed.
“Another’s coming,” Karla said. “Smaller this time. Looks like it was that big one creating the problem.”
But Danny was too busy watching the fat little pup greedily suck down his mother’s milk to hear what she said.
✽✽✽
 
It was after ten before Amber had six wriggling puppies by her side, but mom and pups all seemed to be doing fine. Karla offered to take the first shift, and Danny let her, handing over the sleeping bag they kept for such emergencies. Once Karla was ensconced in her bag, watching over the puppies, Danny went back inside. She’d take over a little before five so that Karla could go home and get a decent nap in.
Only when she got back upstairs and saw the outfit still lying on her bed did Danny realize what she’d done. Her stomach sank, and her feet pounded back down the stairs again and out into the night.



Chapter Nineteen
She hammered on the door and stood back. The night was warm and she was disoriented enough in time to wonder if perhaps Lena wasn’t even home yet. But no, it had to be late. Maybe too late. Perhaps she should have waited, or called. Danny cursed her own lack of foresight. She could have called at any time, but she hadn’t, she’d been too wrapped up in the drama at the shelter to even think about anything else.
She was about to leave when the door opened. Lena stood, her face flat looking and hard somehow. Danny started to feel the fear rising in her stomach, her blood start pounding with the energy of a fight or flight response. She took a deep breath. Lena said nothing.
“I’m sorry.”
There was a still pause before Lena moved to one side.
“You’d better come inside.”
Danny felt a small welling of relief. At least she wasn’t going to have the door slammed in her face. She stepped inside and followed Lena to the living room. An open bottle of scotch stood on the table, a half empty glass beside it. Danny suddenly became conscious of the fact that she was filthy, and she smelled. Blood was under her fingernails, her jeans and shirt were covered in pieces of straw. She smelled like she’d been working in a slaughterhouse. She didn’t sit down.
“I’m sorry,” she said again. “Amber went into labor. It was a difficult one. Very difficult.” Lena’s face was still hard. “But she’s fine now. And she’s got six healthy pups,” Danny added, hoping the news might soften Lena’s heart a little.
Lena sprawled on the sofa, picking up her drink.
“You couldn’t have called?”
Danny debated walking out. It was clear that Lena had been drinking. But her steps had been steady enough when she opened the door, and there was no slurring in her speech. How to answer her question? Honesty. That had been their deal.
“Yes, I could have,” she said. “But I didn’t. I lost track of time, I was worried about Amber and I’m sorry, again.”
“You know, I thought we should do something normal. A date. But I forgot that you’re not exactly normal, are you Danny?”
And for a split second she thought that Lena was teasing her again, that she was going to be forgiven. But then the look on Lena’s face showed her that she was wrong.
“I’m sorry, I should have called.”
“The problem with you is that you’re so wrapped up in your life the way it is, that you can’t see your life the way it could be,” Lena said. “What’s outside of what you know is so scary to you that you won’t even try.”
“That’s not true!”
It wasn’t. And it wasn’t fair either. She had been trying. She thought about the outfit on her bed, the makeup sitting on her counter, the art exhibition that she hadn’t even told Lena about yet. She thought about all the changes she’d begun to make. It wasn’t true that she was so afraid she couldn’t change.
“But it is, Danny. It is true.”
“You know the problem with you?” Danny asked.
The words were dangerously quiet. She could feel the anger boiling up inside her and knew she should shut up and walk out, come back tomorrow when she was calmer. But she just kept on talking.
“You’re so intent on changing me, making me something that I’m not that you don’t see what I am. Why does it matter what I wear for dinner? What are you trying to make me into? I thought for a second that you might like me for who I am, what I am. But you don’t, do you? You only like me for what you think you can change me into. And what then? What happens when you change me? You’ll run off again just like you have every other time, you’ll move to Sweden or Texas or somewhere else where you never have to see me again. Because getting close to people scares you, so you run away before you can invest yourself in anything.”
She didn’t know where all the words came from. Her body ached with tiredness, her legs felt heavy, her eyes gritty.
“And it seems like I was right to be afraid of growing close to you,” said Lena, leaning her head back on the sofa. “You just stood me up. No call, no nothing. Why should I trust you?”
For a million reasons, thought Danny. Because I’ll never leave you, because I’ll give you the world if that’s what you need. But those weren’t the words that came out. What came out instead was anger.
“I was worried. Amber nearly died, as did all of her puppies. And you want to know why? Really why? Because that check that you said you’d take care of never appeared. Because the vet refused to come out until his outstanding bill had been paid. Because I didn’t have the money to pay that bill.”
Lena stood up, banging her glass on the table so that the fiery liquid inside spilled. Then she stalked over to the dresser against the wall, fumbling with something. There was the sound of tearing paper and she turned back, holding a check.
“So it was about money, was it? What a surprise,” she said, thrusting the check towards Danny.
Danny made no move to take it. And now Lena’s face did soften a little.
“Take it,” she said. “You need it.”
Still Danny didn’t move.
With slender fingers Lena folded the check in half, then in quarters.
“This isn’t going to work Danny. Maybe you’re right. Maybe I’m just not able to be close to someone. Maybe I just can’t trust enough. Or maybe I’m right. Maybe you can’t change enough to be happy. It doesn’t matter who’s right, really, does it? The only thing that matters is that whatever this is we’ve got going on between us, it’s not going to work out.”
She reached out and tucked the folded check under the strap of Danny’s tank top.
“I don’t want your money, I don’t understand what’s happening. I don’t –”
Lena shook her head.
“Dear Danny. You need things direct, like always, I should have known.” A small, rueful smile played on her sweet, pink lips. “Take the money as a donation Danny. And leave. We aren’t compatible, whatever the reasons. A relationship between the two of us won’t work. Do you understand that?”
Danny’s heart was thudding, she felt sick, her legs were shaking. She didn’t move.
“I can’t be more direct,” said Lena. “Leave Danny. Please. Now. And don’t come back. We promised no games, so let’s make this a clean break. Go.”
Her feet seemed fused to the floor. Her mouth was so dry she couldn’t speak.
“Go!”
Lena’s shout brought her to her senses. Adrenaline flooded her system. And she fled, letting the front door slam behind her with the sound of finality.



Chapter Twenty
Danny looked into the mirror. Her eyes were red and swollen from sobbing most of the night before falling into an uneasy sleep. Grey circles ringed her eyes, her skin pallid and yellow looking. Who would want this? Of course someone as beautiful as Lena wouldn’t be interested, just who had she been trying to kid?
She’d had plenty of time to think about the argument, tossing and turning in her bed, sweaty wrapped in the sheets, too cold without them. And maybe Lena had had a point. Maybe she was too scared to change. And why should she change? Her life was going just fine. Alright, not fine. But she loved the dogs, she’d managed to keep the shelter running until now, hadn’t she? Why should she change anything? Julia’s outfit lay in a heap on the bedroom floor, unnoticed and uncared for.
The thing that hurt, really hurt, was that she’d actually thought that things were going to be different, that her luck was changing. But it turned out she’d been right all along. She should have protected herself better, rather than letting hope get the better of her.
She pulled on jeans and a tank top. Losing Lena hurt too. A hurt so deep and piercing that it wasn’t even really hurt anymore. The thought of never seeing her again, never touching her again, never tasting her again was so profoundly painful that it was almost numb.
“I’m here,” she called out to Karla as she went into the kennels. “How are the puppies?”
They were the only thing that mattered now. The dogs. Nothing else. She was damned if she was going to care for anything else now.
“Thriving,” Karla said, scrabbling out of the sleeping bag and yawning. “They’re all doing just fine, unlike me. I’m off home for a while. I’ll be back later.”
And she wandered off, still half asleep. Danny started preparing the food, working automatically and without thought. She was slow, and the dogs were barking, anxious to get their breakfast. When she pushed dishes into the kennels they wolfed down the meat and no sooner had she fed them all than she needed to go back to the beginning and remove empty dishes again.
When they were all fed, she let them out. Screw Lena and her rules. The dogs needed to be outside. It was a beautiful morning, and there was no reason to keep them in. They bounded happily out onto the grass, and Danny closed the gate, walking slowly towards Amber’s cage.
The puppies were fat with milk, their eyes still closed, and Amber was bathing them contentedly, the rasping of her tongue on their fur soothing. Danny sat against the wall and watched.  She wondered if anyone had ever loved her that much, loved her enough to contentedly bathe her, to watch with pride as she ate, wriggling her fat baby legs. She had no memories at all of her mother. There were no pictures in the house, as far as she was aware, and her father would say nothing other than that she’d just up and gone one day.
Falling for Lena had been stupid, idiotic. She should have kept her mouth shut and her hands to herself. She’d known that it would end in pain, and she’d got what she deserved. That was the end of it. Sitting around moping all day wasn’t going to solve anything. She just needed to get back to her normal life and quit dreaming. Dreams weren’t for people like her. She was going to grow old and lonely with her dogs and her cats, and that was just the way it was going to be. She’d accepted that long ago. But the short time she’d spent with Lena somehow made the fact difficult to swallow again.
She sat for a long time watching the puppies, lost in her own thoughts.
✽✽✽
 
Danny was staring at her computer screen when Karla returned. She felt heavy and slow, like she was walking around inside a cloud. She barely noticed the door opening, the ding of the front bell making the smallest impression on her.
“Hey there, how’s Amber doing?”
Danny looked up. Her eyes still felt swollen and misty.
“Fine,” she said, shortly.
“Awesome,” said Karla, seeming not to notice anything wrong.
The other woman pulled a chair up to Danny’s desk and Danny sighed. The last thing she needed now was a heart to heart with Karla.
“So, I’ve got some news,” Karla said.
Danny raised an eyebrow, hoping she’d cut to the chase.
“Laura Bancroft wants to drop by and see you tomorrow, to see some more of your work and discuss the exhibition.”
“No.”
She hadn’t even thought about her answer, the word just slipped out of her mouth. But now that she’d said it, she realized that she meant it. Nobody was coming to her apartment, nobody was coming to look at her art. Nobody was going to invade her privacy. She wasn’t letting anyone in, and that was the end of it.
“But, Dan, she has to. I can rearrange the time if that would work better,” said Karla.
“No!”
The word was sharper this time, louder. Nobody was coming in. She wasn’t about to make the mistake of dropping her defenses again. Not ever.
“Danny, I thought we’d agreed–”
“We agreed nothing,” Danny said, leaning forward.
“But the exhibition...”
“There’s not going to be any exhibition. And I don’t want to hear any more about it.”
Karla flushed a little, but unbelievably kept going.
“Danny, you need–”
And Danny’s temper snapped like a dry twig.
“I need nothing,” she growled. “Nothing. Do you understand? I’m perfectly happy as I am. I’m sick of people trying to change me. So what if I’m not what everyone expects me to be? So what if I don’t fit in with your plans? Because these are your plans, Karla. Not mine. You never should have done this. You had no right to go into my apartment, and you definitely had no right to take any of my art. So you can just tell this gallery woman to stay the hell away from me. I’m not interested in her or in anyone else.”
“I’m trying to help here, Danny,” Karla said.
And Danny could see from her face that she was hurt. But she was angry enough that she just didn’t care. She was sick of people interfering. She knew what was best for herself. And that was keeping the walls up and staying the hell away from other people. Including Karla.
“You’re not helping, you’re not helping in the slightest. In fact, you’re hurting. I trusted you and you went into my personal space and took my personal items. And now you’re trying to badger me into doing something I don’t want to do.”
Her heart was thudding, her blood pounding, she should shut up now. But she didn’t. Just like with Lena.
“And because of all those things, you’re fired.”
Karla’s eyes opened into wide O’s of surprise, her mouth dropping open.
“You heard that right, you’re fired. Get your stuff and get out of here. Go on.”
Slowly, Karla pushed her chair back and stood. She went over to her desk and collected her things, all the while shooting disbelieving glances at Danny like she was expecting her to change her mind. But Danny sat impassively. She didn’t want to fire Karla, not really. But protecting herself was her priority right now, and if that meant doing something difficult, well, it was just what she had to do.
She was silent until Karla walked out, until the front door bell dinged and she was alone. And then the tears came again and her head sank down to her desk as she cried.
✽✽✽
 
As the day turned into the shadows of evening she brought the dogs inside and fed them, checking assiduously on Amber and her pups. And then she closed the kennel door and took deep breaths of the cool air, her gaze wandering over to the property line. Lena was there, safe in her home, probably sad, to give her her due. But also confident that she’d done the right thing, confident that a relationship between the two of them just couldn’t work out. They were too different. Little pieces broke off her heart every time she thought of Lena. They floated away to be eaten up inside her. She was afraid they’d never return, that her heart would never be complete again. But then, that was fine. It’s not like she needed a heart.
She tore her eyes away from the shadows of Lena’s land and took herself inside. And then she curled back up in bed, clothes still on, and cried until she fell asleep again.



Chapter Twenty One
For the next several days Danny got out of bed only to feed the dogs and let them out and in again. In between times she returned to her lair, sleeping or lying on her back staring at the ceiling. The tears were gone now, replaced by something else, a dead feeling, and emptiness that made getting up difficult. Even moving to the bathroom was a chore, and she gave up on showering.
Life seemed to stretch out empty in front of her. But when she tried to think logically, she’d spent such a short time with Lena. Her life was just as empty as it had been a couple of weeks ago, but now it seemed lonely and black and cavernously yawning in front of her. It made no sense. She’d lost nothing. She was hurting, but she was used to that. Losing her father had hurt so badly that she’d never thought she’d be right again, never thought she could smile again. And yet she had. One day.
It was Thursday. She knew that only because the dog food was portioned out into daily doses and that morning she’d crawled out of bed to open Thursday’s box before collapsing back into her blankets. She was lying, sleepless and empty, when she heard noises.
She contemplated getting up. Protecting her territory. But then she just couldn’t be bothered.  The dogs could protect themselves, of that she was sure. There was nothing downstairs or even upstairs to steal. And if someone wanted to hurt her, well, she was hurting already, there wasn’t much more that could be done. She was thinking about the soft slice of a knife through flesh, or the fast journey of a bullet through a body, when footsteps sounded on the stairs.
“Danny! Danny!”
She closed her eyes as the door opened. She knew who it was. The footsteps walked over to the bed, and there was a movement as someone sat down next to her and a cool hand stroked her forehead.
“Are you sick?”
She shook her head.
“You haven’t picked up your phone or answered my messages for days, Dan. I was worried. What’s going on?”
Danny shook her head again and Julia sighed, kicking off her shoes and climbing fully onto the bed.
“You don’t answer messages, you’re still in bed, and you smell like you haven’t showered for days,” said Julia. “If you’re not sick, that only leaves one thing. Heartbroken?”
Silently, still without opening her eyes, Danny nodded. For a long while Julia held her and didn’t speak. Then she moved, pulling at Danny’s hand. Danny let herself be pulled up, led to the bathroom. Julia turned on the shower, the noise of the water echoing in Danny’s head. She pulled off Danny’s tanktop, slid down her jeans and underwear, and pushed her towards the shower. Danny didn’t stop her.
She stood under the hot water for as long as she could stand it, letting the dirt wash away down the drain, letting the warmth relax her. And when her fingers were starting to prune and the water was turning cold, she switched off the shower and got out, drying herself. Clean clothes were lying on the bed, and out of desire for warmth she put them on. Julia was nowhere to be seen, but a fragrant smell was coming from the kitchen. Danny’s stomach growled, she couldn’t remember the last time she’d eaten. She followed her nose.
“Sit,” ordered Julia.
A plate of grilled cheese was placed in front of her, along with a bottle of ketchup.
“Best I can do with the supplies on hand,” Julia said. “Eat.”
Julia pulled out a chair and sat opposite her, watching as she ate. The first bite was hot and delicious, and Danny found herself clearing the plate. When she swallowed the final mouthful, Julia took the plate, put it in the sink, and sat down again.
“Now talk.”
Hesitant at first, but then becoming more fluid as the story went on, Danny told her everything from start to finish. She stopped only to sip at a glass of water. Julia said nothing, letting her speak until she fell silent.
“So what do you want to do?” Julia asked.
Danny shrugged. “I don’t know. Nothing, I suppose. She said to make a clean break of it. It’s obvious she doesn’t want me. Doesn’t like me as I am. That’s the end of it.”
Julia frowned at this. “Do you think you’re being reasonable?”
“What does that have to do with anything?”
Julia sighed and sat back in her chair.
“From what I understand, you were more than willing to make changes to please Lena. You were enjoying it a little, even. Getting out there, wearing something nice, finally seeing your art be appreciated. Those things are scary, yes, but life is scary Dan. And then there’s this woman, a woman that you say is afraid of connecting to people because of her past, a woman that changed herself to please you. More than once she told you she was doing something that she normally wouldn’t do, being direct, asking you to bed, in order to better communicate with you. And then you stand her up, bring money into the argument, both things that you knew would hurt her deeply.”
Danny swallowed.
“Relationships are always about change, Dan. About both of you changing to try and fit together. It sounds like you were well on your way to accomplishing that. And then you had a stupid argument because of something small and thoughtless, something easily apologized for and corrected.”
“Except it’s not. She told me not to come back. She told me to make a clean break of it.”
“Because she’s afraid, Dan. Just as afraid as you are.” Julia took a breath, thinking, then continued. “There are times when if you want something, you have to go and get it. You have to fight for it. Otherwise you lose it forever.”
“She doesn’t want me,” said Danny.
The words stung, but she was getting used to them, repeating them over and over in her head.
“Do you want her?”
Danny nodded.
“Do you love her?”
Without thinking, she nodded again.
“Then go and get her. Explain things, find a way to make things work, fight for what you want.”
“I can’t.”
“Then what are you going to do?” asked Julia in frustration.
For the first time in days, Danny felt something. Anger.
“Nothing!”
“Nothing?”
“Nothing! I’m going to live my life. I’m going to keep this place going for as long as I can, I’m going to eat and sleep and feed the animals. And I’m going to protect myself. I’m not going through this again. I’m not hurting again. It’s too much. So I’m going back to the way things were before. That’s it.”
Julia shook her head sadly.
“You’re wrong, Dan,” she said. “So wrong. You’re loving and generous and you deserve to be with someone. No, someone deserves to be with you. I don’t know if that’s Lena or someone else, but there’s someone out there that is as good and loving and generous as you are. But if you’re not willing to open yourself up to that, there’s nothing I can do. The only reason that you’re hurting so much is that you found happiness, you felt it. And now it’s gone and you feel its loss. But if you prefer to live like this, to be lonely, to be alone, to be unhappy, then there’s nothing I can do for you.”
“Fine,” spat Danny. “Then go. Get out of here. You don’t need to try and help. I’ll help myself. I’m all I’ve got.”
Julia stood up, her chair screeching on the linoleum floor. She put a hand on Danny’s shoulder.
“You’re not all you’ve got,” she said. “You’ve got me. I’m leaving because I don’t want to argue with you. But I’ll be back. Take a couple of days to think about what I’ve said and then we can talk again. You have me, Dan. But you deserve so much more. You have to take the risk though, you have to fight for what you deserve, or else you don’t really deserve it, do you?”
Her footsteps echoed on the stairs, and then she was gone and Danny was sitting alone at the table.
The light was changing, becoming dimmer, more orange, and it was almost time to feed the dogs. Danny didn’t move. The apartment was quiet and still. She was alone. Was this really what she wanted?
A cold bed, going for days without speaking a word, the constant weight and worry of the shelter on her shoulders with no one to share it with. It wasn’t what she wanted. Not if she was being honest. It wasn’t how she’d thought her life would be, it wasn’t what made her happy. Of course she wanted more. Accepting being alone wasn’t the same as wanting to be alone. But there was nothing she could do about it now. Maybe Julia was right. Maybe one day she’d be strong enough to fight for what she wanted. But not today. Not today when she was without Lena, without Karla, without Julia. Today the most she could do was get up and go to prepare the animal food.
She pushed back her chair and with heavy legs walked down the stairs and out to the kennels.



Chapter Twenty Two
Danny’s heart sank as she pulled the last box of food out of the refrigerator. It was Friday. Shopping day. She was going to have to leave the house. There was no choice if the dogs were going to eat. She doled out the remaining food and when the dogs were finished she let them out. She hated leaving them alone while she shopped, but there was no one else to look after them now. Lacey cowered by her legs and she ushered her into the gated run. She checked on Amber one last time, her pups now bigger and fatter than ever, though their eyes were still closed. Then there was nothing else for it but to go.
She took two of the biggest shopping bags she could find from the kitchen, then set off. With no car to take her, it was a good twenty minute walk to the market. A walk that would be worse on the way home, laden down with groceries. The sun beat down on her head and she wondered why she’d even bothered taking a shower that morning. She’d need another by the time she got home, sweat was already trickling down her spine. She had taken a shower though, which she supposed made Friday a better day than any other day that week. Although better was a relative term.
By the time she pushed through the market doors and into the cold air conditioning her top was soaked through with sweat. She pulled out a cart and started her run through the store. She’d done this so often she could shop on autopilot. As always, the butcher was the last stop.
“Always nice to see you, Dan,” Frank said with his customary smile. “I’ll just get your stuff from the back.”
Danny leaned on the cart handle, surveying the contents and hoping she had enough cash to pay for it all.             
“Well, if it isn’t the shelter lady,” said a voice. “How are all those pups doing today?”
She looked up to see an older lady and it took her a second to place her. Then she remembered the notes stuffed into her hand, the donation she hadn’t asked for but had received anyway.
“Fine,” she said, gruffly. She was in no mood to talk.
“Tell me, do you have anyone that you think you might suit me?” the woman asked, stepping closer to the cart. “An older dog maybe, one who’s sedate enough for an old lady like me?”
Danny shrugged. She wished the woman would go away. She didn’t want to talk, she didn’t want to answer questions. Couldn’t the woman see that it was hard enough for her being here, away from home, surrounded by strangers?              
“I could drop by on Saturday, that’s tomorrow, isn’t it? Yes, I could come by in the afternoon.”
Frank came back carrying a large box, just as Danny was shrugging yet again at the woman.
“Would that be alright?” pressed the woman. “Saturday afternoon?”
Danny lost patience, reaching up for the box that Frank was handing her she said: “We’re closed.”
“Well that can’t be right,” said the woman. “Closing on a Saturday. I’d have thought that was your busiest day.”
“We’re closed,” Danny said again, glaring at the woman.
The woman stepped back again, looking flustered.
“Oh, well, if you’re closed, you’re closed, I guess,” she said. “I suppose I can try elsewhere.”
She walked off and Danny watched her until she realized that the box she was pulling on wasn’t moving. She turned to Frank, who pulled the box back towards himself.
“You can’t talk to potential customers that way, Dan,” he said. “Drives them right away. It’s no way to run a business.”
“She was being pushy.”
“No, she was asking questions and you were rude. What would your father think? He didn’t raise you to behave like that. I saw you talking to that woman before, and you were nice as pie. What happened to make you speak to her like that?”
“Nothing,” Danny said.
But she knew exactly what had happened. The last time she’d spoken to the woman she’d been happy, she’d had Lena and hope. Now she had nothing and she’d turned into someone who’d snap at a poor lonely lady that wanted a dog. She felt a bite of regret.
“Something must have happened,” said Frank. “And you don’t have to tell me what, it’s none of my business. But if you want to keep your dad’s place going, you’re going to need to do a better job than that. People try to help you and you snap their heads off. That’s not what makes the world go round. I was friends with your father for thirty years, and he’d have been ashamed to hear how you spoke to that lady.”
Danny hung her head, her cheeks ablaze. Frank was right, her father would have skinned her with his tongue if he’d have heard that conversation.
“You’re right, Frank. I’m sorry.”
“It’s not me you need to be apologizing to,” he said, sliding the box across the counter to her. “But that lady’s long gone now. You might want to remember to have a little empathy and gratitude, Dan. There’s no shame in that, it’s not a weakness to be kind to people. Your dad worked long and hard to raise you up into a kind, loving person. Someone who knew how to work hard, someone with the courage and morals to stand up for what she thought was right, to fight for what she wanted, and someone who treated others with a bit of respect. Don’t let all his hard work go to waste. He gave his life over to raising you, Dan. Don’t forget it.”
She accepted the box, putting it in the cart.
“Thanks, Frank,” she said, still ashamed. “I’ll make my apologies if I see the woman again.”
“She’s in here every Tuesday and Friday,” he said, grinning at her now. “So just you make sure you do. You’re a good girl, Danny, and you know better.”
She pushed her cart away thoughtfully. Frank was a kind man, but she hadn’t given much thought to how wise he could be.
✽✽✽
 
When she arrived back at the shelter, a car was in the parking lot. She recognized it immediately as Karla’s. Trepidation made her tread quietly as she entered the office.
“Hey.”
Karla’s head turned from her screen.
“Hey.”
Danny shuffled her feet, then looked back at Karla.
“What are you doing here?”
“I gave you a few days to cool down,” Karla said. “You need me here. The dogs need me. I’m not about to leave you here alone. Maybe you’re right and I was wrong to try and arrange the art exhibition. But I was only trying to help. Honestly, I never meant to make you angry, or to encroach on your privacy. But I’m here because I want to be. I like working here, I want to see Amber’s pups grow up. You might still be mad at me, and you might still fire me again, but I’m damned if I’m sitting at home when where I really want to be is here. So I showed up hoping you might have reconsidered.”
Danny looked down at the floor. “Fighting for what you want,” she said, half under her breath.
“What?”
“Nothing,” she said. And she looked up again at Karla. She might as well get used to giving apologies. “I’m sorry. Truly sorry. I lost my temper and that was wrong. I was upset about something else and I took it out on you and that was unfair. I love you working here and I need your help, and I’m lucky that you’re still willing to offer it.”
Karla grinned.
“You are pretty lucky,” she said. “But then again, I’m lucky to be able to be here. So I guess we’re both lucky.”
“Forgiven?” Danny asked.
“Forgiven,” said Karla. “And I won’t say another word about art or exhibitions or anything else. Just know that if you ever change your mind, all you need to do is say the word and I’ll get things set up.”
Danny pressed her lips together to stop herself from speaking. She couldn’t do the exhibition. Just couldn’t. But she didn’t want to offend Karla again after just being forgiven.
“Were you upset about Lena?” Karla asked, her eyes narrowing a little.
“What do you mean?” Danny was taken by surprise. She hadn’t spoken about Lena to Karla at all.
Karla laughed. “It was obvious from the first minute she walked into this place that the two of you were meant for each other. I could barely breathe from all the sexual tension in the air. I was keeping my fingers crossed that you’d end up together.”
“Well we didn’t,” Danny said baldly.
“Then she’s a fool,” said Karla. “Letting someone as good as you get away. She’s not as smart as I thought she was. She’d be lucky to have you, and I’m guessing she’s going to be realizing that sometime soon.”
“I don’t think so,” said Danny. “But thank you for saying it anyway.”
“I’m not just trying to be nice. I mean it. If she can’t see how good you are, then she doesn’t deserve you,” said Karla stoutly.
Danny gave a half smile. “Then thank you again,” she said. “And if you don’t mind, there’s a couple of things I need to do upstairs. I’ll only be a half hour or so.”
“Take your time,” Karla said, drawing her chair back towards her computer. “I’m here to hold the fort.”
✽✽✽
 
The tin box was old and dusty, pushed to the back of a cabinet in the kitchen where she didn’t have to see it and be reminded every day of what had happened to her father. She drew it out slowly, feeling its weight as she carried it to the kitchen table.
She’d found the box under the bed. Under her father’s bed. Two days after he was gone, the evening of his funeral. And she hadn’t been able to open it. Hadn’t wanted to deal with whatever was inside. So it had lurked in the kitchen cabinet for the last few years, hidden and almost forgotten. She didn’t quite know what had brought it to mind. Perhaps talking with Frank, perhaps the memory of her father the way he had been, the man who had taught and loved her no matter what she was. When she’d told him she was gay, he’d laughed.
“Can’t blame you on that,” he’d said. “I like the ladies myself, so I see what you see in them.”
And that had been that. No questioning, no panic, no recriminations. Not that she’d thought there would be. She hadn’t been nervous about telling him. A reflection, she realized now, on his parenting style. She’d never been afraid to tell him anything.
The lid was hard to open, in the end she grabbed a kitchen knife and pried it up. Inside she found a pile of photos. Picking them up carefully, she began to go through them.
They all brought back memories. Her birthday parties, her first day of school. Her and Julia dressed up for prom. Her father was in none of them, couldn’t be, since he was the one taking the pictures. They were all of her. And it occurred to her then just how much her father had given up to raise her. To keep her. Whatever else he may have wanted in life, a new wife, travel, a new job, he’d put aside all of it when they’d been left alone. It was a sad thought that such a tremendous sacrifice had been made for her.
The very last picture was the only one she didn’t recognize. She recognized the person, it was her. But the hair cut was wrong, the angle of the smile just a little off. It took a few seconds of staring before she realized it must be her mother. For a long time she sat and stared at the photograph. Then she put it away at the bottom of the box, piled the others on top of it, and pushed the box back into the kitchen cupboard.
How afraid must her father have been, she thought. Being left alone with a daughter not more than six months old, a baby that he needed to care for and provide for. But he’d done it. He’d done it well, no matter how scary it was. And how much must it have hurt to give up everything for the sake of a baby? Not that she thought he regretted it, but it must have hurt nevertheless.
Sitting at the kitchen table, things slowly began to come together. The words of Julia and Frank, the actions of Karla and her father, all began to mingle in her mind. She drew courage from them, confidence. She had promised to be honest with Lena, but she had never bothered promising to be honest with herself. And now she was. She didn’t want to be alone. She didn’t want the life she’d had before. She didn’t want to be a grouchy, lonely old hermit. Lena had made her a better person. As much as she might balk at being changed, the changes were making her better. Nicer, happier, more polite, and a thousand other things. They were making her back into the kind of person her father had raised her to be. And that had to be worth something.
More than that, her dreams had to be worth something. She’d buried them for so long that she’d forgotten that the treasure was there. She stood up, going back down the stairs. If you wanted something, you fought for it. Maybe you won, maybe you lost, but either way, you knew that you’d done all you could to achieve it. She went back into the office.
“Were you scared?”
Karla looked up. “Huh?”
“Walking back in here this afternoon, were you scared?”
Karla laughed. “Of course. You might have punched me for showing up again. Or yelled at me again. Or just called the police and had me thrown out. Or you could have apologized and let me have my job back. But yeah, I was nervous, anyone would be, I suppose.”
“But you did it anyway. Came here, I mean, even though you were scared.”
“Sure. It was important. This place is important to me, and so are you. I would never have forgiven myself if I didn’t at least try to talk you around.”
She was hovering around a decision, knowing clearly what she needed to do but not quite able to do it. Anxiety was bubbling in her stomach. Could she forgive herself if she didn’t at least try to talk to Lena? Would she regret it forever if she just let herself be left alone? She took a deep breath and Karla watched her with glinting eyes.
“Do it,” said Karla.
“What?”
“Do it. Go after her. Go knock on that door, you know you want to. It’s a risk and it’s terrifying, but if you don’t do it you’ll always wonder what could have been. You owe it to her to try again, and you owe it to yourself. Just go.”
Danny hesitated for just one moment more, and then she turned and ran upstairs.



Chapter Twenty Three
If she was going to do this, she was going to do it properly. She showered as quickly as she could, the water barely even having enough time to warm up before she was switching it off again. Back in her bedroom she rescued the outfit that Julia had given her from its pile on the floor. Thankfully it didn’t look too worse for wear. She pulled it on and then went over to the counter. Makeup.
Desperately she tried to remember exactly what Julia had told her to do. A little blush, a little of the black pencil, smudge it with a Q-Tip, a little mascara, a little lip gloss. She stood back and looked at herself. Her hands shaking she grabbed a comb and slicked her still wet hair back. She’d do, she guessed. The only part she skipped was the high heeled shoes, she was in a hurry and they’d slow her down. Instead she picked up the cleanest pair of black sneakers she could find. Another look in the mirror and she was ready. She didn’t want to give herself any time at all to think.
Lena’s driveway was so covered in dust that Danny’s feet created clouds as she pounded towards the house. She was sure now, as sure as she’d ever been of anything in her life. Lena was good for her, Lena made her a better person, and she didn’t want to live knowing that she hadn’t even tried. She knocked on the front door, then knocked again, and again, finally giving in and turning the door handle. But the door was locked. Panicking now, she looked around and saw no sign of Lena’s car. Fuck. She was out.
She took deep, heaving breaths. Her moment, the one time she decided to do something truly brave, and Lena wasn’t even home. Would she have the strength to do this again? Yes, she decided. Yes. This was what she wanted, so dammit, she was going to try.
She walked more slowly back down the driveway. A pile of construction trash stood near the entrance to the road, blue plastic, bricks and yet more dust. As she approached so too did another man. He was tall and his skin had the leathery look of someone who was outside all day.
“Lookin’ for Miss Travers?” he asked, cheerily.
“Uh, yeah,” said Danny.
“Oh, she’s gone,” he said, dumping a wheelbarrow of broken bricks onto the trash pile. “Told us to clean up the site and get out of here. Paid the contract breaking fee and everything. Looks like she’s given up.”
An acrid sickness bubbled in Danny’s stomach.
“Gone?” she asked, not believing it.
The man nodded. “Left about twenty minutes ago or so. Suitcases and all.”
Twenty minutes. Just twenty minutes and her life would have been so different. It was her own fault for taking so long to decide what was right. It was, she thought, something that she’d forever blame herself for. Tears were pricking in her eyes and the man was looking at her kindly, then he seemed to make his mind up about something and gave her a small nod.
“She’s gone to the airport,” he said. “I saw one of those blue and white envelopes they give you with plane tickets inside. If it’s important I reckon you could probably catch her.”
But Danny wasn’t listening anymore, she was running again.
“Keys,” she wheezed as she launched through the door to the shelter office.
Karla looked up and frowned.
“Lena. Gone. Airport. Keys.”
She was incapable of forming whole sentences. It was just as well that Karla was smart, because she did nothing other than toss her car keys over to Danny who caught them one handed and fled yet again.
The engine started on the first try and she peeled out of the parking lot.
✽✽✽
 
At first the traffic was a blessing. It gave Danny time to sit back and catch her breath. She kept her eyes on the car in front, moving a few inches whenever she could. But after ten minutes she was starting to get impatient. She banged her fists on the steering wheel.
“Come on!”
Why did everything have to be against her? First missing Lena by just twenty minutes, and now the traffic. She wanted to scream. She’d finally decided to do something, finally decided that she’d risk anything it took to be happy, that being happy was important. And now she was being blocked from every angle.
The car in front moved a little more and she followed, keeping as close as she dared. And as she came up over the lip of a small rise in the road she could see a long shining line of cars snaking out before her. And then she did scream. It was going to take hours to get out of this.
Fight. Fight. Fight. The word kept rolling around in her head. She needed to fight for what she wanted. The car in front moved two inches. No, it wasn’t going to end like this. She wasn’t going to just allow her chance of happiness to get on a plane while she sat here stuck in traffic. It just wasn’t good enough. Craning over to the passenger side she saw the beginnings of an exit ramp a little way down the road. She revved the engine, turned the steering wheel, and coasted onto the shoulder of the road, the car bumping and jolting as it went.
Her hands were sweaty around the steering wheel. She knew Oakview itself well, but around the airport, outside of the town, she wasn’t so confident. She took the turns she thought would lead her closer to the place she needed, but a sweat was breaking out on her forehead now. Every time she saw a low flying plane she tried to follow where it came from. She turned so many times that she had no idea where she was, and it was only when she saw a meshed wire fence and recognized the markings of the runway that she realized she was behind the airport itself.
She slowed down. The fence made a sharp left turn, but the road continued on straight. She took a deep breath, licked her dry lips, then slowed down further, coasting the car to a stop on the verge.
Double checking that the car was in park, she got out and locked the doors. Then she thanked God that she’d worn sneakers and started to run, following the fence around and pounding through the grass. She made it most of the way towards the next corner before the sirens sounded behind her.
✽✽✽
 
“Ma’am, airports are protected spaces. There are cameras all around the perimeter.”
“But I’m not doing anything,” Danny wailed. “I’m just trying to get to the airport before my friend leaves. That’s all I want.”
The officer turned around, studying Danny in the back seat of the car, her hands cuffed in front of her. Danny tried to blink away the tears, but she couldn’t. All this way, all this effort, and now she was never going to make it. She sniffed.
“This friend is special, is she?” asked the cop.
Danny nodded miserably. The cop’s green eyes narrowed and she pursed her lips in thought, and Danny saw her chance, saw that the woman was beginning to thaw a little.
“I love her,” she said. “I love her and I’ve never told her and now she’s leaving forever and I can’t let it happen. Please believe me. I just need to get to the airport. I’ll do anything you need. You can lock me up after. Just please let me get to the airport first.”
The cop watched her for a few more moments, then bent to pick up the car radio.
“Officer Ford,” she said. “No problems here, just a lost traveler. I’ll make sure she gets safely into the airport, but otherwise nothing to report.”
Danny’s heart lightened a little.
“Thank you, thank you,” she said as the cop put the radio down.
“You just make sure that you tell this woman exactly what she means to you,” said the cop, pulling the car away from the verge.
Then she reached up and flicked on the sirens and Danny was pushed back into her seat as they took off at high speed.
They reached the airport in less than two minutes and Danny frantically tried to open the door, but it wouldn’t budge.
“Hold up there,” said the cop. “I need to open it from the outside, and I need to get those cuffs off you.”
She got out of the car and opened Danny’s door and Danny thanked her profusely as the handcuffs were removed. She leaned in closer and saw that the cop’s name badge read ‘Lucy Ford.’ She vowed to remember the name and do something to thank the woman properly.
“No more wandering around the outside of airports,” said the cop. “And you treat this woman well. My wife would kill me if I stopped you from declaring your love for someone, though my captain might not be too happy if he finds out I’ve let you go. Go on, good luck!”
Danny ran through the doors that slid open just as she reached them and plunged into the cool air conditioning of the airport. She looked to the left, then to the right, seeing no sign of anyone that looked like Lena. So she chose a direction and started running, keeping her eyes peeled for Lena’s dark hair.
Twice she covered the length of the departure hall, and she saw nothing. She stopped, heart thudding and short of breath by the security gate. That was the only answer. Lena must have gone through already. She caught her breath, then shrugged. She’d already been almost arrested once. She strolled over to the security line, trying to look casual.
“Boarding pass,” said the official.
She took a deep breath. “I’m afraid I don’t have one. But I desperately need to catch up with my friend who–”
She didn’t have time to finish before she was waved away and another passenger took her place, starting to place his hand luggage in a plastic basin. She pushed her way back to the official.
“Ma’am, I–”
“No boarding pass, no entry. It’s the law, ma’am, there’s nothing I can do,” said the official. “Now kindly step away from the security gate before I’m forced to get an officer over here.”
A boarding pass. She needed a boarding pass. She breathed quickly, scanning the departure hall and seeing the ticket office of a low cost airline she started to run again.
“I need your cheapest ticket for any flight leaving this afternoon,” she said.
The woman behind the desk began clicking away on her computer terminal and Danny closed her eyes, praying that her personal overdraft wasn’t suspended as well as her business account one.
“Heading somewhere nice?”
She must be dreaming. That was the only answer. She kept her eyes tightly closed.
“Don’t want to speak to me? I don’t blame you.”
She screwed her eyes even more tightly closed.
“You’re not real,” she said.
There was a soft laugh, then: “I can assure you, I’m very real. And very annoyed. Traffic was terrible and I’ve just missed my flight. Perhaps if you open your eyes you’ll see for yourself that I’m real?”
Danny shook her head, her heart pounding.
“Ma’am, the cheapest ticket will be two hundred and twenty dollars including tax departing at sixteen-oh-four for Salt Lake City. What name will the ticket be under?”
And now Danny did open her eyes, looking at the ticket clerk who seemed completely unconcerned with anything else that might be happening.
“She doesn’t need the ticket,” said Lena. “Unless, that is, you really want to go to Salt Lake City?”
She gave Danny a questioning look and Danny was so incredulous at the fact that not only was Lena real but that she was right here, standing beside her, talking to her, that she just gaped, open mouthed.
“I think no ticket then,” said Lena. “But thank you.”
Lena took her elbow, and Danny allowed herself to be gently led away.



Chapter Twenty Four
The airport hummed around them, and Danny grasped the steaming cup of coffee that Lena had placed in front of her. She didn’t know where to begin. She was so taken aback by actually finding Lena at all after everything that she felt like she’d lost her tongue.
“Am I wrong in thinking that you’re here looking for me?” Lena asked, cupping her hands around her own coffee.
Danny shook her head.
Lena sighed. “Want to tell me why?”
Danny stared down into the coffee, begging the fragrant drink to give her the words to express what she needed to.
“You’re wrong,” she said, finally.
“Wrong?” asked Lena, raising her eyebrows.
“Wrong,” Danny said, definitely. “Wrong about everything. I’m risking everything to come here right now and tell you how I feel. My life has been safe, small, comforting. I’ve built walls and kept myself locked away from anything close to a chance, an opportunity. But as soon as you came along, suddenly things started changing, and I don’t really know why. I just know that they did. Suddenly it was like the windows were cracking open, and I could see the light coming in. And I am willing to change my life for you, Lena, truly I am. I want to be happy. I want to live life, not just have it happen to me.”
Lena said nothing, her face impassive.
“It’s not about money, but I think you knew that already. You used it as an excuse to get mad with me. It’s about taking chances. And you’re just the same as me, even though you might think that you’re not. I build walls to keep people away from me, to keep myself safe. But you run away, for the exact same reason. And I think you’re wrong to do that now. Wrong to run away.”
Lena shook her head. “Danny, I–”
“Let me finish,” Danny said. Now that she’d started, she didn’t want to stop, was afraid of stopping until everything was out there.
“I realized something,” she continued. “The first time I saw you, you were beautiful. Dancing all alone on that dancefloor, so graceful, so confident. And I thought that someone like you would never want someone like me. But then I realized that you’re just like me. Because as beautiful and graceful and confident as you looked out there, you were alone. Alone just like me. Alone because you’re afraid to let anyone close because losing someone close is the worst hurt that there is. And I didn’t know that until I lost you, until you threw me out. Somebody told me that you have to fight for what you want, or you don’t deserve it. That relationships are scary, life is scary. So that’s why I’m here. To fight for you.”
“To fight for me?” Lena said. Her cheeks were flushing a pale pink.
Danny nodded. “Because for some reason I’m a better person when you’re around. Because I like you, I feel a connection to you. And because I’m ready for something new, I’m willing to take the chance. And I know it might end terribly, and I might get hurt, but I’m hurting already, so what difference does it make? Even a little bit of happiness has to be worth more than none at all.”
Lena had closed her eyes now, and Danny thought that maybe she was angry, or disappointed that Danny had come at all after being told to make a clean break of it. And anger welled up in her chest. Screw it, she’d come here to do something and she was damn well going to do it.
“We have to compromise. We have to realize that two people are always going to make mistakes together. But it’s learning from the mistakes that is important, not the mistakes themselves. Yes, I should have called you, I should have been more considerate. And you should have been more patient, should have realized that sometimes there are things outside of my control. But in the end, those things just shouldn’t matter. What should matter is the feelings.”
Her eyes were still closed, and Danny gulped. There was only one thing left to say.
“I would like you to stay,” she said. “Not to run away. To give this a chance. To take a risk on me like I’m willing to take on you.”
“Why?” asked Lena, eyes still closed.
“Because I love you.”
Only then did she see the trickle of a tear sneak from under Lena’s eyelid. Scrabbling around she found a tissue in her pocket and pressed it into Lena’s hand.
“I didn’t mean to upset you,” she said. “And I’ll leave now if that’s what you want. But I couldn’t let you leave without telling you all of this. I’d never forgive myself.”
Lena sniffed and dabbed at her eyes, then she cleared her throat. Danny steeled herself for what had to come, for the inevitable rejection. She was more ready for it than she had realized.
“Okay,” Lena said.
“Okay?”
“Okay,” she said, starting to smile. “Okay, I’ll take the chance. I’ll come back with you. Okay.”
Danny was stunned, she sat silent as the airport crowds bustled around her.
“Why?” she asked, finally.
Lena looked off into the distance. “Because you’re right,” she said. “Right about everything. I’ve spent so long being alone that I don’t know how to be together with someone. But I’m willing to try and learn with you. Coming here, saying what you did, is the bravest thing I’ve ever seen. No one has ever done that before. The number of times I’ve run away, and no one has ever come chasing after me. And because, as hard as it is to say, I can’t stop thinking about you.”
She turned to Danny now, reaching out to take her hand, and Danny’s fingers twined with hers.
“And because maybe I love you too,” she said.
Danny was shaking. She couldn’t help it. Her heart was floating in her chest and her whole body was shaking.
“Shall we go home?” asked Lena.
And then Danny smiled and laughed and eventually was so hysterical that tears were pouring from her eyes.
“What?” asked Lena. “What is it? What did I say?”
And through chuckles and tears Danny managed to explain about Karla’s car which she’d left somewhere by the airport’s fence.
“I’ve returned my car,” Lena said. “It was a rental. But it’s fine, we’ll walk to Karla’s.”
Which just made Danny laugh even harder. And when she finally caught enough breath to explain, Lena looked both shocked and impressed.
“You got arrested for me?” she asked.
Danny nodded.
Lena got up, pulling at Danny’s hand until she was standing too. And then she wrapped an arm around Danny’s waist, pulling her in closer. Their lips met in soft warmth and Danny’s pulse started to race as Lena’s tongue reached for hers. After a long minute, Lena pulled away.
“You really are special, Danny,” she said. “I’ve never met anyone quite like you.”
“Thank God for that,” said Danny. “Otherwise you might have preferred her.”
Lena shook her head solemnly. “No way. You’re the one I want, with all you strange eccentricities and all the animals and everything that makes you you. I want you.”
Danny felt the warmth spreading through her, her breath catching in her throat.
“In that case,” she said. “I guess I’d better find a way to get you back home before you change your mind and jump on a plane.”
“I’m far more likely to jump on you,” Lena said, leaning in close to whisper in her ear. “But I’m afraid that might just get us both arrested.”
And they were both laughing as they linked hands and strolled out of the airport.



Epilogue
Danny shivered. It was chilly, and she wrapped the blanket more firmly around herself. The trees were still bare, though green grass was starting to poke its head through the dirt. She pressed her forehead against the window pane.
“Here,” said Lena, coming into the room and handing her a mug of hot chocolate.
“It’s hard to believe it’s really finished,” said Danny, still looking outside.
“Officially done,” Lena said. “Which given that we’re supposed to be opening tomorrow morning is probably a good thing, right?”
Danny let her eyes stray across the huge fenced in paddock, empty of dogs this cold morning. Her eyes moved over to the new indoor play area, where she was sure that the dogs were all happily running around in the warm.
“I can’t believe you did all this for me,” she said.
Lena grinned. “It wasn’t just for you, it was for the dogs mostly. Besides, it wasn’t like I bore the entire financial burden. You’re getting quite the reputation now that you’ve had your first exhibition. A good part of the expenditure was yours, you know.”
Danny could see the dark green truck with the name of the shelter stenciled on it standing in the driveway. Behind it was the small brick building that Karla had agreed to move into as her own surgery as soon as her final exams were done. A vet on site. It didn’t get much better than that.
“I know,” she said. “And there’ll be more money coming in soon, I guess.”
Lena put an arm around her, soothing her anxiety a little. The very thought of opening an exhibition in Chicago was terrifying to her. But she’d make it, just as she had done with the Oakview exhibition, as long as Lena was by her side.
“What about the house?” asked Lena. “Liking it as much as you thought?”
Danny nodded eagerly. The house was perfect. Lena had designed it, and as a surprise had added a small attic studio for her. The skylights up there poured in the perfect light for painting, and she’d been overwhelmed when she’d seen the room.
“Well, the dogs are fed and playing, and the weather is still cold as all hell. What say you we go back to bed for a little while?” Lena asked.
“Oh, I’m not tired,” said Danny.
Lena laughed. “That’s not really what I meant.”
Danny grinned. “I know. I was just playing with you.”
She turned away from the window and saw the bed with its rumpled comforter. Three pairs of eyes gleamed up at her from the warm bundle of blankets.
“Um, looks like we’re going to have to fight for room,” she said.
Lena rolled her eyes and began ushering two of the cats and Lacey off the bed.
✽✽✽
 
“This place is amazing!” Grace was holding on to Pepper, who was tugging at his lead, whilst Eva played with a little terrier that had been brought in the week before.
“Isn’t it?” said Danny, still disbelieving that the shelter looked so great. The combining of the original shelter property with Lena’s land had meant that they had more than enough room for all the amenities.
“And it looks like people enjoy being here,” added Grace.
Danny had been a little worried about holding their opening day during such cold weather. But Lena had convinced her, and they’d ordered in special outdoor heaters, the indoor play area was open for visitors, and Karla and Liam were handing out hot dogs and warm drinks. There was even a small display of her own artwork on one of the walls of the indoor play area.
“It’s incredible,” Danny said.
“You won’t be lacking for donations, I’m thinking,” said Grace. Then seeing Eva cuddling the terrier called over: “Honey, we live on a boat, we really don’t have room for two dogs.”
“He’s a small dog,” Eva pouted back. “And he’s adorable.”
“He’s really not likely to grow much bigger,” put in Danny. “And it’s generally easier to have two dogs, you won’t have to worry so much about leaving Pepper alone.”
“Don’t you start,” said Grace.
But she was smiling fondly at Eva and Danny had a feeling that the little terrier would have a happy home with his big brother Pepper before the end of the day.
“Dan!”
Danny spotted Lena running over and grinned at Grace before turning away from her.
“What?”
“Where’s Amber?” asked Lena, panic starting to show on her face. “I can’t find her anywhere. I thought she was with the others but...”
Danny felt herself blush. “Um, I put her in the house, to keep her calm,” she said.
“Danny,” Lena said in a warning tone.
“Lena.”
“Dan, we have seven cats and with Danny Dog and Lacey both living in the house we have two dogs already. We can’t add another one.”
“Why not? Amber’s lovely, and she’s lonely now that her puppies have gone.”
If she were being honest, Danny had a soft spot for Amber. She felt a connection with the dog, partly due to her role in her and Lena’s relationship. But she knew that Lena was very much against having another dog in the house.
“She’s a beautiful dog and she’ll make a family very happy,” said Lena. “You can’t adopt all the dogs yourself. Besides, we just don’t have the room.”
“There’s always room for more dogs,” Danny said.
Lena’s brow crinkled in the way it always did when she was starting to get angry. “No, Danny. I mean it. No more inside dogs.”
She stalked away and Danny let her go. She knew from experience now that Lena’s anger would fade away over the rest of the afternoon. And she knew that Lena adored Amber and wouldn’t be able to throw her out of the house by the time they got home.
From inside the play area music started, streaming out of the speakers they’d hooked up specially for the occasion. The sound made Danny jump, and she hurried off to make sure that the dogs weren’t scared by the beat.
✽✽✽
 
It was dark, but the lights strung up around the yard bathed people in a glow of yellow, the heaters were still working, and music was still thumping. It wasn’t late enough yet for Danny to be worried about the dogs. People were having fun, and thanks to a mobile bar were drinking and dancing and most importantly, donating.
“Come and have a drink,” Lena said, joining Danny who was leaning against a wall watching the revelry.
“In a minute,” she said.
Before Lena could try to persuade her further, her cell phone dinged. Danny slid it out of her pocket and read the notification, her heart dropping.
“What is it?” asked Lena.
“The kill shelter, the one we got Danny Dog from,” said Danny. “They’ve got three dogs on death row right now, they need to be rescued tonight.”
“We’ll take them,” Lena said, immediately.
“What? All of them?”
“There’s always room for more dogs, or so you said,” Lena said, grinning. “And we’ve definitely got the room. We’ll go pick them up as soon as we’ve arranged for Karla, Eva, and Grace to look after things here.”
Danny quickly texted the kill shelter before Lena had a chance to change her mind. Three dogs. She smiled happily as she wrote the message, saving three dogs made her happier than anything else had made her today. When she slid her phone into her pocket, she saw that Lena was watching her carefully.
“What?”
“I think there’s time for just one short thing before we leave,” Lena said.
And then she was pulling on Danny’s hand, dragging her out into the middle of the impromptu dancefloor, and wrapping her arms around her waist. Danny stiffened as Lena began to move, embarrassed and not sure what to do with herself.
“Relax,” Lena whispered, holding her closer. “You’re with me. It’s fine.”
So Danny allowed herself to relax, her body molding against Lena’s as the music flowed over them. Feeling Lena so close to her she could forget that there was anyone else in the world.
“I love that you’re willing to drive through the night to go and rescue dogs,” Danny said, quietly.
“I love that you’re lying there next to me every morning when I wake up,” Lena responded.
“Even though it’s five o’clock in the morning?” teased Danny.
“I love waking up next to you any time in the morning,” Lena said.
She bent her head and softly started to kiss Danny’s neck, her teeth nibbling at her skin until Danny felt the rise of heat in her stomach and her pulse quickened.
“Maybe we should dance more often,” said Danny.
“We have to make time for rescuing dogs as well,” said Lena, nuzzling her face into Danny’s neck. “But that’s not a problem. We’ve got all the time in the world.”
Danny lay her cheek on the top of Lena’s head. “All the time in the world,” she agreed.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Thanks for Reading!
If you liked this book, why not leave a review? Reviews are so important to independent authors, they help new readers discover us, and give us valuable feedback. Every review is very much appreciated.
And if you want to stay up to date with Oakview news and new releases, then sign up for my newsletter, or follow me on Twitter!
If You Liked this Book...
...then you might want to check out Coffee for Two: An Oakview Lesbian Romance Novella or Saving the World: An Oakview Lesbian Romance Novel. Or maybe Dance with Me: An Oakview Lesbian Romance Novel, a brand new second chance romance coming soon from Sienna Waters. Turn the page to check out the first chapter!



Dance with Me: An Oakview Lesbian Romance Novel
Prologue
Ema threw herself back onto the bed so that her long, blonde hair splayed in a halo around her head. She closed her eyes and sighed, but Ella knew it was a sigh of contentment rather than worry. The mattress bounced a little as Ella turned over and propped her head up on her hand, watching her best friend. Ema’s dark eyelashes gently brushed her cheeks and she sighed again, for effect this time.
“So?” asked Ella.
“So? Twelve years. Well, eleven and then some, I guess. And we’re finally almost done. There’s only prom left, then senior week, then we’re out of this hell hole forever.”
“That’s only if you passed your calc final,” Ella said, digging a finger into Ema’s ribs and wiggling it to tickle her.
“Ugh, don’t remind me,” said Ema, shuffling away from the merciless finger.
Personally, Ella had never thought of Oakview as a hell hole. Far from it. She loved the town, loved drinking coffee in the coffee shops on campus and pretending she was an undergrad. Loved that she knew every street, every store, every short cut. But then Ema had always been different. More independent, more rebellious maybe. Like when she dyed her hair pink and got suspended for three days only to come back with it dyed green instead.
“No, there are big things coming,” Ema said now. “Big things for us. I can feel it. Here.”
She took Ella’s hand and laid it on the smooth skin of her stomach where her t-shirt had ridden up. Ella fought not to snatch her hand back again. It was complicated. She was rapidly coming to the conclusion that everything was complicated when you were eighteen and it didn’t look like anything was going to get easier.
“Do you think we’ll make it?” asked Ella. “I mean, being so far away from each other.”
Ema propped her head up now, frowning and rolling her eyes at the same time.
“As if anything could come between the two E’s.”
The two E’s. Since fifth grade they’d been the two E’s. Inseparable. Doing everything together from joint birthday parties to sleep overs, to drinking their first illegal beer. It was only recently that things had changed.
“I know we’ll still be friends,” said Ella. “That’s not what I meant. I meant the other stuff, you know...”
Ema grinned and put a fingertip under Ella’s chin, pulling her lips just a little closer so that she could brush them with her own.
“This stuff?” she teased.
And Ella’s heart was beating so fast, her breathing was so ragged just from one fleeting kiss, that all she could do was nod.
“I’ve been thinking about that too,” said Ema, laying herself back down.
Relief flooded through Ella. She was glad that she wasn’t the only one. This had all been weighing on her mind for too long. She’d put off the discussion as long as she could, but there was no more time now. It had to happen. She half closed her eyes and could just see the black bag of her prom dress hanging on the back of her bedroom door.
“Do you ever wonder if we’re doing this, um, other stuff, because we’re the only gay girls we know?” asked Ema.
Ella groaned and lay down, close enough that she could feel the warmth of Ema though they weren’t touching.
“No, I’m serious. I mean, I love you El, I truly do. And I know you love me. And this is a whole lot of fun. But you know what I mean.”
Ella did. She had known for what felt like her whole life that she was different. She’d heard the other girls talk, and recognized the squirmy feelings they described when they thought about the quarterback or the latest boy band. The only problem was that she felt those same feelings for the cheerleaders, or the pictures in the Victoria’s Secret catalogue.
Telling her parents had been the least of her worries. They were supportive of all her choices, everything she did. And as her mother put it, as long as Ella was happy, they’d done their jobs well. Telling Ema had been a different story. She’d been so afraid of losing her, terrified that this one simple thing, something she couldn’t change or help, would be enough to drive her other half, her partner in crime, away. Whispering ‘I like girls’ into the darkness long after midnight during their regular Saturday sleepover was the hardest thing she had ever had to do. She could still remember the sound of her heart thudding, the dry, metallic taste of fear in her mouth, the wrenching of terror in her gut.
What she hadn’t expected was for Ema to whisper back ‘me too.’ Not Ema, with her bedroom walls plastered with posters of boy bands and shirtless actors. Not Ema who with a flash of her long eyelashes could make any boy in their class carry her book bag.
“But– but what about boys?” she’d asked.
“Oh, I like them too,” Ema had said. “But girls are so pretty.”
And she’d realized that scattered among the posters of boy bands and actors where pictures of actresses and female singers, that Ema watched the cheerleaders just as much as the football players during games, and she’d wondered how she’d never noticed. She’d been so wrapped up in her own problem, so sure that Ema was normal, could only like boys, that she’d never considered an alternative. And she’d started to think of herself as a little less abnormal. Normal, as Ema pointed out, could take on all kinds of different shapes and sizes, depending on who you asked.
“I know what you mean,” Ella said now.
What Ema said was true. They were the only gay girls that they knew. So when hormones came knocking maybe it was only natural that their first stolen kisses had come from each other. Well, that wasn’t exactly true. Ema’s first kiss had been from Trent Cooper. But she said it didn’t count because it was a game of Spin the Bottle and therefore not voluntary.
“We’re only eighteen.”
“Agreed,” said Ella.
“So do we lock ourselves into something, or do we go out into the world with open minds and open hearts?”
Sadness was already welling up inside her chest, a heavy feeling that kept her pinned to the mattress. The thought of Ema kissing someone else, laughing with them, stroking their hair, was physically painful. It didn’t help that Ema was the one mature enough to be conducting this conversation. Ella was the mature one. Ella was the one that had never had pink hair. Or green for that matter.
“We have another two weeks of school and a whole summer to decide,” Ella said, thinking now what a long time that was. It seemed like an eternity. But just a minute ago she’d been the one to think time was running out, that the conversation needed to be had.
Ema sighed. “I guess.”
Ella wriggled her hand over until her fingers were laced with Ema’s.
“I hate the idea of being without you.”
Ema squeezed her hand. “Me too. But we’re not really without each other. We have phones, laptops, we can talk every night if you want. Besides, it was you that said we needed to, um, what was it?”
“Grow separately so we could grow together,” Ella said, deeply regretting the stupid article she’d read in her sister Taylor’s Cosmo that had provoked the idea.
“Yeah. And there aren’t exactly tons of colleges that are great for dancers and for photographers.”
“True.”
With yet another sigh and another hand squeeze, Ema said: “We’ll figure this out, El. Adults do it all the time. Couples live in different states, different countries even, and make it work. Or have open relationships. Those can work too. There are options.”
“Yes, but I hate all of them.”
Ema laughed. “Then stop thinking about six months from now, and start living for today instead,” she said.
As if she could. Ella had had her future planned for so long that now that it stretched ahead of her she saw it as a book she had read and memorized long ago. Art school followed by a year abroad in Europe studying the great masters, an internship at a gallery, preferably in New York, whilst she worked on her photography at night, which would eventually lead to her being discovered. Before the age of thirty, she thought, though she was willing to be a little flexible and say thirty five.
“I guess there’s still prom to look forward to,” she said.
“And that dress is stunning,” Ema agreed. “Plus, I was thinking about something else.”
“Uh-oh.”
Ema thinking generally ended up with a plan that entailed potential trouble. Like when she’d arranged a party whilst her parents were away and the garden toolshed had caught fire. The entire Oakview fire department had shown up.
“No, serious,” Ema said. And she was propped up again, looking into Ella’s eyes.
“What serious?”
“Well, it’s prom,” said Ema.
“I know that.”
“And we’re not exactly going together.”
“I know that too.”
The thought hadn’t really crossed their minds. It was nothing to do with the reactions of others, more that only the most serious of couples went together. Seventy five percent of their class were going stag.
“And I do have a hotel room for after.”
“And I know that as well.” There was a heart beat of a pause until Ella realized what exactly was being said. “Oh... Oh.”
Ema waggled her eyebrows but Ella was too shocked to laugh. A hotel room. They’d held hands. Kissed. Somehow things had proceeded naturally from a half-drunk kiss they’d shared after the back to school party. But they’d never gone further. Never really talked about it.
“We’ve slept in the same bed at least once a week since fifth grade,” said Ema. “This doesn’t need to be a big deal.”
“It is a big deal though, I mean, I think it is. It should be. No?”
Ema put her hand on Ella’s chest and Ella felt her heart beat rattling around like a racquet ball bouncing off her ribs.
“Whatever happens,” Ema said. “I want to know what this is. What we are. I don’t want to go away not knowing... everything, I guess. It’s hard to explain. I just... I want this, El. Unless you don’t, which is completely fine, I mean, I...”
She trailed off and moved her hand. Ella took it and moved it back again. She wanted this, of course she did. Looking up into Ema’s sparkling blue eyes, seeing the smattering of freckles across the bridge of her nose, there was nothing she wanted more. But she hadn’t known until just this second that she was ready for it.
“I understand,” she said, quietly. “And I want this too. If you’re sure.”
“Absolutely sure,” said Ema.
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