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Chapter One
Yellow morning sunlight gleamed across the cobbles of the quad. Leaves were just starting to turn orange, and taking a deep breath, Eva could taste the burning smell of fall. It was the time of year she liked best. The first day of semester, for many the first day of college. A day of hope and promise, a day unsullied by bad grades, crisis, or exams. There was a spring in her step as she walked towards her office, happiness was in the air and she was glad to be back.
Sure, sabbatical was great. One of the definite perks of the job. But after four months of the steamy, sticky heat of Guatamala she was more than happy to get back to the crisp air of Oakview. She grinned, potentially scaring some of the freshmen with her psychotic exuberance. She was just so glad to be here.
Red hair bouncing on her shoulders, long skirt caressing her ankles, bangles and beads shimmering and clicking, Eva strode through the quad. Her quad. Her territory. Of course, there were a few early bird students around. But four years from now they’d be gone if they were lucky, and she’d still be here. Still be giving her heart to Oakview, as she had for most of her adult life.
The environmental sciences building was grey stone. Tall windows glinted in the sun, stairs led up to wide double doors. Inside would smell of a strange combination of dust, the sweat from generations of nervous students, formaldehyde from the labs, and something indefinable. Something uniquely Oakview. The smell of home.
She practically ran up the steps, dodging to avoid an amorous couple who, distraught at being parted for the grand total of an hour and a quarter lecture, were saying their very physical goodbyes. Eva grinned again. Young love. Any love. She loved love, would have thrown a handful of confetti over the couple if she had some, just to mark the occasion of her return. With a sigh and a wistful last look at the young couple, so young, so in love, so... un-disappointed, she turned back towards the doors. Stooping to pick up the first edition of the campus newspaper from the stand at the entrance, she danced her way towards her office.
“Morning.”
Janice, the department secretary, was sitting at her desk. Eva shot her a smile, though Janice didn’t smile back. Tall, grey haired, and very, very stern, Janice was a fixture around these parts. She’d been the department secretary back when Eva was an over-enthusiastic undergrad, and even her hair cut, a blunt bob, hadn’t changed. Nor had the fact that Janice treated Eva in the exact same way she had when Eva was eighteen, a mixture of maternal care and the acerbity of age. Still, Eva tried to stay in her good books.
“Morning, Janice. Anything new?”
Janice peered over her half moon glasses. “Your office is just as you left it, Professor Williams.”
And even in that one sentence Eva could tell that Janice disapproved of the fact that she’d been gone. She thanked the woman anyway, and newspaper rolled in hand made her way to her office.
With the door open the stale air of a semester and a summer away flooded out. Eva dropped her satchel and stretched her arms up high before placing the paper on the edge of a desk full of piles of books and files and folders. Her office was snug, cosy even, some might say small, but Eva loved it. And despite the chaos she could lay her hands on whatever she needed when she needed it. She cracked the window a little to let some fresh air in, and went to make herself some coffee.
Only once she had a steaming mug in hand, courtesy of the department’s ancient and temperamental coffee machine, did she recline in her leather desk chair and pull the paper towards her. Unfolding it with a shake she scanned the front page. Then, coffee forgotten, she went back and read the lead article more thoroughly. Then she read it again. Then she swore furiously and dragged her phone into easy reach.
“What the hell is this?”
“Well hello there stranger. So nice to hear from you.” A voice with a distinct southern drawl chimed over the phone line.
“What the hell is this?” Eva asked again. She was mad. Furious. Blood pounded in her veins and her heart was trying to beat through her chest.
“Darlin’, you’re going to have to be more specific. What the hell is what exactly? And when did you get back?”
Jen Latimer, Professor Jennifer Latimer to give her her full dues, was an esteemed member of Oakview’s biology faculty, and Eva’s best friend. And though Jen had many good qualities, staying with the program was not one of them in Eva’s opinion. How could Jen have missed this? It was front page news after all.
“I got back last night,” Eva said. “And I’m talking about the nature reserve. The new construction project.”
“Uh, well, that’s exactly what it sounds like. The University is seeking planning permission to build on the nature reserve. A new humanities building, I believe, though I don’t pay much attention to what the creatives are up to. The new physics lab, on the other hand, is a vastly more exciting project.”
“And why wasn’t I told about this?”
There was a deep, good natured chuckle from the other end of the phone. “Because, my dear, you’ve been gadding around in the rain forests of Brazil for the last four months and none of us have heard hide nor hair of you.”
“Guatamala,” Eva said, correcting without thinking. “So what are we doing? What’s the plan here? Who’s in charge of the protest group? Where do I sign up?”
Jen sighed, a hollow sound through the phone. “Eva, dear, you’ve just got back. Don’t you need a little time to organize yourself before you start saving the world?”
“The world won’t save itself,” snapped back Eva.
Jen was oddly silent. And it took Eva a second to realize why.
“There’s no protest, is there?” she said. “No one’s stepped up? Jesus Christ. I leave this place for one minute and it’s fallen to the big business capitalists.”
“Now, now, don’t be like that. If you want to do something, I’m sure you’ll have support.”
“What do you know?”
Jen sighed again. “Not much. Holden Wright’s in charge of the University side of the project. Arrogant little worm that he is. Uh, there’s sure to be some kind of public meeting about this. Wright wouldn’t give up the chance to buy himself a new tie and smile for the cameras. Check the campus calendar section.”
But Eva was already flicking through the newspaper. “There is, tomorrow afternoon.”
“There, see, so you can go and make your voice heard.” She paused for a second, then: “It’s good to hear from you. I’m glad you’re back.” She gave another deep throated laugh. “And good to see that you haven’t changed a whit since you’ve been gone. Lunch?”
Eva was already clicking on her computer. “Yeah, lunch sounds good,” she said, distractedly.
There was silence on the other end of the phone, though Eva could almost hear Jen rolling her eyes.
“And it’s good to hear you too,” she said, hurriedly. “Sorry, this wasn’t quite the glorious homecoming I expected it to be.”
“It’s alright, darlin’, I know how you are. Just don’t forget about lunch. It’ll be good to catch up.”
And the phone was hung up. Eva turned her attention back to her computer screen. She was still mad. But the initial panicky, red kind of madness had solidified into something more productive. Searching through her computer files she found a report she’d written about the importance of the nature reserve. Scanning through it, she nodded. It would make a good framework for her speech at the meeting tomorrow. It was something she could work with.
As her coffee cooled in its mug, she began pulling together the resources that she needed. On her desk new class rosters and lecture schedules sat unnoticed. Saving the nature reserve was priority number one. Making her case at the meeting tomorrow was the only thing on Eva’s mind.



Chapter Two
“So, as you can see, despite the initial investment being 15% more, that’s offset by a 20% rise in energy efficiency, thus making for long term savings.”
Grace stood back, silent, waiting for the men around the table to take in her words and process them. The meeting had gone well, she thought. The executives were whispering to each other, and she could see nods of approval. Another contract for Seymour Construction in the bag unless she was misjudging things, and she never misjudged things.
“Ms. Seymour, if I may...”
The man speaking was older, her father’s age probably. He grilled her with a few on the nose questions, a smart man. But one that was no match for her. She answered comprehensively and fluently, leaving him nodding along with the rest. Not bad for a girl, she knew he was thinking.
She knew that she made an impression. Generally the wrong one at first. Men, and it was nearly always men, attending a meeting about an important construction project weren’t expecting a woman as the construction company delegate. Let alone an attractive one. Grace didn’t kid herself. She was tall, blonde, willowy, with big blue eyes. If she’d been the company secretary she suspected that half the men in the room would be angling for a drink with her after work. Now though, now they were surprised, impressed, and probably more than a little intimidated. Grace smiled a small smile just for herself. She’d worked hard to get this far, and the job wasn’t without its benefits.
Once the questions here were fielded and the contract agreed upon she’d drive back in her new Mercedes B Class to her corner office in the Seymour Construction building. An office that was wide and open and light and exceeded in size only by that of her father, who just happened to be Seymour Construction’s CEO. And at the end of the day she’d go home to her large, spacious apartment, filled with furniture that she’d bought without ever looking at a price tag. Yes, there were definitely benefits to putting her career first.
“An impressive presentation,” said the man who’d begun the questioning after the meeting was over.
“Thank you.”
The business was concluded successfully, but it didn’t hurt to be polite.
“If you ever get tired of working for your father there could be a position here for you.”
She smiled and reached out a hand to shake his. “I’m perfectly happy where I am, but thank you for the offer.”
He held on to her hand for just a second too long, and then let her go. Men. They were all the same. A pretty smile and a few thank yous and they all thought that you were interested. But Grace definitely wasn’t. Not that she’d tell a business associate that she didn’t bat for his team, but she had no qualms in turning a man down, no matter who he was.
She put away the last of the files she was working on, leaving her desk bare except for her computer, phone, and desk lamp. It was dark now, the blackness outside the large windows of her office looking almost blue. She checked the time. Right on schedule.
Just as she was picking up her bag though, there was a tap at the door and a tall, grey haired man walked in without waiting for an answer.
“I’ve had Pete Jackson on the phone,” he said, without a word of greeting. “The presentation must have gone well, he’s talking about signing contracts on Monday.”
Grace knew better than to acknowledge the compliment. So she just nodded. “I can pencil in an appointment on Monday for him.”
“Good.”
A tinkling sounded and Grace’s phone vibrated in her pocket. A cloud crossed her father’s face, but the noise stopped before another started. The default ring tone on a mobile. Even without having heard it before, Grace would know that it was her father’s mobile. He was the only person she knew that could open up a new phone and just start using it, never changing the wallpaper, nor the ring tones.
“David Seymour.”
He covered the mouth piece of his phone.
“There’s a public interest meeting tomorrow afternoon for the Oakview University project,” he hissed. “You need to go and represent us.”
Then, without waiting to hear her answer, he was gone, leaving the office door open behind him. Grace sighed and pulled her agenda out of her bag. She really didn’t have time for a public interest meeting. So much for having no qualms about turning a man down. Not that her father had given her much choice. She pencilled in both the contract appointment for Monday and the public meeting for the next day. Then she took her phone and glanced at the text she’d received.
Honestly, some people just did not know how to take a hint. The message was simple: How about tonight? But the problem was who it had come from. Two nights ago, she’d had an entertaining evening with a young woman she’d met on a dating app. The night had been satisfactory, Grace’s needs had been met, and so, she was confident, had the young woman’s. She’d left before morning, leaving no note and had not messaged the woman since. The young woman, on the other hand, had now sent her third message. Quickly, Grace deleted the text and added the woman’s number to her blocked list. She had neither time nor interest for anything more than she’d already had with the woman and it irked her that the woman could have thought otherwise. She’d been careful not to raise expectations or imply that this was to be a regular thing.
Then she saw the time. Shit. She was going to be late. She needed to be at the gym by seven so that she was home at eight fifteen so that she could get a full two hours of work in before bed. She threw her agenda and phone back into her bag and raced out the door. If she drove fast she could still make it. She did so hate her routine being interrupted.
As she sped along the highway towards the gym she tried not to let her emotions get the better of her. She was irritated. Both by potentially being late to the gym and by her father sending her to the Oakview meeting the next day. A public interest meeting was hardly her normal role in things. It was likely to be full of boring suburbanites and environmentalist hippies. These things always were.  She’d thought that after today’s meeting she might be entrusted with something requiring a little more responsibility.
She tapped her fingers on the steering wheel, impatiently waiting for a light to change. Still, Oakview should take her all of an hour. She’d show her face, say what needed to be said, and then move on to a new project.
The light changed and she screeched away. She was going to make it on time after all.



Chapter Three
“So with over fifty distinct breeds of birds nesting here, a plethora of small animal and rodent species, several rare plant, grass and tree types, and a booming mid-sized mammal population, the Oakview Nature reserve is more than a green lung for campus. It’s an important part of our eco-system and one that deserves to be saved.”
Wind whispered through the trees and the ground was soggy underfoot. Several of Eva’s students had seemed less than pleased to be trooping through the muddy reserve. The same several that had unsuccessfully hidden their boredom during her lecture. She’d been a professor a long time, she’d recognize those blank stares anywhere.
“Any questions?”
Was it too much to hope for that one of them could ask an intelligent question? Perhaps bringing a 101 undergrad class out here had been a mistake. But Eva had wanted to see the reserve, wanted to experience it, before the meeting. Wanted to walk in there with reserve mud on her boots and the smell of fresh air on her skin.
“Uh, professor?”
“Yes?”
A tall guy, his baseball cap turned backwards and a smattering of freckles across his nose had raised his hand.
“I was just like wondering, I mean, what if this new construction project goes ahead? Like, there’s, you know, loads of empty land outside Oakview. Wouldn’t the animals and stuff just move there?”
She sighed. It wasn’t the stupidest question she’d ever heard. Taking a deep breath, she wrapped up with a mini-lecture on the importance of place in an eco-system, the delicate balance that existed between species of birds, animals and plants, and the difficulties of successfully recreating that.
“It’s like if you had to move frat houses,” she said, taking a punt on the fact that the student was a brother and being rewarded with a nod of acknowledgement. “Some of the guys wouldn’t move, some of the guys would choose different room mates, the lay out of the house would be different. You’d have a party and some of the guests would still show up at the old address. Maybe the keg gets delivered to the old place.” There was a chuckle of laughter. “The point is, you couldn’t recreate exactly the same environment as you had come from, and because of that something, perhaps the epic-ness of your parties, perhaps the bond between brothers, perhaps the reputation of your frat, would suffer.”
The backwards baseball cap nodded in agreement.
“Well, like, what can we do to save the reserve then?”
She hadn’t expected the question. Definitely hadn’t expected it to come from a frat boy that looked half stoned. She reminded herself not to judge by appearances. These students were kids, still being molded into what they would become, still changing. The backwards baseball cap was just a phase.
“Good question,” she said. “There are several methods of setting up protest groups, with a wide variety of ways of actually protesting. The important thing is to make your voice heard. There’ll be a public interest meeting this afternoon in the Student Center auditorium. After that, we should have a clearer idea of what the plans are and what will be necessary to prevent development from happening.”
The kid nodded, looking thoughtful. “Keep us updated then, yeah professor?”
There were several other murmurs of agreement and Eva grinned. She should never underestimate the power of youth to believe in a cause. She was pleased, touched even that there were people here that wanted to help.
“I’ll let you know as soon as I know anything,” she promised. “Now, if you don’t get out of here and clean up your shoes you’ll be late for your next classes. Dismissed.”
After a flurry of activity, she was left alone. The wind stirred her hair again and she took deep breaths of clean, cool air. The reserve was still. Buried deep in a quiet area between the languages quad and part of the medical school, it was an oasis of calm after the busy campus. Birds chirped and sang, somewhere a frog was croaking. It was difficult to believe that a few yards away busy life continued on as usual.
It had been here that she’d first decided that environmental studies was the major for her. It was here that she’d come before her doctorate defence, calming herself in the quiet before facing the panel that would decide her fate. It was here that she’d spent quiet lunchtimes and graded papers. Here that she’d had first dates, both successful and disastrous. For Eva, the reserve was an intrinsic part of the Oakview campus. And the idea that it could soon be gone, replaced by a hulking building, filled her with both sadness and disgust.
This precious space was more than just another plot of land to be filled. More than just real estate. She took a last look around, then filled with courage she made her way back to the gate. If she didn’t leave now, she’d be late to the public interest meeting.
Almost late, but not quite. She’d taken the time to clean most of the mud off her shoes. But she could see from the mirrors in the elevator that her cheeks were ruddy and her hair windblown. Her green eyes looked a little red from lack of sleep and she quickly tried to smooth down her red hair and tame it into some kind of obedience. The elevator doors were just sliding shut when a hand thrust between them. Quickly, Eva turned around, pretending that she hadn’t been admiring herself in the mirror at all.
A tall, blonde woman stepped into the cabin. She gave a brief nod to Eva, then turned to face the doors, examining the button panel and obviously finding that they were both going to the same floor. This time the doors slid shut unimpeded.
In the enclosed space Eva could smell the woman’s perfume. Citrus and sandalwood, a little masculine perhaps, but it suited the woman in her sharply tailored suit. Eva found herself staring at the delicate curve of the back of the woman’s neck. Her heart beat a little faster and idly she imagined kissing it. The woman was certainly attractive, though not Eva’s usual type. There was an air of confidence about her, the kind of aura that a woman had when she was trying to hide some kind of frailty. It made Eva want to hold her, to tell her that she didn’t need to be strong all the time.
By looking into the mirrored wall, Eva could see the woman’s profile. Strong and spare, with a sharp nose and a square chin. Her blonde hair was short and tucked back behind her ears. Her eyes, she thought, were blue, but she wasn’t sure. Her lips were rounded, plump, very kissable. Eva felt a thrill go down her spine, a warmth growing inside her. Perhaps she should speak? Perhaps even ask the woman out? How daring would that be, to propose a drink to a stranger in an elevator? It wasn’t the sort of thing she normally did. And, with a sigh, she thought it was not the sort of thing that she was going to do now.
She had more important things to do. Besides, she fell in love too easily. Everyone said so. Jen was constantly telling her that she shouldn’t give her heart away, she should let someone earn it. But there was something about that first, deep flash of excitement that made Eva want to fall in love. Made her want to be wanted, want to want.
The elevator stopped, the doors pinged open. The woman stepped out and began to walk briskly down the corridor, heels clicking on the floor. Eva stared after her for a moment. Then with a last, big sigh she remembered where she was and what she was supposed to be doing. Clutching her papers to her chest she rushed out of the elevator just as the doors were beginning to close again. Her sandals scuffed on the floor as she hurried down the corridor after the woman.



Chapter Four
The auditorium could hardly be described as full. Grace counted twenty three people, including herself, the moderator, and the same red haired hippy that she’d shared the elevator up with. It could be worse, she thought. At least there weren’t protesters or hoards of people asking questions. With any luck she could be out of here in far less than the hour she’d allotted for the meeting.
“Rather obviously, there is room for an expansion of teaching facilities on the Oakview Campus...”
The moderator droned on. Holden Wright, that was the name. An ass if she’d ever seen one. His handshake had been clammy, sweaty almost, and he’d held eye contact for just a little too long. She had his number, knew exactly the kind of man that he was. He’d adore publicity. He’d be anxious to come across as friendly and cooperative, and yet would do all that he could to further his own ends. Grace discreetly checked her watch. At least he was on side. Holden Wright should be the least of her problems.
The most of her problems, she suspected, would be the elevator woman. Seated to her right, the hem of her long skirt ringed with mud, Grace knew an environmentalist when she saw one. A vegetarian, almost certainly, someone who interfered in other’s business definitely. Probably married to a man that wore socks with his sandals and mother to a brood of grubby children. She definitely knew the type.
“In order that we all might be informed as to exactly what the proposed plans are, I’m happy to welcome the beautiful Grace Seymour of Seymour construction. Ms. Seymour?”
There was a spattering of applause that sounded ridiculous in the huge auditorium, and Grace stood up. The adjective beautiful had been unnecessary and condescending. Either a very brave or a very stupid choice given the current climate and threats of sexual harassment. Giving a slight nod of thanks towards Wright, Grace rather thought it the latter of the two. She cleared her throat and didn’t bother with the microphone.
“We at Seymour Construction are committed to using only the most environmentally friendly of materials and processes in our construction projects,” she began. “In today’s world, environmentalism is a key guiding principal in all that we do.”
It was a speech she knew well, one she’d given a dozen times or more. So her brain switched off and let her mouth keep talking. As she spoke she kept a close eye on the red haired woman. She was attractive, even Grace could admit that. Her body was curvaceous under her baggy clothes. Her skin was pale enough to be almost translucent, her eyes a startling green. She was exactly the kind of woman Grace liked whilst being exactly the kind of woman Grace hated. Given that she was both simultaneously, Grace thought it only natural that she was curious about her.
The woman frowned as Grace was speaking, and Grace found herself speaking more and more for the woman’s benefit. This too, she thought, was only natural. If she could persuade the hippy that the project was going to be run in an environmentally conscious manner, then she could persuade anyone.
But as her speech ran its course, the woman’s frown deepened and deepened further. And by the time Grace was done she felt a niggle of irritation that she hadn’t said one thing that the woman had deemed worthy of a nod of approval, or even a smile.
Grace thanked her small audience, and took her seat again. She watched thoughtfully as Holden Wright stood up to introduce the read haired woman.
“And now, presenting perhaps the opposite side of the coin, is Professor Eva Williams from Oakview’s environmental studies faculty.”
The same spattering of weak applause. At least the woman hadn’t gotten a better reception than Grace had. Environmental studies, that figured. A professor though, not quite the hippy wife environmentalist that Grace had guessed. The professor also chose not to use the microphone, it was hardly necessary when the audience was so small. Plus, Grace thought a little cruelly, she probably didn’t have the technical nous to be able to lower the mic enough that she could speak into it. The woman was small, a few inches over five foot, not more.
“Thank you, Administrator Wright,” began the professor. “Firstly, I’d like to say that as glad as I am to hear about Seymour Construction’s commitment to environmentally friendly processes, that is not in question here, nor is it relevant. Because the Oakview Nature Reserve should remain as is. Natural, free, and unsullied. As a valuable part of our campus, the nature reserve is home to...”
Grace tuned the rest out. Now there was a surprise. As far as she knew, the Oakview project had encountered no resistance in its early stages. She both understood and expected that a public interest meeting would be concerned with green building methods. What she hadn’t expected was resistance to the construction project as a whole. Whoever this woman was, why hadn’t she spoken up long before now? Why had she made these points when the project itself was being debated, rather than now?
Now Grace was more than irritated. Her leg jumped up and down, bouncing her shoe on the end of her foot. She put a hand on her thigh to stop the action. A nervous tic, that was what Laine, her therapist, called it. A sign that she was getting stressed. Not something that she wanted to show the auditorium. Nor this annoying little woman.
She held her temper as the woman waxed lyrical about the nature reserve and its importance as a micro climate and eco-system. She held her temper as the woman finished and was greeted with yet another pale attempt at applause. She held her temper as Holden Wright thanked them both and asked the audience for questions.
There were no questions. Unsurprising. The audience hadn’t seemed particularly interested and she thought that perhaps they were students who had come with hopes of free food. Food was not to be, and no one seemed especially concerned about the construction project.
“Then if there are no questions, we shall finish up here. I’d like to thank both our speakers...”
Impatiently, Grace stood up. Let Holden Wright speak on his own time, not on hers. She had things to do, places to be. She ducked off the stage and began making her way back to the elevator. She didn’t like being surprised, didn’t like being caught off guard. She’d considered the Oakview project a done deal, her presence at this meeting a formality, and now it looked like things were going to be more difficult that she’d anticipated. It was clear that the professor was going to launch some kind of protest. Women like that always did. Grace tapped her foot, waiting for the elevator to arrive.
“Does Seymour Construction truly believe in building green?”
The question dripped with fury and sarcasm. Turning around, Grace found the hippy professor, her red hair wild around her shoulders.
“Of course,” she said, quite calmly. “In today’s political and financial climate, it’s sound business practice to place the environment at the forefront of our concerns.”
The woman snorted. Grace’s mouth twitched a little at the sound. Pale skin had become flushed, the pinkness accentuating the height of the woman’s cheekbones. Truly attractive, Grace thought.
“Sound business practice my ass,” said the woman. “Where did you learn to speak like that? Do you take special classes or something?”
“Harvard Business School, actually,” Grace said without thinking. And as always, the name brought a feeling of weakness to her stomach, a kind of fear that was always lurking there, reminding her of its presence.
The woman snorted again. “I might have known. Well, just for your information, Ms. Seymour, there will be a hitch in your plans. Don’t for one minute think that I’m going to let this project go ahead.”
“I wouldn’t dream of it,” Grace said, feeling bizarrely less irritated.
The woman’s anger made her more attractive, more passionate. Besides, if there was going to be a fight, there was going to be a fight. There wasn’t exactly much Grace could do to stop it, other than play her part and remain calm. The project would go ahead at some point, this was nothing more than a twist in the road. The elevator dinged open. Grace stood to one side, gesturing for the professor to get in first.
“I think I’ll take the stairs,” said the woman, turning on her heel.
Grace was left watching as the professor strode down the hallway, skirt flapping around her ankles and anger in every step. And then, strangely, she found that she was smiling. She did enjoy a good battle. And whatever else the professor might be, she could be a very interesting opponent indeed.



Chapter Five
“Right then,” Eva said.
She spoke as she was striding into the classroom, and students immediately quietened as she swept in. She put her lecture notes on the podium, somewhat spoiling her dramatic entrance by scattering several of her papers to the floor. She let them fall.
“The Oakview Nature Reserve construction project,” she said.
Most of them sat up and took note. It was a larger class, forty or so students. When she first started teaching it would have thrilled her that so many of them were interested in environmental studies. Now she knew that class numbers were based on the fact that all students were required to take some form of social science, and environmental studies was considered by many to be an easy option.
“It seems that the administration and the construction company are convinced that this project is going to go ahead. It is our job to stop them. This will be our class project. Extra credit will be given for those that choose to participate in stopping construction.”
This definitely got their attention. Class credit for something that didn’t involve taking an exam or writing a paper always did. A young man in the front row put up his hand. Only when Eva saw the baseball cap on the empty seat next to him did she realize it was the same student as yesterday at the reserve.
“We should start a petition,” he said. “I’ve been looking into this. And, like, petitions are good way of, um, raising awareness, and, uh, gauging support for a campaign.”
He grinned and looked pleased with himself, and Eva gave him a nod.
“Good thinking. So that’s the first step,” she said. “In the mean time, I’ll get us set up with headquarters. If you go around to the rear of the environmental sciences building you will find an annex. A small wooden building. It’s mostly used for storage, so I’ll commandeer a room there that we can use for planning. Make sure that word gets out that anyone is welcome to join us. Yes?”
A blonde girl in the middle of the room had raised her hand. She wore multiple rings, was dressed all in black, and had a small tattoo on her forearm. Sure signs that she was some kind of art or creative major.
“We should make posters too,” she said. “I can organize that.”
Eva smiled gratefully. “That’s a big help. If we all work together we can kick up a big stink about this. And create a big enough stink and the administration might think twice about destroying the reserve. Now, we’ll need an organiser, I think. I’ll act as consultant, of course. But a student organiser is necessary. Does anyone want to take on the job?”
Mr Backwards Baseball Cap raised his hand.
“Me, I’ll do it.”
She raised an eyebrow at him. “You sure? It’s going to be a fair amount of work.”
“Yeah,” he said, sounding almost insulted. “You’re right, the reserve is important. And I headed up my frat social committee last semester, so I’ve got, like, organizational experience.”
Eva frowned down at the class roster on the podium, trying to put a name to his face, then looked up again.
“Thank you then, Chad?”
“That’s right,” he grinned.
By the end of the class, Eva’s Environmental Studies 101 class were more than prepared to mount action against the construction project. And Eva was pleased that the students had taken an interest. Okay, so she’d offered them credit for it, but a few seemed genuinely enthusiastic. It reminded her once again why she loved her job so much.
And that Grace Seymour, well, she had a surprise coming. Eva felt a spark of anger inside. She couldn’t believe she’d thought the woman attractive. Couldn’t believe she’d considered asking her out. She really did have to stop judging people by their appearance. Grace Seymour had turned out to be a big city fat cat with a heart of stone and a Harvard degree. Well, Eva didn’t mind being the underdog. Not at all. It was the underdog, her grandfather had used to say, that was best placed to grab the top dog by the balls. And that’s what Eva planned to do. Metaphorically, of course, though, thinking about it, she wasn’t so sure that Grace Seymour didn’t have balls.
She let the stragglers leave the room as she picked up her papers. Things were about to get serious. And there was nothing Eva took more seriously than saving the world. She was whistling happily as she walked back out into the corridor.
✽✽✽
 
Grace took a deep breath before she knocked on the door. She waited for her father’s answer before she went inside. She disliked giving him bad news, always had. But she was smart enough that she never went to him with a problem and without a proposed solution. Still, he wasn’t going to be happy.
“Grace, take a seat,” he said, looking up from his papers.
Briefly, she filled him in on the Oakview meeting. As she suspected, he was far from pleased.
“I’m about to start going through all the relevant environmental laws, make sure we’ve got all our ducks in a row,” she said, as a closer. “I’m confident that we’ve done our due diligence, but I don’t want to be surprised by anything else.”
Her father nodded.
“This woman came out of nowhere,” he admitted. “Up until now there hasn’t been a hiccup in the project. I actually thought we might sail through this one without the usual green bullshit.”
“Well, it is a college campus,” Grace said. “I suppose it’s to be expected.”
“Expected that bleeding heart liberals want to save an acre of scrub land that’s full of swamp,” he said. He grunted as if in agreement with himself. “Alright. You take all the paperwork home and bury yourself in it. No more surprises.”
“No more surprises,” she said.
She got up, preparing to leave.
“And Grace?”
“Mmm?”
“You will do anything you need to do to make sure this project runs smoothly, understood?”
She had a fair idea of what he was talking about. The construction industry was renowned for its corruption, and she wasn’t naïve. The thought made her uncomfortable, but she brushed it off. There should be no need for anything immoral. As long as the company had covered all their bases and the university administration were in agreement that the project needed to go ahead, then go ahead it would.
“Understood,” she said.
By the time she got home, it was already starting to get dark. Late September sunlight filtered through the skylights of her apartment, highlighting the white walls and furniture with shades of orange and red. She deposited all the project paperwork on the dining table, and pulled several books of statutes and laws of the bookshelf. And then she mixed herself a drink.
As she took a moment to herself before starting work, she pulled out her phone. Idly she flicked through her favorite dating app. One profile caught her attention. A red head. She looked a little like the professor, though it obviously wasn’t her, the eyes were the wrong shade of green. For a second Grace’s finger hovered over the ‘send message’ icon. Then she closed out of the app and put her phone down.
There was no time for that sort of thing. She had work to do. But then, there was never any time, not really. Her career needed to come first. Once she had her father’s respect and a solid history of successful projects behind her then there’d be plenty of time for one night stands and vacations and all the other things she’d been putting off.
She pulled the papers and books closer towards her and settled down with her research. Professor Eva Williams was going to find no way to spring surprises on Seymour Construction. Grace was going to make sure of it. One liberal hippy did not a protest make. This project was going ahead whether Eva Williams liked it or not.



Chapter Six
Eva pursed her lips in thought, then nodded.
“Good work,” she said.
Chad beamed in response.
“You know, we’ve got over three hundred signatures to the petition already,” he said.
“That’s great. You keep collecting and we’ll hand it over to the administration when we’re ready.”
Eva looked around. The small room was busy. Someone had found an old blackboard from somewhere. It was the green kind that swung around so it could be used on both sides, the kind that Eva remembered from her student teacher days. On it was a chalked list of tasks, names assigned to each. She was actually impressed at how organized everything was. Chad had done a stellar job.
“There’ll be a march on Friday afternoon,” he was saying. “I got one of my frat brother’s bands to play, so it should be a good party.”
She peered closely at him. “No alcohol,” she warned. “Not at a school event, and not on campus property.”
“Right, not a problem.”
And she was sure it wasn’t. The beer kegs would be safely ensconced in the frat house, firmly on town property rather than university grounds. She’d had to say it nevertheless.
“In that case, keep on truckin’,” she said. “You’re doing good work here. Keep it up. Let me know if you need anything. You’ve got my mobile number, right?”
“Sure do.”
“How’s the budget looking?”
“Still good.”
Which was a good thing because Eva wasn’t sure she could persuade her head of department to come up with more cash for the action group.
“Then I’ll leave you to it.”
She went back up to her office, climbing the stairs slowly, still thinking about the work that was left to be done by Chad and his team. She was done teaching for the day, her lectures were planned, it was almost time to be getting herself back to the Boat.
The Boat. The university was home, had always felt like it. But Eva’s actual home was a house boat that she loved dearly. And she affectionately called it the Boat, like it was some millionaire’s yacht. It was a place that felt cut off from everything and everyone, a precious place of contemplation and one that very few people other than Eva herself set foot in.
She pulled her satchel onto her desk and stuffed in the few papers she needed to take home. She was about to switch off her computer when she saw the email notification blinking. Might as well take a look at whatever it was right now, she figured.
Opening the mail she read through it, then sat back with a smile. Holden Wright. A discovery committee was being set up for the Oakview Nature Reserve construction project, and she was on it. So, it appeared as she scanned through the list of names again, was Grace Seymour. Oh well, she couldn’t have everything. The discovery committee itself was a good thing. A sign that the administration hadn’t completely decided in favor of the project yet. Also, she thought, a sign that Holden Wright was trying to cover his ass and avoid bad publicity. But again, she couldn’t have everything. At least he’d bothered to set up the committee.
A small victory, but an important one. And Eva was feeling so good that on impulse she picked up the phone and called Jen’s extension.
“Well, hello darlin’,” said that warm, melted sugar voice. “What can I do for you?”
“The question is more what can I do for you,” said Eva. “There are two bottles of very cheap red wine sitting on my kitchen counter-top begging to be drunk. And obviously I thought of you. What, with all that teaching, wife-ing, and mothering you must be dead on your feet. So I thought I’d offer you the chance of a little respite.”
Jen laughed.
“As it happens, I could use a little of that terrible wine. If I were looking for respite, however, I’m not sure you’d be my first port of call.”
“Hey!”
“I kid, I kid. Let me check up that everything’s under control at home and I’ll drop by the Boat later. Around seven or so?”
“Perfect,” Eva said. “We can play catch up and I can give you all the latest gossip on the nature reserve project.”
Jen groaned. “But this isn’t all about work, right?”
“Promise,” Eva said, and hung up the phone before Jen could change her mind.
The first bottle was sitting open and half empty on the trunk that served as a coffee table in Eva’s narrow living room.
“So you literally spent your entire sabbatical in mud up to your ears in a rain forest?” Jen said in disgust.
She was lying full length on one of the narrow couches that lay on either side of the living room. Eva nodded and grabbed some chips from an open bag by her side.
“That about sums it up,” she said, happily.
“No romance? No chicks? No interest?”
“Nope.”
Jen shook her head in disappointment. “And here was me thinking that you come strolling back in here with a Spanish Senorita.”
“Guatemalan,” corrected Eva. “And nope. Nada. Nothing. What about you? Chris and the kids?”
“Nothing new,” sighed Jen. “Chris is Chris, Darian caught pink eye for about the millionth time, and Jayden won his science fair. Neither will eat peanut butter for some bizarre reason, and both now object to being kissed goodnight. Same old, same old really.”
Eva glanced over at her, knowing that she was kidding. Jen was the perfect mother, and adored both her husband and her kids. Seeing them all together made a jealous squirming sensation in Eva’s stomach. Jen’s braids were lying over the arm of the couch, silver and turquoise beads glittering from their ends.
“What about your reserve project?” Jen asked, finally. “I know you’re dying to talk about it, so fill me in.”
In as few words as possible Eva described all that the group had accomplished in such a short time, her enthusiasm obvious. And when she was done, Jen turned and propped her head up with one arm.
“Don’t take this the wrong way, darlin’, but aren’t you a little old for this shit?”
“For saving the earth?” Eva said, fighting the desire to roll her eyes.
“For jumping onto every bandwagon that’s going, my love. Isn’t it about time that you put a little thought into settling down. Find a nice girl, get a puppy, I don’t know. Spend a little time on Eva instead of pouring all your energy into every cause you run up against.”
Eva glugged a mouthful of wine and shook her head. “There are more important things in life.”
“Which is what you always say,” Jen said. “And which is exactly why your last two girlfriends have left you. You spend all of your time running to protests and none of your time building a relationship. For someone that likes falling in love so much, you don’t seem to like actually being in love.”
“That’s not true!”
“Yes, darlin’, it is. A relationship needs work, it needs time and attention and focus to grow it into something bigger and better than just a flash of excitement. It’s a spark you’ve got to fan and blow on to get it burning into a fire. You like the spark, but you’re not putting in the work to get that fire.”
“I...”
But she didn’t know what to say. She hated the words, hated that Jen was probably right. Jen got up from her own couch and came over to Eva’s. Lifting Eva’s legs she sat down and put Eva’s feet right back on her lap.
“I’m not trying to be unkind. I love you dearly Eva Williams. I just want to see you happy is all. You’re heading towards forty and–”
“I’m thirty eight!”
“Exactly, you’re heading towards forty and you should put some thought into the future. Finding someone that’s right for you. Someone that you can build the fire with instead of just having that spark. There’s nothing wrong in being a little selfish sometimes. God knows you’ve given enough of yourself to others and to all your projects.”
For a quick second Eva saw Grace Seymour’s face flash in front of her eyes. Then she shook her head and Jen was sitting there, her face a picture of concern. Now why exactly was she thinking about Grace Seymour? Uncomfortably, Eva shifted. Because she’d felt a spark that day in the elevator, she knew she had. Something indefinable that could grow. But since the woman had turned out to be a capitalist lackey, well, there wasn’t exactly much to build on, was there?
“Maybe you’re right,” allowed Eva. “I’ll think about it, okay?”
“You do that,” Jen said, patting her legs. “Now how about a refill?”
Draining her glass, Eva nodded and Jen got up to pour the wine.
“So, any potentials then?” asked Jen handing her glass back. “Grad students, new admin, visiting professors? Anyone who looks like the perfect fit for Eva Williams?”
She was joking, Eva knew that. And for another millisecond she thought about Grace Seymour’s angular profile. Then she shook her head.
“No potentials,” she said. “Not a one.”



Chapter Seven
Grace checked and double checked her living room. Her laptop was open on the dining table. Tissues close to hand, just in case. There was a glass of water there too. She kept an open notebook and a pen, though she rarely took notes herself. Nothing was out of place, nothing would spark interest or curiosity. She checked her watch. It was time.
She sat down in front of the laptop and opened Skype. Deftly her fingers scrolled down the contact list until she found the name she needed. Laine Robins. Her heart beat a little harder as it always did when she saw the name. There was an odd metallic taste in her mouth. Clicking her therapist’s name gave her anxiety, there had to be some irony in there.
But it wasn’t really Laine’s name that gave her pause. It was the memories that the name brought with it. The association with that time that she never wanted to speak of again, never wanted to think of. It was over now, gone. Gone forever. The Incident, she called it, minimizing it’s impact by not using a stronger word, but still capitalizing it in her head. And weekly check ins with Laine were part of the deal. Her father never asked how the sessions had gone, and as far as Grace knew never checked up on her. She kept her appointments anyway. Partly because maybe they did help a little. Partly because she was afraid her father might check. Partly because, if she was completely honest with herself, Laine was as close as she had to a friend. And sometimes she just needed someone to talk to.
She pressed the contact name and sat still waiting for the connection. This part was always the most nerve racking. She imagined that Laine could see her waiting, could almost spy on her, sense her anxiety. But as soon as Laine’s smiling face appeared on the screen, Grace calmed.
“Good evening,” said Laine. “Good connection? You can hear me?”
“Perfect.”
“Fantastic. Let’s jump straight in then. How was your week?”
Thinking carefully, Grace filled Laine in on her week, discussing work including both the successful contract meeting and the Oakview project public meeting. She told her about the discovery committee, and expressed how annoyed she was at having been included on it.
“And why does your inclusion bother you so much?”
“Because it’s beneath me,” answered Grace, honestly. She was always honest with Laine. Or at least as honest as she could be. “The task should be delegated to someone else. Someone with less to do than me.”
“And have you told your father this?”
Grace shook her head. Laine leaned in a little closer.
“We’ve talked about this before, Grace. There will come a time when you have to stand up to your father.”
“I’m not ready to do that. Besides, this is such a small thing. It’s better that I just sit on the committee and don’t make waves.”
Laine pursed her lips and nodded. “If that’s how you feel. But just hypothetically, how do you think your father would react if you told him you wouldn’t be a part of this committee, if you delegated the task to someone else.”
“He might be angry,” offered Grace.
“Do you fear his anger?”
Grace thought about this, took a sip of water.
“No,” she said, eventually. “Not his anger. I fear his disappointment.”
“Good,” said Laine. “So we come back to the old issue. I’m not going to discuss your fear of disappointing your father with you right now, we’ve talked about it before. But I’d like you to think about this. Think about how you can work with these feelings. Think about how serious or non-serious a problem it would be if you hypothetically refused to sit on this committee. If you performed this small act of rebellion, of independence, how serious could the potential consequences really get? We’ll talk about it more next time.”
“Fine,” Grace said, making a note.
“I would like to circle back to something we started talking about last session. We were discussing relationships. How have your interactions been in the last couple of weeks?”
Grace had known this would come up, and had dreaded it. On screen, Laine tucked a strand of dark hair behind her ear. Finally, Grace bit the bullet and led with the one night stand.
“Do you think blocking this woman’s number was an appropriate reaction?” asked Laine.
She wasn’t judging, Grace reminded herself. It was her job to ask questions, her job to make Grace think, to make her come to her own conclusions.
“It was an expedient reaction,” Grace answered. “Appropriate? I’m not sure. I mean, I was careful not to lead her on, careful not to let her expect there would be more.”
“Could a short conversation or perhaps even a text have achieved the same result but with more compassion towards the other woman?”
“Yes.” The answer was undeniable.
“Were you perhaps afraid of disappointing her, so you avoided the confrontation?”
Grace knew where this was leading, knew the connections she was supposed to make, so she nodded. Laine let the matter go.
“Anyone else?” asked Laine.
Grace took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “There’s a woman I find interesting,” she said. “Curious is maybe a better word. She someone involved in the Oakview project. She’s a professor, her name’s Eva Williams.”
“And what do you find interesting, sorry, curious about her?” probed Laine.
And this was the problem. Because Grace couldn’t quite pin down the answer. She found the woman infuriating. Annoying. Irritating. And yet she thought about her more than was strictly necessary. There was something indefinable there, something that confused her. She should hate the woman, though hate was perhaps a strong word. Dislike. She should dislike her. And she did. But there was more there, a murkier, clouded feeling that Grace couldn’t identify.
“Do you find her attractive?” asked Laine in the silence.
“Yes,” admitted Grace. “She’s also annoying and stands on the other side of the project. She’s an environmentalist.”
“Ah,” said Laine. “Opposites attract?”
“Maybe.”
“Is this something that you want to talk about?”
Grace checked the time, then shook her head.
“Not this time. I need to think about this more. Examine my feelings more before I’m ready to put words onto them.”
“That’s fair.”
For the next few minutes the two discussed the logistics of their next session, then Grace bade Laine goodbye and shut down the connection. She sat back in her chair and finished her glass of water.
Why had she brought up Eva Williams? She hadn’t had to. Hadn’t known until she actually did that she really was going to. She wanted to be honest with Laine, knew that was the only way the therapist could help her. Perhaps that was it. Maybe her fear of the Incident happening again, the fear of that powerlessness and helplessness returning had overcome her awkwardness of mentioning Eva Williams.
Leaning over she made another note in her book. This was something to think about. But not now. Now she was going to be late. She slammed her laptop closed, slid it into her bag, and prepared to leave the house. There was work to be done, it was barely seven in the evening, and the irritating thought of Eva Williams would just have to wait until later.



Chapter Eight
The shouts of voices all together thrilled through Eva. She’s always loved this, the sense of unity, the sense of a common cause. And the way the noise vibrated through her rib cage. She raised her voice to join with the others.
“Save Our Lungs!”
“Save Our Reserve!”
“Down With Seymour!”
Hundreds of students were marching, and Eva noticed a fair few faculty too. The sun was beaming down and all the colors of the world were there. Pinks and greens and blues in a kaleidoscope strung down the street, feet shuffling, slowly but surely moving forward. And at the front was Chad, bullhorn in hand, leading the others through the chants, making their voices heard.
This was why she was doing this. For the eagerness and exuberance of youth. To help them retain something that she’d always had. She felt a responsibility to them. Not just to educate them, but to protect them, protect what was theirs. At the end of the day she wanted to leave the world a better place than she found it.
The smell of smoke tinged the air. A combination of a few smokers and the explosives of party poppers and streamers she thought. It reminded her of the old days, more serious demos, when tear gas and smoke canisters were thrown into the crowd. These kids wouldn’t experience that. These kids had a safe space in which to be heard, and that pleased her more than she could say. Of course, there was a little disappointment too. As strange as it might seem, the lack of a sense of danger took the edge off things.
She marched and yelled until her throat was scratching and sore. And eventually, the little parade wound its way around to the big central quad. There, banners flying and people still chanting, a stage had been erected and a band was already tuning up. All in all well organized and well done.
It took her a while to track down Chad. She’d resorted to grabbing anyone in a backwards baseball cap until she found him, red faced and hoarse voiced, right in front of the stage.
“Well done,” she leaned in close to speak into his ear.
Grinning, he took her arm and led her around to the side of the stage where the noise was less.
“Thanks,” he said. “Drink?”
He was holding out a bottle.
“It’s only water,” he said. “No alcohol.”
She grinned back at him and took a hefty swig.
“Nice work here.”
He nodded thoughtfully and then said: “Is it going to make a difference?”
She patted his arm. “Every time you make your voice heard you’re making a difference.”
“Yeah, but, like, is this going to help save the nature reserve do you think?”
He looked so worried that she smiled at him and assured him that he had done everything possible to help. But she couldn’t tell him that they were saving the reserve. She wouldn’t lie, and she knew better than to think that one protest would be enough.
“It’s a fantastic start,” she said.
“But only a start?”
“One battle does not make a war,” she told him, something that someone had said to her once, at a demo so long ago that she couldn’t even remember now what it was for.
Chad’s face brightened a little. “We can do this every Friday.”
Eva laughed. “Let’s hope that’s really not necessary. But we’ve made a great start here, and the administration are going to have to listen. That’s the point. If we’re loud enough and strong enough then they might just crumble and move the project elsewhere. I think we’ve got a long fight ahead of us yet though.”
“I’m ready.”
He grinned and his eyes were a little red. Red enough that Eva suspected he might already have had a drink or two. Was he twenty one? She had no idea. And now wasn’t the time to bring the issue up. In fact, she should leave him and let him have his fun, he deserved it.
“I need to go get ready for this committee meeting,” she said. “When you see the others, tell them that I said thank you, and that they did great work.”
“Will do,” he grinned back.
And then he disappeared off into the crowd.
Eva walked slowly back towards her office. She had papers she needed to pick up, and for once she was actually running early. But by the time she’d had a coffee and arranged everything she needed, she was late again.
“How does this always damn well happen?” she grumbled.
But she wasn’t really angry. She was still too full of happiness about the successful protest to truly be mad. She grabbed her bike keys from her desk drawer. She kept a bike on campus for exactly occasions like these. And if she cut around campus and stuck to the back road she should make it over to the admin building in time. Just in time.
She was cycling steadily down the side of the road, keeping clear of traffic. Her legs were pumping, her hair flying in the wind. Beads and bangles clattered, adding a rhythmic soundtrack to her ride. And it all happened so fast she didn’t realize it was happening until it was over.
The car itself didn’t hit her, she was sure of that once she’d examined both herself and her bike. But the vehicle had been going so fast that the slipstream had knocked her off balance. And before she knew it she was sitting on the verge, bike wheels still spinning, watching the silver Mercedes disappear into the distance.
“God damn road hogs and their gas guzzling damn Mercedes. Get off the damn road!” she screeched.
But the car was well out of hearing distance. Eva checked herself over. No damage done, she thought, other than a muddy stain on her skirt. But when she picked up her bike the front wheel was bent where it had hit the curb. No chance of riding it now. God damn it.
Biting her tongue against the vociferous curses that wanted to escape her mouth, Eva slowly started wheeling the disabled bike down the verge. Now she was definitely late.
By the time she walked into the committee room, a small windowless meeting room with a table so big there was almost no room to sit around it, she was sweating and twenty minutes late.
“So nice of you to join us,” said Holden Wright with an acid smile.
He was sitting at the head of the table. Beside him was Grace Seymour. Her pale grey suit complimented the icy blue of her eyes, and Eve found that she had forgotten just how truly attractive the woman was. She swallowed as a wave of warmth coursed through her body.
“A nice looking outside doesn’t imply a nice looking inside,” she muttered as she took her seat.
“What was that Professor Williams?” asked Wright.
“Nothing, Administrator. I apologize for my tardiness. Please continue.”
He glared at her. “We were just discussing this afternoon’s protest march.”
“A success, I should say,” said Eva evenly. “The students were very excited about it, truly enthusiastic. I’m proud of them.”
“And a distraction,” continued Wright. “A distraction from academics, from work, from the efficient running of this university.”
“You can’t forbid the right to gather freely and voice discontent. Freedom of speech is constitutionally guaranteed,” pointed out Eva. “And this is a public university, therefore it’s state land. There’s nothing you can do about it, unless the protest turns nasty, which this one didn’t.”
Wright grunted in reply to this. “Still, bad press for the university.”
“I disagree. I think that showing we support our youth in having their voices heard is a good thing.”
Eva looked around the table and found that a small, narrow shouldered man had spoken. She vaguely recognized him as someone from the admin building, but had no idea of his name. She gave him a smile of thanks.
“I’m not sure this is something that should be encouraged.”
Eva felt herself getting angry, felt the blood rushing to her cheeks.
“Then maybe you should get that stick out of your ass,” she said, and instantly regretted it.
Holden Wright’s face flushed and he was about to speak but was interrupted before he could start.
“Time is precious, I’m a busy woman, so could we please get down to business,” said Grace Seymour.
The woman didn’t even look at her, thought Eva. Not that she minded. She was a red, sweaty mess, it was probably better that no one looked at her, especially an attractive woman like Grace.
“Fine,” said Wright through gritted teeth. “Professor Williams, perhaps you could give us some insight as to why you are so against this building project.”
“I said what I had to say at the public interest meeting, and I stand by that,” said Eva, not wanting now to make a speech. She was wrong footed, angry, not a good state in which to be persuasive. “And I want it clear right now that I and my group will be doing everything possible to stop this construction. We will protest, we will petition, we have students from the law school checking into all the relevant legal loopholes and building restrictions. I will not make things easy on you.”
And now Grace Seymour did look at her. Her eyes were blindingly blue, and Eva thought she could feel them boring through her.
“Be that as it may, Professor Williams, I think you might want to reconsider wasting your time.”
“Wasting my time?” spat Eva.
“Indeed,” Grace said, calmly. “I think you labor under the misunderstanding that there is something that can be done to stop this project. I have been over all the relevant paperwork and my firm has more than covered all their bases. You’ll find no obscure zoning law or environmental protection law that will help you. The plans are drawn up, work is ready to begin. In fact the only thing missing is a signature on the contract. Once the contract is signed, we’ll begin immediately. There is very little that can be done at this point, barring finding a Native American burial ground or other site of archaeological interest under the reserve. So you are wasting your time, Professor Williams, very much so.”
“And whose signature would you happen to need on that bottom line?” asked Eva, thinking perhaps it was someone she could influence.
Grace Seymour gave a small smile. “Why, Holden Wright’s.”
And Eva saw red. If this was all the case then why the hell was she here at all? What was the point of this entire committee? She breathed in through her nose, trying desperately to hold her tongue, not to say something she might regret. Every eye at the table was on her. After two breaths she stood up.
“Then I suppose there is no point in me being here,” she said, quietly.
Her steps echoed in the silence as she walked out and closed the door gently behind her.
Only when she was in the stairwell did she give in and let the tears that had been pricking behind her eyelids start to fall. The deal was already done, bar a signature. The public meeting, the discovery committee, they were all just for show. And Holden Wright had let her lecture, let her protest, let her involve her students, all the while knowing that what she was doing was pointless.
She sat on the top step and put her head in her hands, letting tears drip onto her skirt. Of course, there was always the chance that Grace Seymour was wrong, that every loophole hadn’t been closed. But she doubted it, doubted it very much.
What stung, what really hurt, was that she had been given hope. She could deal with losing fairly. She could deal with the fact that because of her sabbatical she was late to the game. What she couldn’t deal with is that she had been allowed to think that there was something she could do. Something they could do. How the hell was she going to explain this to Chad and the others? Explain that the deal was made, that the opportunity for dissent, for disagreement, for a fair hearing was nothing but show?
She heard a door slam further up in the staircase. She needed to leave, needed to get out of here. The last thing she wanted was to run into any of the rest of the committee on their way out. She got up and jogged down the stairs. Once outside she reclaimed her broken bike. But as she was leaving the parking lot she saw something.
A silver Mercedes was parked in a visitor’s space. She recognized the license plate.
Later her only excuse was that she was angry and not thinking straight. She’d honestly never done anything like it before. She had no idea what came over her.
With a trembling hand she grasped tight hold of her office keys and in one, long, swooping motion scratched a wavering line down the driver’s side of the vehicle. And then she ran.
She woke sweating and twisted in her sheet. For a moment her hand strayed downwards, skimming down her body. Then she stopped herself. She knew exactly what she had been dreaming about. Or rather who.
Grace Seymour’s smooth pink lips had been kissing her neck. And then they’d slowly begun to move downwards. They brushed over her collarbone, slid down to her stomach, and then moved further.
“Shit.”
Eva sat up and unwrapped herself from the sheet. It was only a dream. A naughty one, definitely. But given how long it had been since she’d been with anyone, a perfectly natural one. And finding Grace Seymour attractive was normal too. She was upset and angry, no wonder she was dreaming and having trouble sleeping. Did dreaming about Grace Seymour actually count as a nightmare, she wondered as she climbed out of bed.
She padded into the kitchen and put water on to boil. And then there was committing a crime. Her face flushed hot at the memory. She’d regretted it the second it was done, but then, it was done and there was nothing she could do to undo it.
“I’ll find out whose car it was tomorrow,” she promised herself. “And I’ll fix it somehow, apologize, pay for the damages, make it right.”
Of course, the driver had forced her and her bike off the road. But still, two wrongs did not make a right. She carried her mug of tea into the living room and curled up on the couch. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d felt so blue. Blue was the wrong word, the wrong color. She felt a vaguely grey-brown color. She was still angry, but sad too, confused by her dream and keying the car.
“All those emotions all at the same time,” she said. “No wonder I can’t sleep.”
She needed to let go. Needed to get away. This wasn’t the university that she loved. Times were changing, and perhaps she was getting too old for this shit, perhaps Jen was right. As she sipped at her tea she realized that this was the first time she’d ever thought about leaving Oakview. But if this was the way things were going, if she was to be treated like this, then maybe it was time to make a new start.
Maybe move abroad. Maybe do more research work. Guatamala had been nice. Sweaty and hot and humid, but she’d felt that the work she was doing there was important. Maybe that was the place for her. Away from here, away from the hundreds of small battles that couldn’t be won because of greed and money and power. Be somewhere where she could make a difference, be in the heart of things.
As the sun slowly started to rise, yellow tendrils creeping through the windows, Eva became more and more sure that she was on the right track. She’d need to finish out the school year, of course. No point in telling anyone just yet. But in May, when the buds were fresh and new leaves were curling on the trees, then it would be time to make a new start.



Chapter Nine
“I want it done today.”
The shop was greasy and smelled of chemicals and dirt and engine oil. The man in front of her had dirty fingernails, half moons of black on the end of stubby fingers. And he was shaking his head. Grace frowned.
“I’ll pay double for it to be done today.”
The man sniffed. “It’s not money that’s the problem, ma’am.” He stared down at the wing of the car, the wobbly line tracing down to the driver’s side door. “Matching the paint is the first problem. Then there’s removing the wing and the door panel for a respray. This is at least a two day job. Paint’s gotta dry between coats, you know. Plus, I’m booked out until next Wednesday.”
It was only Saturday. Grace sucked air in through her teeth. Was he taking advantage of her? Did she push for more? She’d seen the scratch as soon as she’d come out of that damn stupid committee meeting. A meeting she should never have even been at. And she’d cursed at whatever asshole student had done it. She tapped her fingers impatiently on the roof of her car. Not taking advantage, she decided. His reasoning seemed sound enough.
“Fine. Book me in for Wednesday then. I’ll expect to pick up the car on the following Friday morning. And I also expect you to arrange for alternative transport for me in the interim.”
The man shrugged, seeming not to mind Grace’s brusque tone. “I’ll get ‘er done as soon as I can, ma’am. Can’t guarantee there won’t be any problems though. Better if you drop ‘er off on Wednesday evening and I’ll give you a call when she’s done.”
Grace leaned in a little. “I’ll pick the car up on Friday morning,” she said again.
Whether it was the coldness of her eyes, the tone of her voice, or the brief glimpse of cleavage he got, the mechanic nodded.
“Right you are then.”
Irritated, Grace climbed back into the car and sped out of the garage. It was Saturday, but that didn’t mean she was off the hook. There was work to be done. Particularly after that ridiculous meeting yesterday. On the face of it, the discovery committee had been a waste of time. On the other hand, Professor Williams had walked out, seemingly defeated. No, definitely defeated. So she should no longer prove a problem. Which meant that all Grace needed now was Wright’s signature. She grinned as she drove towards the office. She was looking forward to telling her father that the problem was solved.
Just as she was pulling into the parking lot, her mobile rang. She drove into the first space she found, pulling the parking brake with one hand and answering her phone with the other.
“Holden Wright here.”
“Mr. Wright, how can I help?”
There was a brief pause, then: “I think you and I need to talk. You left so abruptly after the meeting yesterday that I didn’t get a chance to catch you. I assume you’re working today?”
“Of course.” As if there were any other way to spend a Saturday.
“Good. Then I shall expect to see you in my office in an hour.”
And then there was the buzz of the ring tone as he hung up. Fantastic. Grace closed her eyes and leant her head back for a second. Now what was all this about? Wright had sounded... angry almost. Concerned definitely. She didn’t like being ordered around, didn’t like that he’d just assumed she would come to his office. But his was the signature she needed, so keeping him happy was important. Shit. She’d need to re-jig her whole schedule for the day.
With a sigh she picked up her briefcase and got out of the car. She had time to go through her emails before heading over to the university. At least she could get something productive done with her morning.
On her way to her office she walked past her father’s. His door was ajar, so she knew he was there. Maybe now would be a good time to tell him about Oakview. She wanted to tell him, wanted his praise, if truth be told. And she was half way to doing it, hand already outstretched to knock, when she decided against it. Something about the way Holden Wright had demanded to see her prevented her from telling her father just yet.
She knocked on the door anyway. David Seymour was pulling a ridiculously colored sweater over his head.
“Golf?”
“Due on the green in half an hour,” he said, straightening the sweater. “Did you need something?”
She thought about all she had to do. Thought about the reports she needed to write, the details she needed to finalize. Thought that her father could go in her place to the meeting with Wright if he had nothing better to do than play golf. What had Laine said? That one day she would need to stand up to her father.
He was staring at her, eyebrow raised, so she shook her head. Maybe one day, but not today.
“Just letting you know that I’m in the office. And that I have a meeting with Holden Wright in an hour.”
“About?”
“Last minute qualms probably. I’ll calm him down.”
“Make sure you do,” said her father, shouldering his golf bag.
An hour later she was walking the deserted corridors of the university admin building. Wright’s office was at the far end. A nice enough office for an administrator, she thought, as she walked into the plate glass windowed room.
“Ms. Seymour, thank you for coming,” said Wright, standing up and gesturing towards a chair.
Like she’d had any choice in coming. She sat, noticing that his chair was higher than hers, giving him a false sense of power over her.
“What can I help you with, Mr. Wright?” Her voice was business like, firm.
“The meeting yesterday was somewhat of a debacle,” he admitted. “But I don’t want you to have the wrong impression. I feel like you might have walked out thinking that this was a completely done deal. And in a way, it is. Yet in another way, it isn’t.”
“Meaning?”
“Meaning, I don’t want you to think that you’re out of the woods yet. Professor Williams walking out was a blow. But the discovery committee has an important role to play, and one that will be fulfilled.”
Grace frowned now. “What on earth are you talking about?”
Wright leaned forward, putting his elbows on the large desk.
“The role of the discovery committee is to ensure that everything is done properly.”
“And I’ve already assured you that it has been.”
“Let me rephrase that, then,” said Wright. “The role of the discovery committee is to ensure that everything has been seen to be done properly. That means that we will have reports, we will attempt to at least placate Professor William’s students and assorted hangers on. That means that we will do everything within our power to avoid scandal and bad press for the university.”
Her frown deepened. “But why?”
This made no sense. He could sign the contract right now and have work start immediately. The way was clear, particularly with Eva Williams standing down.
“Because I cannot risk any form of reputation harming, nor any investigation into this project.” He paused for a brief second, looking her directly in the eye. “And if you do not understand why, then perhaps you should ask your father.”
And heart sinking, Grace suddenly understood. Holden Wright had taken kick backs. He’d taken money or some advantage when awarding the contract to Seymour Construction. And her father was behind it. Her mind raced, but came up with no solutions. She was in the middle of this now and there was nothing she could do but work with what she already had. And her best shot was bringing about the beginning of the project as soon as possible. Once ground was broken, her role would be over. The best way of doing that would be coming to some kind of an agreement with Eva Williams. She was the only thing that stood in the way.
“Have you told Professor Williams this yet?”
Wright leaned back in his chair, the leather squeaking as he did so.
“Not yet,” he said. “I thought I’d give her the weekend to cool down before approaching her to rejoin the committee.”
“And you’re certain that her rejoining the committee is the best plan?”
He shrugged. “If she’s a part of the committee she must abide by the committee’s decision. If she’s not, she’ll make trouble elsewhere, spreading rumors or gossip about the validity of the committee’s decision.”
Holden Wright was an arrogant little bastard. But he was a smart one. Something that Grace couldn’t afford to forget.
“Fine,” she said. “In that case, I ask that you don’t inform her until Tuesday at the earliest. I’d like an opportunity to speak with her first.”
Wright shrugged again. “As you wish. The committee meets on Fridays anyway. A day or so isn’t going to make a difference.”
But it might. A day might make a big difference. Grace shook his overly sweaty hand and left his office.
Wright might be smart, but he wasn’t as smart as Grace. Not nearly. Her mind buzzed. She had to get to Eva Williams first. If she could somehow persuade the woman to stand down from the committee and agree that the project was going ahead, then work could get started. Every delay was costing Seymour Construction money. Wright didn’t want her off the committee though, and to be honest, replacing Eva Williams with someone else was a risk. Better the devil you know. Perhaps though, she could tone Eva down a little. Grace thought that she could persuade Eva to see things her way. When necessary she could be very persuasive indeed. Once that was done, Grace could walk away from this damned tainted project. The thought of her father bribing Wright made her nauseous.
In an effort to think of something else whilst walking towards her car, she found that she was thinking about Eva Williams instead. Those sharp jade eyes, those hidden curves. She felt a stirring inside her. Perhaps, if all went well, her meeting with the professor could turn into something more personal. She wasn’t averse to using her body to persuade those against her. And sleeping with Eva Williams could be very, very satisfying.
She was smiling as she got into the scratched Mercedes.



Chapter Ten
Just what in the hell did she think she was doing? Eva walked the small cobbled street, her sandals sliding on the stones. She still wasn’t sure about this. Wasn’t sure why she’d agreed in the first place. It was a ridiculous idea, for all kinds of reasons.
The call had come out of nowhere. God knows how Grace Seymour had gotten her number. And though her first instinct had been to slam the phone down, the soothing, deep tones of Grace’s voice had kept her on the line. And so here she was, on her way to actually meet the woman. Perhaps, she thought, she’d been hypnotized. She snorted to herself. Seduced more likely. Grace had been so gentle, so reasonable on the phone.
Right, so, ground rules. Rule number one was that she was not friends with Grace Seymour. She didn’t owe her anything. If the deal was a done deal, so be it, but chumming up with the opposition wasn’t in Eva’s nature. Still, she couldn’t help but hope that there was some spanner in the works, some reason that Grace needed to talk to her. Perhaps a legal loophole had been overlooked. So she was on a fact finding mission. Okay, that sounded more sensible, that she could handle.
Which brought her to rule number two. The coffee shop was in sight now, the terrace tables scattered over the sidewalk. Eva hurried her step. Rule number two was that she was absolutely and completely not going to fall for Grace Seymour. No matter how attractive, how charming, how friendly the little snake might get, Eva was going to have a heart of stone.
Heart of stone. Right. She took a deep breath before pushing open the door of The Beanery, the campus coffee shop. Classes were in session, so the place was quieter than it might normally have been. But even had it been packed, she’d still have been able to pinpoint Grace, her blonde hair shining, her casual elegance surrounding her like a bubble.
Grace didn’t look up, so Eva stood at the counter, ordering a coffee from a pink haired barista and watching carefully. The woman didn’t seem worried, nor concerned, so probably she wasn’t here to ask Eva for a favor. So why was she here? Eva had spent so long questioning why she herself had agreed to the meeting that she hadn’t had time to wonder what would make Grace propose it.
Thanking the barista and picking up her steaming mug, Eva made her way to the small corner table. What to say? Her heart was jumping, her mouth dry.
“Hi,” she managed to croak out.
Grace looked up, her smile sudden and light, closed the file she’d been looking at and stood, offering her hand. The handshake was warm, soft skin, Grace’s fingers slim and delicate in Eva’s hand. Eva had to swallow again before yanking her own hand back. So much for heart of stone. Get a grip, girl, she told herself. She managed to sit down without making an ass of herself.
“Nice place,” Grace said, looking around as though she hadn’t noticed the room when she walked in. “Cozy.”
“Mmm.”
Grace looked at her now, eyes sharp and blue like chips of ice. “No small talk? You’re mad with me.”
“Yes,” admitted Eva, though she wasn’t sure she should. “Understandably so, I should think.”
“And you don’t feel that you’re being a little unfair?” asked Grace, leaning back and crossing her legs at the knee. “I mean, I’m just the messenger in a way. None of these environmental issues arose during the planning process or initial contract stages. You just surprised me with them a week ago. Perhaps I should be the one that’s mad at you, disrupting what was until now a simple, successful project.”
A fair point. Eva felt herself thawing just a little. All of this was not Grace’s fault, she wasn’t so blind that she couldn’t admit that. But Grace still hadn’t explained why they were both here. Surely this wasn’t just a matter of apportioning blame?
“I don’t hold you personally responsible.”
Grace nodded. “Then perhaps you won’t object to rejoining the committee.”
“What’s the point? The deal’s already done.”
With a sigh, Grace put down her coffee cup. “But Holden Wright wants all the ‘i’s dotted and ‘t’s crossed,” she said. “Which means a full discovery committee with a final report on the pros and cons of the project. That way there can be no backlash later.”
Typical Wright. Covering his own ass was what he was doing. Eva shrugged. “You don’t need me for that. Besides, it’s a waste of my time. The deal’s done and going ahead whatever I say.”
“Maybe so,” said Grace. “And I sympathize with the time wasting issue. I’m in the exact same position. But if we both prepare our individual reports the committee can then use those to make its final report. It’s the simplest way of doing things, and the fastest.”
“But why me?” asked Eva.
“Better the devil you know,” said Grace with a small smile. “You represent the anti-building side well, you’re educated and reasonable, you’re already acquainted with the project. I won’t have to waste any more time looking for someone else to fulfil your role. And Holden Wright can be satisfied that the job has been done properly.”
“And what’s in it for me?”
Grace sipped her coffee again before replying. Eva caught a trace of her sandalwood perfume in the air.
“I’m as reasonable as you are, you’re not going to be working against a big city fat cat who doesn’t give a damn about the environment. I was serious when I said that environmental issues were important to Seymour Construction, in this day and age they have to be. I’ll listen to your concerns and take them into account. There are certain... compromises that might be made.”
“Compromises? I’m not being fobbed off with that. A compromise doesn’t stop the project going ahead.”
“It doesn’t,” agreed Grace. “The project is going ahead, but will be done properly. Work with us, work with me, and you can minimize the damage the building work does to the surrounding environment as much as possible. It’s the best offer you’re going to get, and is certainly better than nothing.”
Eva sat back in her chair. Maybe Grace was right. The project was a done deal, but done in the right way perhaps she could help save something of the reserve. It would be foolish, childish even to refuse to have a slice of cake just because she couldn’t have the whole cake. True, she was seriously thinking of leaving Oakview. Going where she could do more good, the most good. But that didn’t mean that she couldn’t have an impact here before she left.
She studied Grace carefully. The way her neck curved to her shoulder, the fine material of her blouse caressing her skin, the fineness of her blonde hair, and had an idea. She grinned.
“What?”
“What what?”
“You’re smiling,” Grace said, frowning a little.
Eva sobered her face a little before leaning forward. The idea of Grace Seymour covered in mud was a funny one, but the idea had merit.
“I’ll agree to come back to the committee, to write a report, to collaborate with you on a final report with recommendations, but on one condition.”
Grace arched an eyebrow. “Which is?”
“Which is that you come with me to visit the nature reserve and see exactly what it is that you’re going to be despoiling.”
There was a short pause. A heartbeat or two, no more. Then Grace nodded and Eva grinned again. Maybe she could make a difference. And showing Grace Seymour exactly what she was going to destroy might not be enough to change her mind. But it could make her think. And the fact that she’d get to spend an hour or two alone with Grace had absolutely nothing to do with her decision. Not a thing to do with it. At least that’s what Eva told herself.
✽✽✽
 
Grace watched Eva walked away. As she pushed open the door sunlight gleamed off her copper hair. Something was wrong, and she wasn’t sure what. She’d gotten what she wanted. Having Eva on board really was a case of better the devil she knew. Plus, if she could get close enough to the woman it should be relatively easy to influence the final report once it came time. The trip to the nature reserve was surprising, but she wasn’t averse to putting on her boots and getting dirty. Something she thought might surprise the professor.
So what was wrong? She liked Eva Williams, she realized. Liked her spunk, liked that she wasn’t intimidated by another powerful woman. More than that. She liked her hair. Liked her eyes and how they crinkled at the corners when she smiled. It was a feeling she hadn’t had for a very long time, and one she knew was dangerous. Because as sweet and innocent as the hippy professor looked, Grace got the feeling that playing with her would be playing with fire.
She slowly finished her coffee, taking ten extra minutes that she could ill afford out of her schedule to do so. She would work with Eva. She would go to the reserve. She would get the kind of discovery committee report she wanted out of the deal, and get it as fast as possible. But she would need to be careful. And she’d need to keep Eva at arm’s length.
Grace Seymour did not fall in love. Grace Seymour didn’t even like most of the women that she slept with. Liking was not a pre-requisite for sex. In fact, as far as Grace was concerned, liking someone was a very strong reason not to have sex with them. Not to get involved. But she was already involved with Eva.
She pushed her empty coffee cup to the center of the table and stood up, gathering her things. She’d just have to be careful, was all. Because Eva Williams was definitely a threat. A threat to the project, even now, and a threat to Grace herself. And after the Incident, Grace had learned very quickly that she needed to protect herself at all costs.



Chapter Eleven
The annex room was cooler than outside. Dust spun in shafts of sunlight, and the place was quieter than Eva had hoped for. Chad was sitting at a desk, bent over some papers. Either arranging logistics or taking care of homework. The latter probably.
“All alone?”
He looked up and grinned when he saw her.
“I sent everyone out to get petition signatures,” he said. “Wanted some quiet time to work on my bio assignment.”
She’d guessed right. She pulled up a chair, dragging it so that she was sitting opposite him. There was no easy way to do this, but she had to tell him. She was careful though, knowing that discouraging him now could mean that he’d never attempt something like this in the future. That was something she definitely didn’t want.
“You’ve been doing some fine work here,” she started. “I’m impressed. Well organized, using resources efficiently. You’ve really stepped up. I think you might have found your calling.”
His cheeks flushed pink with her praise, making his freckles stand out more. “It’s no big deal.”
“It is, it is a big deal. You’ve created a group that could really make a difference. That’s not something that’s easy to do. It’s easy to talk the talk, but walking the walk is another matter. You’ve shown that you’re not content just to complain about something, that you’re willing to take action for something you believe in. And that is a big deal. But it makes what I have to tell you even more difficult.”
He pushed his baseball cap, re-situating it. He looked so young, and Eva hated doing this to him. But letting him continue with the protest group without telling him what she knew would be even more unfair.
“The project is a done deal,” she said. “The administration are waiting on reports from the discovery committee, but they’re a formality only. The building will go ahead, the nature reserve will be levelled. And no amount of protesting will make a difference.”
For a second he stared at her, then he slowly shook his head. “No.”
“Yes, my hands are tied, there’s nothing to be done.”
“Maybe you’re right,” he said. His chair tilted back on two legs, his hands gripped the edge of the desk so that his knuckles were white. “But even if you’re hypothetically right, that doesn’t mean that we should stop what we’re doing here.”
Eva sighed. “Chad, I’m sorry, I know you worked hard and you’re disappointed, but–”
“But nothing. You’re the one that’s just sat there and talked about talking the talk and walking the walk. You’re right that this is something I believe in. And what kind of person walks away from a conviction when things get tough? That’s not exactly walking the walk, is it?”
She was taken aback by this. Because he was right. And maybe, she thought, maybe Jen was right too. Maybe she was getting too old for this shit. Chad’s words took her aback because ten years ago, five years ago, she’d have been the one saying them. Being part of the university bureaucracy had had an effect on her, had calmed her somehow, and not always in a good way. It really was time to leave this place.
“It’s not,” she allowed. “But you have to understand that the project will go ahead no matter how hard you work.”
“Maybe,” he said. “Maybe not. Even if it does go ahead, if we kick up enough stink then maybe next time the administration will think twice before doing something like this. Or maybe the project doesn’t go ahead, maybe we do stop it.”
“How exactly?”
He looked at her closely, then his chair crashed back down onto four legs so that he was sitting upright rather than leaning back.
“There are all kinds of things that can happen. Let’s say the law students find some long forgotten legislation. Or maybe one of our IT nerds finds some trace of financial corruption in Seymour Construction. And there are other things, other ways.”
Eva had a shaking feeling of concern in her stomach. “Other ways?”
“Professor, you’ve protested before. I don’t need to explain things to you.”
“Maybe you do.” She needed to hear what he was thinking, needed to be sure that he was saying what she thought he was saying.
Chad rubbed his face. “I was reading about some of the stuff Greenpeace does. And some other action groups too. Sometimes they chain themselves to trees, sometimes they take pieces of the machinery so construction can’t go ahead. Sometimes they live in the trees. Or maybe they blow up a tool shed or something. You know, that kind of stuff.”
“Chad, I cannot condone sabotage.”
“I’m not asking you to,” he said, defiant now. “You’re not the leader of this group, I am. And I would never ask you to condone something that you were uncomfortable with. I didn’t even want to talk about this, you pushed me into it.”
She held up both her hands. “Okay, okay.”
“There are still things that we can do,” he said, more quietly. “I mean, still avenues we can explore. And even if we don’t stop this building project, then maybe we stop the next one. You don’t give up just because the chips are down. You don’t just walk away.”
The annex was so quiet it was like being inside a bubble, the outside world so far away. She hadn’t realized just how involved Chad was with all of this.
“Promise me no violence,” she said. “No explosions, no violence.”
His eyes narrowed a little. “If you promise me that you’re not going to pull the plug on the class project. We’ve still got the law students working, the IT dudes and some business major guy are looking over Seymour Construction’s public records and financial statements. There’s still hope.”
Slowly, she nodded. “But you come up with any grand plans, you run them by me first. That’s if you want any hope of getting any class credit for all this.”
He grinned now, face relaxing. “This is about more than class credit. But yes, I swear I’ll run any big plans by you first. And don’t worry, we are making a difference here. It might not be the difference that we want to make, but it’s still a difference. We’re making our voices heard, and that was the plan, right?”
“It was,” she said, standing up.
“Don’t worry, Professor Williams. We’re not going to do anything stupid.”
She took a last look back at him before she went out. His head was bent back over his assignment again. She’d created an eco-warrior, and part of her was fiercely proud of him. But another part was worried. He was young, inexperienced, and full of conviction. And that could be an explosive mixture.



Chapter Twelve
The dawn was cool and grey and Grace pulled on boots before slamming her car door and locking it. At five thirty in the morning she should be on her way to the gym. But she’d figured that a walk around the nature reserve would count as a work out.
Campus was quiet at this time in the morning. The late night partiers were home already, sleeping off their hang overs. The all-nighters were either asleep over their books in the library or still anxiously studying. At Harvard, Grace had been part of the second crowd. Devouring books, taking copious notes, striving with everything she had to be the best. Maybe that had been her mistake. She wished she could think back on her college days with fondness. And some things did make her smile. But everything was tinted by the Incident. She had no desire to go to a reunion, no desire to return to her student life.
As she approached the reserve she saw a shadowy figure waiting for her and hurried a little. Eva was early, she should have expected as much. A walk in the mud wasn’t exactly Grace’s preferred morning exercise, but if this was the price she had to pay to have Eva on board, then so be it.
“Good morning,” she said brightly.
“Glad to see that you’re a morning person,” said Eva. She held out a paper cup with a lid. “Only from the department coffee machine, I’m afraid. The Beanery won’t be open for another hour or so. But it’s hot and caffeinated.”
Grace accepted the cup, enjoying the warmth in her hands. Fall was definitely coming, a chill nipped her nose. “Shall we get started then?”
Eva pulled a bunch of keys from her pocket, unlocked the gate and then stood aside. “After you.”
The sun was slowly sneaking over the horizon, turning the dawn from grey to orange. The air was fresh and quiet. The only sound was the rustling of their footsteps as they walked the muddy trail. Suddenly, Eva stopped.
“Look.”
Grace followed her gesture and saw three or four slender shapes gliding through the morning light.
“Bats,” explained Eva. “They should be roosting now, but these ones got caught far from home. It’s unusual to see them at dawn, but not unheard of.”
Grace kept her eyes peeled, but saw nothing alone. It took Eva pointing things out to her before the mysteries of the nature reserve unfolded before her eyes. Eva put a hand on her arm, and both of them bent. Grace saw a small furry ball scampering around in the grass.
“Chipmunk?” she guessed.
“Close,” whispered Eva. “Ground squirrel.”
As they watched, the animal became aware of their presence and stopped still, trembling before making a run for it into the foliage.
And it wasn’t just the fauna. As they walked, Eva pointed out trees and grasses, explaining what each was, its medicinal properties, the function it served in an eco-system. Grace found herself being drawn into the lecture, wishing she could take notes.
She also found herself looking forward to the times when Eva would take her arm in excitement, pointing out something with her warm fingers clasped around Grace’s arm. The light jacket and sweater she was wearing did nothing to prevent Eva’s natural warmth flooding into her. The touch made her pulse race faster, made her breath come faster. She should stop the touches, should stand further away. But she didn’t want to miss what Eva was showing her.
It was full morning now, the sun out bright but not yet hot. It was going to be a beautiful day. The sky was the kind of blue that promised autumnal warmth later and Grace could now see the full extent of the reserve. Trees and grasses swayed in the light breeze. The area was untouched. There was no litter, no sign of human habitation at all. It must have all once been like this, she thought. Once upon a time the whole country was like this.
“Psst!”
Her thoughts were interrupted by Eva’s hiss. Looking over she saw the professor beckoning wildly. She walked carefully over a patch of mud before joining her.
“Look!”
Grace gazed down into the long grass and almost, but not quite, squealed. Her heart raced and she took a step back. The snake was curled around in a patch of sun, unmoving.
“Cemophora Coccinea,” Eva whispered. “Otherwise known as a Scarlet Snake. Non venomous, don’t worry. He’s trying to soak up some heat so he’s got the energy to get moving.”
Still shaking slightly, Grace leaned over to take a closer look. She didn’t want to appear afraid in front of Eva, but her heart was pounding. After she’d taken what she thought was a fair amount of time looking at the snake, she stepped back again.
“Whoops, off he goes,” Eva said, still watching the snake.
The movement of the long grass signalling the movement of the snake was more than Grace could take. Quickly she stepped back again and again, half turning as though to flee, and slid over the mud patch that she’d so carefully avoided earlier.
She hit the ground with a squelch, and her hand pushed down into the stickiness. The breath knocked out of her she just sat there, unbelieving of what had just happened. And then there was a light, happy sound, and she realized that Eva was giggling. The red haired woman had her hand over her mouth and was trying to hide her amusement. Then, instead of being angry, Grace smiled too. And then laughed. Until both of them were almost crying with laughter. Grace took deep, juddering breaths and Eva wiped her eyes. And then the hand appeared.
It would be rude not to take it, was Grace’s first thought, though she struggled to find a way to refuse Eva’s help, to avoid touching her. But as she wriggled in the mud it became apparent that she’d never be able to get up by herself anyway. So reluctantly she reached out. Eva’s strong fingers clasped around her wrist and a flood of warmth went through Grace’s body.
“After three,” said Eva. “One, two, three!”
She pulled harder than Grace had expected, stronger than she looked. With a pop, Grace came flying upwards until she was back on her feet. She hadn’t realized until now how similar in height they were. As she steadied herself she was looking directly into Eva’s eyes. Their faces were only an inch apart.
And Eva was still holding her hand.
Maybe it was the shock of the fall, maybe the adrenaline from seeing the snake. Maybe it was the coolness of the morning, the quiet of the nature reserve. Maybe it was something else entirely. But for one split second, just one instant, Grace let herself go. All her control, all her carefully built facade, all her sensibleness and seriousness dropped away. She moved a scant fraction of an inch. And that would have been fine, she still could have stopped things. Except Eva moved too.
Their lips met with a spark of heat that thrilled down Grace’s spine. Soft and warm and gentle. She closed her eyes, pushed a little forward, and Eva’s fingers intertwined with her own and they were kissing and Grace fell into it. Her free hand came up to twist itself into Eva’s coppery red hair. Her tongue caressed Eva’s lips until she parted them and allowed her in. Her breath came faster and her body pressed up against Eva’s and she could feel each soft curve as they fit together.
And she realized what she was doing.
Grace pulled away sharply. Stepping back, careful to avoid the mud.
“I’m sorry,” she stuttered, all calmness gone. “That shouldn’t have happened. I’m sorry.”
She turned to flee for sure this time, her boots sliding over muddy ground until she got back on the trail. Or a trail. Maybe not the trail. She turned, looking both ways down the trail, but everything looked the same. And then she looked at Eva again. There was no escaping this, no running away.
“I can’t get back without you.”
Eva stood still for a moment, silent, then nodded, moving slowly until she was back on the path and leading the way. Grace followed and racked her brains, trying to think what to say, what could make the situation any better. Or at least what could make it not any worse.
Finally, she swallowed and spoke up.
“That was unprofessional, and I’m sorry,” she said, as genuinely as she could.
“It’s fine,” Eva said, without turning around.
“It’s not fine. You have my apologies. It shouldn’t have happened. And I’m sorry if I made you feel uncomfortable.”
“I’m not uncomfortable,” said Eva, but she still didn’t turn around.
“Stop.”
Eva came to a stop and Grace took her arm trying hard not to think about the fact that she was touching her, turning her around to face her.
“Professor Williams, Eva, you’re a very attractive woman. But we have to work together, work on opposite sides of a project together, which means any kind of... other stuff is inappropriate. I’m sorry that I kissed you. Please could you accept that apology and let us get back down to business. I don’t want a moment of misjudgement to interfere with the project.”
It sounded stilted and formal even to her. But Grace couldn’t do better. She couldn’t possibly say given her way she’d pull Eva back into a kiss right this second, throw her down onto the long grass and...
“Apology accepted.”
Grace looked at her. It was as good as she was going to get. She cursed her own stupidity. Letting her guard down like that was foolish. She couldn’t afford to get involved with anyone, let alone someone like Eva. Her career came first. And Eva would be not only a distraction to that career, but would be actively fighting against it. The feelings would go, they’d fade over time. There’d be plenty of time for relationships, for fun, when her father stepped down, when Grace was officially appointed the CEO of the company. Until then, one night stands only. And Eva, despite what Grace had thought she could handle, was definitely not one night stand material.
“Thank you.”
She started to walk again, Eva too, though this time not quite so far ahead.
“The nature reserve is beautiful,” said Grace. “Thank you for showing it to me.”
“Just as well you saw it now, before it’s too late, before it’s gone.”
The words sounded bitter and Grace could hear Eva’s true pain in them. Pain at the loss of the reserve, certainly, but something else. Pain at being rebuffed, pain at being turned down.
“It is a shame that the reserve will be built on,” Grace said, still walking. “But that’s the way of things. We all have to make sacrifices. The university needs more teaching space, and this land was given to the university in order that it could provide an education for its students. The loss of the reserve is unfortunate. But the project is necessary for the university to function as it should.”
“A shame? Unfortunate? When will we start remembering what it is that we risk?” Eva said. “Of course I understand that the university needs to function as it should, needs teaching space and funds and whatever else. But at what cost? As a society we continually put our short term needs ahead of our long term ones. We’re slowly destroying the only planet that we know of that’s hospitable to life. Every square inch, every nature reserve, every lake, every wilderness that we build on erodes the eco-system that keeps us alive.”
Grace was quiet. She understood what Eva was saying. She’d heard it before, it’s not like environmental activists were quiet about their opinions. In some ways, many ways, she agreed with what Eva was saying. But it wasn’t like they were building a shopping mall, they were building a necessity. She wondered if Eva would feel the same way if a hospital was to be built on the nature reserve.
“I can’t change what has already been decided,” Grace said, knowing even as she said it that she wouldn’t change the decision even if she could and feeling ashamed of herself for it. “But perhaps by working together we can minimize the impact that the building will have on the surrounding area.”
They were back at the gate. Once again, Eva unlocked it and let Grace through first.
“Perhaps,” said Eva.
And she sounded tired, beaten somehow. Grace wanted to comfort her, but was afraid that she wouldn’t be accepted. Afraid that she’d just try to kiss the woman again.
“Thank you for showing me the reserve,” she said again, genuinely. “It was a special experience.”
Students were evident now, backpacks on their backs, walking to early morning classes. The moment was over, broken, the quiet gone.
“I’ll see you at the next meeting on Friday,” Grace said.
And she strode off across the quad, not looking back, not wanting to see Eva’s face.
What an idiot she was. What a mistake to make. She’d judged Eva to be a worthy adversary, thought her smart and yes, attractive. But maybe she had underestimated just how dangerous she could be.
Grace reached her car, grimacing at the long scratch down the side. Yes, she was going to have to be careful of Eva Williams. No more nature walks. Business only. Business was the only thing that mattered.



Chapter Thirteen
She’d kissed Grace Seymour. She was still getting used to the idea, and every now and then it snuck up on her and surprised her again. She’d be teaching a class or going over papers and remember the soft touch of Grace’s lips on hers and tingle at the memory of it. And then promptly be disgusted with herself.
Not only was she not supposed to be falling in love so easily, not only was she supposed to be being more emotionally responsible, but she was thinking about kissing the very woman who would be destroying the nature reserve. It was... unethical, that was the word. More unethical than dating a student. It was like... dancing with the devil.
And by the time Friday afternoon rolled around, Eva was sitting at her desk and seriously considering whether she wanted to go to the discovery committee meeting or not. Not was her first response. She didn’t want to see Grace Seymour, didn’t want to listen to her speak, and certainly didn’t want to moon around after her remembering a mistaken kiss. On the other hand, she had given her word that she would prepare her report and she couldn’t think of an excuse not to go that was both viable and true.
She picked up a pile of grading sheets and dropped them off at Janice’s desk to be copied on her way out.
“Have a nice weekend,” she said.
“Behave yourself,” said the older woman, peering sternly over her glasses.
It was the same thing Eva could remember her saying every Friday afternoon since she was a student. As though an almost forty year old woman was going to keg parties and frat houses on the weekend. But then, Eva guessed her judgement wasn’t as sound as she’d counted on. Not after leaning in and brushing her lips against Grace Seymour’s. She growled under her breath. Really, she had to stop thinking about it.
The meeting was already in session by the time she walked in. Holden Wright glared at her, and she took the seat furthest away from Grace on the same side of the table so that she didn’t have to look at her.
She barely paid attention, doodling on the provided notepad as Wright droned on about zoning laws and permits. She disappeared into a daydream where she was living in Costa Rica, planting in the rain forest, running barefoot over mulch pathways towards a little hut that she knew was hers. And then the hut door opened and Grace Seymour’s smiling face appeared and Eva had to shake her head to rid herself of the dream.
“... which brings us to the gala,” Wright was saying.
Eva frowned and figured she ought to make some kind of contribution to the meeting. “What gala?” she asked.
Wright glared at her again. “The fundraising gala next Saturday,” he said. “Of course you’ll all be expected to attend, put a good face on things, elicit donations and such. Remember that the project does depend on a certain amount of outside cash flow.”
“Absolutely not,” said Eva.
“I’m sorry, Professor Williams?”
“No, I won’t be going to your fundraising gala and asking the rich folks for money to destroy the nature reserve.”
For a minute Wright stared at her and she thought that he might be about to kick up a fuss about it. But then he looked back down at the agenda he was holding and tsked in disapproval.
“As you wish, Professor Williams.”
And that was the end of it.
For the rest of the meeting Eva concentrated firmly on something else. The car. She’d promised herself that she was going to admit to her crime and atone for it, and so she was. And whilst she’d kept an eye out around campus, she hadn’t seen the Mercedes anywhere. Since the crime had been committed right here on a Friday afternoon, it made sense that her best chance of finding the car again would be after the meeting. And she was nervous.
Who drove Mercedes? Rich, balding men, that was who. And she doubted that the driver would take kindly to what she’d done to his vehicle. Still, it was daylight and a public space, it wasn’t like she was going to be punched or anything. Her adrenaline was starting to spike though as the meeting came to a close and she gathered her things.
She rushed out of the room before anyone else, not wanting to be stopped. Not wanting to face Grace Seymour if she was being honest with herself. But then she took the stairs rather than the elevator, and dawdled just a little, trying to put off the moment when she had to go into the parking lot.
Until there was nothing left for it but to walk out into the autumn sunshine and face facts. She saw the silver glint of the car immediately. Recognized the license plate. She started walking towards it. She had a note already prepared, something to stick under the windshield wiper, an apology along with her contact details so that an arrangement could be made for payment. And she was just fumbling in her bag for the note when Grace strode past her.
The blonde woman reached for her keys, a tinny beep sounded and the Mercedes’ lights flashed. Holy shit. Of all the cars, of all the luck.
“Is this your car?” Eva said, hopefully even though she knew better than to hope.
“Yes,” Grace said, brusquely. Then, curious, she turned more towards Eva. “Why?”
Oh God. Eva felt herself blushing, felt the warmth rushing to her face. But she’d done wrong and now she was going to face the consequences come what may.
“I, uh, have an admission to make.”
Grace put her briefcase into the car, then stood up straight again. “An admission?”
“The uh, scratch, right here...” Eva leaned closer and then saw that the scratch was gone. “It’s gone?”
“The scratch? Yes, I picked the car up this morning. Cost a fortune just for a scratch. Honestly, kids nowadays, isn’t that what I’m supposed to say?”
But she was clearly still annoyed. Eva cleared her throat and screwed up her courage. “It wasn’t kids. It was me. I scratched your car. Although, of course, I didn’t know it was yours. I just thought... It doesn’t matter. I scratched it and I need to apologize and obviously I’ll pay for the damage, if you’d just–”
“You did what?” Grace said, face creasing into a frown.
“I scratched your car.”
“What, with a bike or something?”
And the story came flooding out. How Eva had been knocked off her bike, how angry it had made her, how then the meeting had gone so badly and the project was going ahead and she was mad as hell and upset, and how she’d seen the car in the lot and found her keys and...
“And so you keyed my car.”
“You knocked me off my bike,” pointed out Eva. “But yes, yes I did. I did not know it was your car though. And I’d like to pay for the damage.”
Grace breathed out so heavily that her nostrils flared and Eva thought that she might yell or curse or even slap her. But the breath seemed to calm her a little and she started to shake her head.
“No,” she said. “No payment. Not financial anyway. Insurance will cover the cost.”
“But I have to do something,” said Eva.
“Yes, you do,” agreed Grace. And her blue eyes were gleaming in a way that Eva had never seen before. “You can come to the gala.”
“No, absolutely not.”
“You said you wanted to do something to make up for keying my car, and that’s what I want you to do. Besides, I came to the nature reserve with you, saw your world, maybe you should see mine. You assumed that because I drive a Mercedes and accidentally knocked you off your bike that I was, what? A rich, bald guy? Am I right? So maybe you should surround yourself by these people that you hate so much and find out that some of them aren’t quite as bad as you assume.”
Eva swallowed and looked at the floor. She really, really didn’t want to go to the damn gala. All dressed up, high heels and all, it wasn’t her style. But Grace had a point, and if it would make up for immaturely scratching her car, then it was the least she could do.
“Alright,” she said.
Just as she was speaking a voice called out from behind them.
“Enjoy your weekend ladies,” said Holden Wright, waving in their direction.
Eva rolled her eyes. “Slimy toad.”
Grace snorted a small laugh. “Couldn’t agree more,” she said. “I didn’t say all capitalists were nice people. Some of them are assholes.”
And it was Eva’s turn to laugh. “He’s quite something. You know for years I’ve thought that he was taking kick backs, or embezzling or something. He always seems to be so well dressed for a university administrator.” She sighed. “Never been able to prove anything though, of course. Probably just family money. I could definitely do without a Holden Wright in my life though.”
Grace was staring speculatively across as Wright climbed into his jazzy red sports car. “Had run ins with him before, I take it?”
“More than once,” Eva said. “He’s the head of the planning committee, so all construction projects go through him. And trust me when I say that environmentalism is not at the top of Holden Wright’s agenda. Ever.”
Grace was still watching Wright drive out of the parking lot and Eva realized that for a few minutes she’d completely forgotten about the kiss. She’d been worried that things would be awkward, that she wouldn’t be able to face Grace. But this, this was normal, chatting, talking, gossiping. She felt comfortable around Grace, political differences aside. It was a nice feeling, though she couldn’t help thinking that she should try harder to hate her.
“We should meet next week,” Grace said, breaking into Eva’s thoughts.
“Meet?”
“To go over our individual reports on the project,” said Grace. “I take it that’s still on the table? I still think that done right we can come up with a final report that reflects at least some of your concerns.”
Just business. Obviously. Eva nodded. “Sure, of course, I uh...”
But Grace was already pulling her diary out of her briefcase. “Thursday, does that work for you?”
Rapidly, Eva scanned through her schedule in her head. “Yes, I’m teaching until five, but after that would be fine.”
Grace sucked air in through her teeth, thinking. Then nodded. “I can just make it. We’ll have to do it in your office though and start at five ten. I’ll be over in this direction anyway, so that’s the most efficient.”
It wasn’t exactly ideal. Eva wasn’t sure how she felt about having Grace Seymour in her small office. But it looked like there was no choice.
“Okay.”
Grace smiled and replaced her diary. “I’ll see you then. And don’t forget about that gala, I’ll be expecting to see you there.”
And Eva had almost already forgotten about the gala. With a sigh, she nodded. “I’ll be there.”



Chapter Fourteen
Had she forced Eva to go to the gala out of spite or out of lust? Grace really couldn’t decide. And she supposed it didn’t really matter since the thing was done now. She wanted to regret it, knew that she should, but she didn’t. The thought of seeing Eva all dressed up for once, instead of in her long skirts and sandals was just too alluring. And yes, Eva would be uncomfortable, but that was the least she deserved for scratching up her car. She still couldn’t quite believe that Eva had done that.
She drove back to the office pondering the wisdom of her decision to make Eva attend the gala. And when she drew up outside and saw the lights still on she knew her father would be there. And that brought to mind again what Eva had said about Holden Wright. Grace had her own suspicions. But she would like them confirmed. She didn’t really know why, other than to satisfy her own curiosity. Wright was slimy, his handshakes too long, his examination of her body whenever he met her too obvious. But that didn’t necessarily mean that he was corrupt.
She dropped her briefcase off in her own office before going to her father’s.
“Burning the midnight oil?” she asked.
“Just going over the last of these contracts,” he said, voice gruff. “Oakview?”
She nodded. “Just came from the damn discovery committee meeting. Wright insists on doing things his way, insists that we go through the process even though it’s a done deal. It’s delaying us, but I’ll get it wrapped up as soon as possible. The fundraising gala is next Saturday. Are you planning on going?”
“No, I’ll be in New York. Business. You can put in an appearance for the firm.”
She’d expected as much, but had asked anyway. He looked older in the desk light, wrinkles dragging his skin down, hair starting to sprout around his ears. How long had he looked like this? How long had it been since he’d been young, the energetic, limitless father that she remembered?
“We don’t spend enough time together,” she said, the words escaping her before she could stop them.
He looked up. “We can have dinner before I go to the city,” he said. “Thursday maybe?”
She shook her head. “I’ve got a meeting.” With Eva, she didn’t add.
“Then when I get back.”
He was her father and she loved him. He was all that she had. Ever since she could remember it had just been the two of them. Well, the two of them and a string of nannies and housekeepers until she was old enough to take care of herself. She didn’t remember her mother, knew her face only from photographs. She didn’t miss her, you couldn’t miss something that you’d never had. But sometimes she did wish that there was someone else there, someone to act as a buffer between her and her father.
“Did you need something?”
Grace blinked. She’d almost forgotten where she was. And now that she was asked she did want something. But how to go about asking for it?
“Holden Wright,” she said.
Her father grunted. “Jumped up little tyke, isn’t he? Giving you trouble?”
“No, no, it’s not that. He’s completely on board.”
“As well he should be.”
“That’s kind of the thing.”
“Kind of the thing?” He raised his eyebrows at her. “Speak your mind, Grace. Don’t beat about the bush, nobody has time for that.”
“Did you bribe him?”
The words sounded so ridiculous, the question so stupid, that she regretted saying them as soon as they were out of her mouth. Her father wasn’t shocked, however. He leaned back, the leather of his chair creaking as he did so.
“Yes.”
And now that she had confirmation, now that she knew for sure, she didn’t know how to react. Her father was watching her carefully and she knew that he was observing her for signs that the corruption bothered her. She knew she should show no reaction, but couldn’t help herself.
“Why?”
David Seymour’s eyes narrowed. “Because that’s how this business works, Grace. We’ve been over this, though perhaps not as concretely as we should have. This is construction. Bribes are a part of doing business. It’s a man’s game, and always has been. I don’t say that to discourage you or to imply that you aren’t suited to the work. But maybe it explains a little. Holden Wright gets a pay off, gets his hot tub or whatever it is that he’s been lusting after. We get the contract with as few hiccups as possible. It’s just how it is. It’s how men have been doing business for centuries. You scratch my back and I’ll scratch yours. And if we hadn’t passed the favor to Wright, someone else would have. And then they’d have the contract now instead of us.”
She’d heard it before. Heard it all before. And it disgusted her. It was wrong on the deepest level, unethical, and she hated that it had to happen. But according to her father they had no choice. Was that really true? Could they not have just entered a tender like everyone else did? Cutting back a little on their profit to ensure that they had the lowest bid? She had said as much before. Her father had simply laughed.
“And where would you have gotten that Mercedes from if we’d done that?” he’d asked. “And how would I have paid your tuition? Eh? Did you think about that?”
Now her father sat up straight again, looking her directly in the eyes.
“Grace, you’re going to have to get used to this. It’s a little immoral, a little on the grey side, I understand that. But it’s also how all of this works. And like it or not, if you want Seymour Construction to be successful then at some point it’s going to be you offering favors at the negotiating table.”
She felt nauseous at the thought of it. She had no intention of being corrupt. She’d take the cut in profits. The company could afford it. But right now, that decision wasn’t hers to make.
It was hard. Divorcing the love she felt for her father as a parent from the disgust she felt at his practices as a businessman. But what could she do? She had the knowledge now, she’d asked the question and she’d got her answer.
“I should get back to work,” she said.
Her father gave her a speculative look before nodding. “And don’t let’s forget about that dinner, eh? You’re right, we should spend more time together.”
He waited until she was standing, almost turning to leave before he spoke again.
“Bring me that signed contract for Oakview and we’ll make your vice presidency official,” he said.
A burning glow of ambition ignited inside her chest. All those late nights, all those early mornings. It had to pay off sometime. But she just nodded, hiding her jubilation as she knew he’d want her to.
“And once you’re official it’ll be time to start talking about takeover and retirement plans,” he added.
“Retirement?”
He looked older still in the yellow desk light. “I need more time to golf,” he said with a grin. “But I’m not going anywhere until you’re ready, don’t worry.”
She left his office with a tumult of feelings. Fear, anxiety, disgust, pride, excitement, all mixed up into one. This was what she’d been working so hard for, this was the prize, the golden ring. If her father stepped down she could run the firm as she saw fit. Perhaps. Or maybe he was right about the corruption. That scared her.
She went back to her office, took out her files and paperwork, clicked on her computer. But it was a long time before she could focus on the work she had to do.



Chapter Fifteen
Clouds scudded across the sky and there was a definite chill in the air. Eva clutched her long sweater more closely around her body and hurried across the quad. The first real fall day and the dead leaves were skidding across the ground in the stiff breeze. She was about half way across the quad when she saw the familiar backwards baseball cap.
Chad caught her eye in the exact same moment that she saw him and for a second he looked to be paused for flight. But then his body relaxed and he strolled up to her as though he’d been meaning to do so all along.
“Hey Professor Williams.”
Eva narrowed her eyes a little. “Have you been avoiding my calls?” she asked. “Every time I go to the annex it seems that you’ve just left or are due in any minute. If I didn’t know better I’d think that you were avoiding me.”
He flushed a little but straightened up. He was a good foot taller than she was and in anyone else his movement would have been described as looming. But she had a tough time seeing lanky Chad as a threat.
“Not avoiding exactly.”
“Then what exactly?”
He didn’t answer, so she went on.
“Talk to me Chad, what’s going on with the protest group?”
He rubbed at his face then swallowed so hard she could see his Adam’s apple bob up and down.
“I don’t think it’s something I can talk about right now,” he said. “We might have found a way, maybe, to stop construction. I’m not sure. But it’s not something that you and I should be discussing.”
Fear pounded in her chest. What was this kid getting into?
“You made me a promise, Chad. No violence.”
And again he rubbed his face.
“Yeah, I know I did.” He quickly looked from left to right as though gauging his opportunity for escape. “I gotta go or I’ll be late for class.”
He was jogging off before Eva even had a chance to respond. And it was only once he’d gone that she realized he hadn’t repeated his promise. He’d acknowledged the existence of the promise, but nothing more. And that scared her.
She stared after him. What were her responsibilities here? If Chad were going to do something dangerous, she’d need to tell the administration and possibly the authorities too. But it wasn’t like she had any proof. All she had was suspicion. She needed to do more digging, she thought. Maybe talk to Chad again. And keep a closer eye as to what was going on in the annex. That seemed a sound enough plan for now. Construction hadn’t even started yet, so there was little chance of any kind of violent protest action in the near future. She’d use that time to figure out exactly what was going on.
Eva pushed through the crowd until she found Jen sitting at their usual table, a basket of fries in front of her and a half eaten burger by her side. She grinned and stooped to simultaneously deposit her own food on the table and kiss Jen’s cheek.
“I was beginning to think you’d never get here. I had to start without you for fear of starving to death.”
Eva grinned. “They messed up my order and it took all of two minutes to fix it, so I don’t think you were in any real danger.”
Dolly’s was a campus institution. Homemade burgers and fries and the best milkshakes this side of the Mississippi, or that’s what the sign said. Regardless of advertising, the place was always packed, and was hardly a quiet lunch spot. But Jen and Eva busted the ladies who lunch stereotype, opting for a fast food treat rather than wine and salads.
“So, how’s it going?” Jen asked, popping a fry into her mouth.
For a while they grumbled about the new grading policy that was making the rounds, then gossiped about a visiting scholar. And Eva was sucking down the last of her thick, strawberry milkshake before anything non-university related was discussed.
“Have you been thinking about what I said?” asked Jen, pushing her empty fry basket aside. “About maybe concentrating a little more on Eva time?”
Eva watched the silver and turquoise beads at the ends of Jen’s braids, they shone in the light. And she wondered how she was ever going to tell her that she was going to leave Oakview. She didn’t need to spill that news now, wasn’t planning to in fact, but she’d have to tell her at some point.
“I’m doing alright,” she said. “Chad’s stepped up and taken over the protest group, so I’m not as involved in that as I otherwise would be.”
She failed to mention that he was worrying her sick. She knew Jen well, and knew that her friend would push her until she went to the administration with her suspicions. And maybe she’d be right, but Eva just couldn’t bring herself to do it, not yet, not until she knew that Chad was up to something he shouldn’t be doing.
“That’s a start, I guess. What about the other thing, you know, the lady thing?”
“Lady thing?” asked Eva, pretending not to know what the hell Jen was talking about.
“Ha!”
“Ha, what?”
“Ha, I know you far too well to be put off like that. And ha, you’re prevaricating because you’re uncomfortable. And ha, that means something’s happened and if you don’t tell me exactly what right now then I’ll hold you down and squirt ketchup over you until you break.”
Eva laughed. “Alright, alright. No need for violence. There was a... thing.”
“A thing? Or a woman?”
“Um, both.”
“And was or is?”
“Um, was. I think. Probably.”
“Are you going to make me drag this out of you?” Jen said, sucking at her milkshake straw. “Alright, let’s start with a name, I’m guessing she has one.”
“Grace,” said Eva. “Grace Seymour.”
“Grace Seymour? Isn’t she the one...?”
“...who works for Seymour Construction and represents the building company on the discovery committee?” finished Eva. “Yep. That’s her.”
“Oh,” Jen said. “Oh, I see. Sleeping with the enemy, eh?”
“Not sleeping. It was just a kiss. A kiss that she broke off and then promptly apologized for and decided we work together so no funny business.”
“And what about you?” asked Jen. “How do you feel about the kiss? About her?”
Eva shrugged. “She’s pretty. Sexy. Clever. Mostly nice.”
“Those all sound like good things. So you like her?”
She thought about this for a few seconds as the noise of the restaurant buzzed around her. There was no point lying about it. Grace wasn’t here to hear her answer.
“I like her. I mean, I feel something, sparks, you know how it is.”
“But you feel bad?”
“She works for a construction company that’s about to destroy the nature reserve. She represents everything that I work to protest against. She’s... everything that I’m not.”
“You know the saying, opposites attract. There’s some truth in that. And you don’t have to agree with someone’s political or even life choices to fall in love with them, you know.”
“I know. But it makes things a damn sight easier if you do agree.”
Jen put down her milkshake and took Eva’s hands.
“Do you like her? Really like her?”
And Eva was shaking deep down inside, but she nodded anyway. Because she did. She might not want to admit it, even to herself sometimes, but she liked Grace Seymour very, very much. The memory of their kiss made her warm inside. And when they spoke, when it was just the two of them, she felt both comfortable and excited all at the same time. Jen squeezed her hands.
“If you like her, then go for it,” she said. “Love doesn’t happen often in life, not real love, and you’d be a fool to turn it away. So you have different convictions, so what? Protestants marry Catholics, Democrats marry Republicans. It happens all the time. Maybe you come to a compromise, maybe you don’t. Maybe you have blazing arguments once a week that end in hot make up sex. But if you truly like this woman, then you’d be an idiot if you walked away from her.”
“She’s not interested. I told you, she says we work together.”
“If she’s not interested, then you’ll just have to persuade her to be interested. And if she kissed you I’m guessing that she’s at least a little bit into you.”
Eva retrieved her hands and took a drink. “She invited me to the fundraising gala next Saturday.” Not strictly true, but she really didn’t want to get into the car scratching story, not right now.
“Perfect!” Jen said. “I’ll help you get ready. No, no argument. You’re not going to that gala in hippy attire. A nice little black dress, your hair up, you’ll look stunning. Grace Seymour won’t be able to take her eyes off you.”
And Eva allowed herself to feel a little hope. Maybe this could all work out. Or some of it, at least. Could she fall in love with Grace? But her heart told her it was too late for that. She already loved her, she’d just been too stubborn to admit it to herself.



Chapter Sixteen
The laptop beeped as it made the connection and Laine’s face flickered onto the screen.
“Weekly check in time,” Grace said.
Laine smiled. “A little late, but better late than never. Shall we get started?”
“Ready when you are.”
“Alright then, give me an overview of your week and your feelings about what has gone on with you in the last few days.”
Grace hit the high points. Or most of them. There were two things that she kept to herself. And when she was done, Laine looked at her through the computer screen.
“Right, that seems like the normal stuff. But I feel you’re holding something back, Grace. Want to talk about the things you’re not talking about?”
Both the benefit and the disadvantage to being with Laine for so long was that she saw everything and missed nothing. Grace crossed her legs and took a moment to think. Then she nodded and briefly summarized the conversation she’d had with her father.
“And how does his admission make you feel?”
“Terrible. Dirty. Disgusted,” answered Grace immediately. “And then I feel guilty for feeling that way about my own father. And confused, I guess. Because I don’t know if he’s right. I don’t know if perhaps this is the way to run the company and without being unethical the company won’t survive.”
“All understandable feelings. What about the dangling carrot of you being raised to Vice President and potentially CEO?”
“I feel good about that. It’s what I’ve worked hard for.” What she didn’t say is that after the Incident it was what she feared would never happen. Laine already knew. It didn’t need saying.
“Was it an appropriate time to mention a promotion?”
Grace smiled. “I know. I know he was manipulating me, though I’m not sure he sees it that way.”
“Do you think running Seymour Construction is a tenable future for you?”
Now this was something new. “I think so,” Grace said slowly. She’d honestly never thought about it before, it was just a given in her life.
“You’re going to be faced with some very difficult decisions, Grace. You’re going to be put into a position where you’re either going to have to behave like your father or make your own path. These are things you need to think about. Decisions you need to prepare for. Putting yourself under too much stress leads to–”
“I know what it leads to,” Grace interrupted. “I was there. I know. And you’re right, I need to put thought into my own plans, my own behavior, and how I’ll respond when put into certain situations. Like bribery.”
Laine said nothing. Grace saw no point in discussing the issue more. Laine wasn’t there to give her answers, she was there to help her find her own answers, as she said so often.
“There is something else,” Grace said, after a few moments of crackling silence. “A woman.”
Laine listened intently as Grace told her about Eva, about the nature reserve, about the kiss.
“It was inappropriate. We work together.”
“Inappropriate because you work together or inappropriate because you have seemingly conflicting ideals?” asked Laine.
“Both.”
“But you are attracted to this woman? This is the first time you’ve told me about a woman that wasn’t a one night stand, a woman that you continued to talk to and see after a romantic incident. Do you think that’s a step forward?”
“Maybe,” allowed Grace.
“What are your feelings about the situation now?”
“Anxiety. Lust. Attraction. Confusion. Anger. Disappointment.”
“Anger?”
“With myself for letting it happen when I know that I have no time for a relationship right now.”
“And disappointment?”
“For going against what I had promised myself. I said no relationships, no fun until I had the job I wanted. I came close to breaking that promise.”
“And do you think that’s a realistic promise?”
“Yes.”
“Denying yourself happiness, or postponing happiness, until you achieve a certain goal?”
“Yes. Maybe.”
“And what happens when you achieve that goal but find that there’s no one waiting for you at the other side? You can’t order love on demand. It’s not pizza.”
Grace laughed a little, but mostly to hide her discomfort at the line of questioning. “I know it’s not pizza.”
“So perhaps if you truly have feelings for this woman it might be a good idea to consider compromising a little on your self-promise. After all, the wheels are in motion to get you that job, if it’s one you truly want. Pursuing a relationship now wouldn’t be too forward, would it?”
“Maybe not.”
Laine smiled. “You have a lot to think about Grace. Take your time. There are no right answers, no easy solutions. You’ve worked hard and deserve rewards. But maybe it’s time to reconsider those goals, to re-evaluate. Perhaps what you wanted ten years ago isn’t what you want now. Goals change, people change. There’s nothing wrong with changing your mind, being flexible.”
Laine’s words rang in her ears for a long time after she ended the connection. And Grace’s mind kept slipping back to Eva. To the softness of her lips, the warmth of her skin. She needed to decide what she wanted. But the question seemed a lot harder than it really should be.



Chapter Seventeen
Piling books and papers around did nothing to make the office look tidier, so in the end Eva gave up. Grace Seymour in her office. Still not something she felt incredibly comfortable with. But she was on her way and there was nothing that could be done about it. Grimacing at the general untidiness of the place, Eva decided to go and get coffee. Maybe caffeine would distract Grace from the fact that the office looked a lot like a whirlwind had blown through it.
And when she came back, two paper cups in hand, Grace was already there. Seated in front of the desk, blonde head bent over papers. Eva’s heart skipped a beat. The cool smoothness of that neck begged to be kissed. But not right now. Now was not the time for being persuasive. Maybe she did want something with Grace. Maybe. But the project came first. End of story.
“Coffee?”
Grace looked up and smiled, accepting a cup as Eva walked around to the opposite side of the desk.
“So, let me give you a run down on the major points I’ll be making in my report,” Grace said as Eva sat down.
So much for small talk. Not even a hello. But Eva listened patiently, took notes, and when her turn came outlined the points that she herself would be making. And Grace drew up a list, comparing both their points, beginning to talk about what could be compromised on, how the project could get started. And Eva tuned out.
It wasn’t that she wasn’t interested, invested even. She was. But as soon as Grace started talking about starting the project, Eva started thinking about Chad. He lurked at the corner of her mind a near constant worry.
“Eva. Eva!”
She snapped back to attention. Grace looked annoyed, a small crease forming on her forehead, crinkling the smooth skin there.
“What are you thinking about?”
“I can’t tell you,” was Eva’s honest answer.
But she wanted to tell her. Wanted to cover her bases perhaps, have the construction company aware that something could go wrong. But also she wanted to tell Grace because, because she was Grace. Because she wanted to share.
Grace exhaled loudly then put her pencil down. “Tell me or we’re not going to get anything done here.”
“I can’t.”
A quick eye roll, almost unnoticeable. “Do I need to pinky swear that I’ll keep your secret?”
Eva seriously considered this. “No. But it is in confidence.”
“Fine. Spit it out.”
She could be making a mistake. A huge mistake. But she couldn’t help herself. By telling Grace she’d relieve herself of a little of the burden, a little of the weight. So she spoke up, saying that she was afraid that Chad was planning something big. Something wrong. Something violent.
“Is that all?” Grace said, when she was done. “Do you think big construction companies don’t factor sabotage threats into their plans? This wouldn’t be the first time this has happened, and it won’t be the last. Our sites are well-protected and under twenty four hour guard. We keep a full closed circuit surveillance system on all our large construction projects. You really don’t need to worry. Is that honestly what’s got you so distracted?”
Eva felt a spark of anger. It wasn’t the response that she’d been looking for. Basically Grace was telling her that she was being stupid for worrying.
“What would you know?” she spat. “I’ve been worrying about this for over a week now, carrying the weight, wondering what I should do about it. Whether I should go to the police, the administration, whether that would be a betrayal of the trust that the students put in me. I’ve felt so helpless about it all, and now you’re just telling me that I’m a foolish old woman for worrying about it. Well, what would you know? I’m betting you’ve never felt helpless in your life.”
And she let out the rest of her breath, anger dissipating slightly as she did so. She hadn’t meant to yell. Really she hadn’t. And now she felt bad that she had and thought that perhaps Grace would be angry too. But Grace had turned pale and didn’t look angry in the slightest. In fact, if anything, she looked afraid.
✽✽✽
 
Willing to bet that she’d never felt helpless in her life? Even the memory of the deep, empty, dark helplessness that the Incident had given her made Grace quiver inside. She was cold, cold to her bones. And when she saw Eva’s eyes she knew that she must look awful. She took a breath before she could speak.
“I’ve felt helpless,” she said.
It seemed important, important that Eva understood that she wasn’t right, that Grace was human too. And though it had nothing to do with what Eva had just told her, sabotage threats bothered her little, she also felt that Eva had shared something with her. Eva had taken her into her confidence. And maybe, just maybe, Grace could return the sentiment.
“When?” demanded Eva.
No. It was a stupid idea. There was no reason to tell her. No reason at all. She’d told no one. Laine knew, of course. Her father knew. But that was it.
“When?” Eva asked again. Her voice was softer this time.
“At business school.”
At least it was an answer to the question. But it told nothing, gave away nothing. Eva was frowning now.
“At business school? You felt helpless? What on earth are you talking about?”
Grace closed her eyes. The answer was on the tip of her tongue but she didn’t know if she could form the words, if she wanted to. Why tell Eva all this? She didn’t need to know. But she remembered the vast relief she’d felt the first time she’d talked to Laine, the weight that had been lifted off her when she walked out of the therapist’s office. Sharing had been a good feeling. Eva’s eyes were searching now, their green intense.
“I had a break down,” Grace said, finally. The words seemed over-dramatic for what had happened.
“A break down?”
She nodded. And then the rest seemed to come spilling out all by itself.
“I’d been working hard. Had always worked hard. I’m an only child, my mother’s dead, my father was always the one that I wanted to please. And the plan was always that I’d take over the company. So I needed to go to business school. When I got into Harvard he was overjoyed and I couldn’t even consider going anywhere else. But it was hard. Harder than anything I’ve ever done. I studied too much, slept too little. And it all caught up with me.”
All truthful, but not all the truth. And Eva was moving around the desk, scooting her chair on wheels until she was within touching distance. Grace mentally begged her not to reach out, but wanted to feel her.
“And what else?” Eva said. “There’s more, isn’t there?”
Of course there was more. And now that she’d started, Grace didn’t want to stop. It was the first time in a long time that she’d given a part of herself without wanting something in return and it felt strange. Even with Laine she was honest because she wanted help, wanted to know this was never going to happen to her again. But there was no reason to tell Eva this. Nothing that Eva could give her.
“There was a woman. We... dated, I guess. It didn’t work out. I didn’t have time, tried to arrange studying and lectures and everything else around wanting to see her. But I never seemed to manage it. She wasn’t the priority. And she knew she wasn’t, so she broke up with me. And then...”
She trailed off, her mouth was dry. She could almost see the cold street, almost feel the wind whipping up off the river, almost feel that old blackness descending over her again.
“And then?” Eva asked, quietly.
“And then, that same evening, I was studying in the library. Something that I just couldn’t make myself understand. And it all felt so useless. Like I’d never succeed, never get to be where I wanted to be. I just didn’t have it in me to do all the things that needed to be done. So I took a walk. A long walk, down by the side of the river. It was so cold that my feet froze. My nose was running all the time. And it made my eyes tear up even though I wasn’t crying. Because I wasn’t crying, no matter how bad I felt. Then when it was time I kind of just knew. So I stopped. And I stood on the wall by the side of the footpath. And I stepped off it.”
For a second there was silence. And then that happy, light sound she’d heard before and she looked over and saw that Eva was giggling, her eyes wide, but definitely laughing.
“You threw yourself into a river?” she said.
And for the first time Grace heard just how ridiculous it sounded. She smiled a little, then a little more, then nodded.
“It seemed like the right thing to do at the time.”
Now Eva’s hand did reach out, touching her gently on the leg. “I’m sorry,” she said. “Sorry that it had to happen to you. Sorry that you ever felt that you weren’t good enough. It’s not a nice feeling to have.”
“No.”
There was quiet again for a second or two. Then Eva said: “So I’m guessing that someone fished you out?”
“Some idiot guy from the crew squad. He’d been out checking the water conditions and saw me go in.”
And for some reason this made Eva laugh all the more, and Grace joined her, laughing until her sides were aching. It wasn’t funny. But at the same time it was. When she was done and wiping her eyes she said:
“It was a long time ago.”
“But the feelings stay there, don’t they?” Eva said. “That’s the scary part. That once you’ve felt that way, it’s always there, lurking around at the bottom of your consciousness. And you get scared that it might come back.”
She understood. Her words showed that she did. And Grace found that she was putting her hand on top of Eva’s, stroking it slightly.
“Sometimes,” she said.
And then there was a knock at the door and it opened and Grace snatched her hand away at exactly the same time. An older woman stood there.
“The copies of grading reports you asked for,” she said to Eva.
“Thank you, Janice.”
The woman gave Grace a curious look before retreating.
“Chaperone?” asked Grace, wryly.
Eva rolled her eyes and put the papers down on top of a teetering pile on her desk. “Something like that.”
The moment was gone. Grace put up her walls again and could feel herself doing it. And yet she didn’t regret opening up to Eva. Which was strange for her. Why not? She put the question to one side to be pondered later when there was more time.
“Back to work,” she said.
Eva moved her chair back behind her desk.
✽✽✽
 
It was hard to see Grace as fragile, though fragile she must be. Eva had a little more understanding now. Could see where the cool, capable exterior came from. It was a necessity. Needed to cover up the fragility inside. It made Grace more likeable, more.. loveable even.
She paid careful attention as they went over the rest of the report and when they were done was vaguely satisfied. It wasn’t a cancellation of the project. But true to her word, Grace had suggested several compromise options that would at least off-set some of the damage being done.
“I’m dropping by Holden Wright’s office,” Grace said, standing up and gathering her papers. “Shall I take both our reports?”
And just for a millisecond, Eva hesitated. The report was already in her hand but her muscles wouldn’t quite work to move it the two inches in Grace’s direction that were necessary. Surely she could trust Grace? Okay, she worked for the enemy. But after opening up like she just had done, after compromising as she had promised to do, surely she could trust the woman? She could doctor your report, said a little voice in the back of her head. Eva ignored it. A stupid idea. Grace wouldn’t do something like that. She moved, pushing the report in Grace’s direction.
“Thanks.”
“No problem,” smiled Grace.
Eva got up to open the door, a gesture of politeness more than anything else. But as she crossed Grace’s path the other woman was closer than she expected and she stumbled a little before reaching out for the door handle to steady herself. Grace was so close that she could smell her perfume, the spice of sandalwood flooding her senses. And she could feel her warmth. And all she could think about was their kiss. Grace was looking at her, her blue eyes unreadable.
Now her muscles did work. They were obedient to her every order as she reached out her hand and cupped Grace’s face. Obedient as she tilted her head just enough. Obedient as she brushed her lips against Grace’s.
It was nothing. Less than a second. Their lips had barely touched. But Eva could feel the electricity in the room like a static storm, thrilling through her. And she stepped back, unsure of what had made her kiss Grace, afraid now that she’d spark the same reaction as the last time.
But Grace didn’t run. Grace stood there for a full second looking into her eyes until heated desire was burning deep in Eva’s stomach.
“I’ll see you Saturday at the gala.”
Her voice was deep and Eva heard the desire in it and became breathless with it.
As soon as Grace closed the door behind her, Eva reached back to grasp the desk. Her legs were shaking so much she wasn’t sure she could stand unaided.



Chapter Eighteen
“Jesus,” Eva said, looking at herself in Jen’s bedroom mirror.
“Impressive, eh?” said Jen, standing back to admire the results of her hard work.
“I look like someone else completely.”
Her copper hair was pinned on top of her head, curling down to caress her neck. A black dress both tighter and shorter than she’d have chosen herself sheathed her body, clinging to every curve. Black heels, not too high but just high enough, elongated her legs. Eyeliner turned her eyes a smoky green, and lipstick plumped her lips so that she looked like she’d just been kissed. Eva truly didn’t recognize herself.
“It’s not too much, is it?” she asked, nervously.
Jen laughed. “Just you wait and see, there’ll be women there in shorter and tighter things, I promise you that.”
A car horn sounded from outside. Jen leaned over and kissed her cheek.
“You look beautiful, and your cab’s here. So off you go to the ball, Cinderella.”
Grabbing a black clutch purse Eva took one last look in the mirror before she turned. Thanking Jen profusely, she almost fell down the stairs. In the living room Jen’s husband and both the kids were watching a martial arts DVD. Chris’s eyes bugged out of his head when he saw her.
“Who are you and what did you do with Eva?” he said.
Eva just laughed, but the compliment helped her stand a little straighter, and she didn’t stumble once on the heels as she made her way out to the taxi.
The gala was in a hotel, firmly off campus. And when Eva stepped out of the car all her confidence disappeared. She was surrounded by a crowd of beautifully dressed people, all of whom seemed to know each other. She skirted the red carpet at the entrance, sidling in through the door when all attention was elsewhere. And then she looked desperately around the huge foyer for someone she recognized. A waiter drifted by with champagne glasses on a tray, and she seriously considered picking up two before settling on one.
And then, just as she was about to take her first sip, bubbles already tingling her nose, she saw her.
Grace was in grey. A shimmering, pearlescent grey that changed to blues and pinks as it caught the light. Her shoulders were bare, her hair sleeked back, and a single diamond on a pendant glittered around her neck. Eva forgot how to breathe. She watched as Grace greeted someone else and then turned and saw Eva herself. Something happened to her face, a soft glow, a relaxation of the muscles, her look changed when she saw Eva. And it made Eva struggle to remain upright. She gulped at her champagne, downing half the glass before Grace was close enough to speak to her.
“Well, well, Professor Williams. I’d hardly have recognized you,” Grace drawled.
Eva blushed. And Grace leaned in, casually brushing her cheek with a kiss that was no different from that she’d given any of the other guests. Except Eva could feel the heat from it. She hurriedly drained the rest of her drink.
“You know, if you drink many more of those, you’ll never be able to walk in those heels,” teased Grace.
And Eva finally smiled, letting out her breath. “I’m kind of worried that I can’t walk in them anyway,” she confessed.
“I’d better stay close by then so that you have something to grab hold of. Come on, let me introduce you to some of the cash cows, I mean, guests.”
Eva let herself be led away.
She had no idea who she was being introduced to. All she could think about was the soft touch of Grace’s hand on her arm when it was time to move on. She tried to be charming, but found herself losing track of conversations. Her nose was full of the scent of Grace, it was hard to tear her eyes away from her. In the end, she had to excuse herself and duck into the ladies’ room.
“You’ve got it bad,” she said to herself in the mirror.
“Excuse me?”
Another woman exited a stall and Eva took out the lipstick that Jen had provided her with and pretended to be fixing her face. Jesus, she was behaving like a love-sick teenager. But there was something about Grace all dressed up that softened her somehow. Without the armor of her business suit, Grace looked more... approachable. More beautiful. And the champagne didn’t help, giving Eva a light bubbly feeling inside that made her think she could accomplish anything. The other woman left the bathroom.
“Well, if I can’t persuade Grace to like me dressed like this, then what hope do I have?” she asked her reflection.
And she did want Grace to like her. Whatever the obstacles, whatever the arguments against not dating Grace Seymour, she’d never felt like this before, she realized. Sure, she’d had girlfriends. But there hadn’t been this hot, burning feeling in her stomach that made her want to grab Grace by the arms and push her back against a wall and...
Her reflection was blushing. Love doesn’t come often, Jen had said. She’d be a fool to turn away from these feelings. But wasn’t that exactly what she was planning on doing? Leaving Oakview, going away. If she went away then Grace wouldn’t be there. And that thought put a stone in her stomach.
“Don’t run before you can walk,” she told her reflection, sternly. “You don’t even know if she’s really interested.”
But she was interested, wasn’t she? She hadn’t backed away from the kiss in the office. Still, that didn’t mean she’d follow through with it. Didn’t mean she’d be into any kind of relationship.
The door pushed open and someone walked in. Eva straightened up, dropped the lipstick back into her bag. She took a deep breath and walked out of the ladies’ room.
Straight into Grace.
“Where did you get to?” Grace said.
“Uh...” Eva glance back at the bathroom.
“The dinner and presentations are about to start.”
Grace put her hand on the small of Eva’s back, propelling her down the corridor. And the touch was too much. The touch plus the thoughts she’d been having, plus the champagne, plus the burning need inside her. Eva stopped, turned.
“Do you like me?” she blurted.
Grace’s eyes sparkled. “Like you?” she asked. “Like you?”
And then her lips were on Eva’s. The kiss was deep, Eva parting her lips and letting Grace’s tongue brush against hers. Grace stepped forwards and their bodies were molded together. Grace’s hands pulled her closer, one hand gliding over the curve of her hip and making Eva’s skin prickle into goosebumps. Just as suddenly as it started, the kiss ended, Grace pulling back.
“I’ve wanted to do that ever since I saw you walk through the door,” she said.
And Eva saw a glimmer of doubt in her eyes, a shade of anxiety, and that glimpse of fragility made her heart beat just a little faster. Grace liked her. Grace was afraid that Eva didn’t like her back. And it was the last straw.
Eva pushed Grace back against the wall of the corridor, her hands on her hips, her mouth on hers. Her pulse was racing, every nerve of her body tingling with fire. And Grace responded, pushing her hips towards Eva’s, her need evident in every movement. Eva pulled away, glancing up and down the hallway, then she took Grace’s hand and pulled her towards a door.
In the dim light, Eva could see an office. And now Grace took control. Not a word was said. She flicked on a light, closed the door behind them and rasped the lock shut. Then it was Grace that pushed Eva back against the door. Their lips met again, their kisses more heated, more passionate. And Eva felt like she was melting inside. Grace’s hands roamed over her body and Eva pushed forwards against her, anxious for more contact. She was moaning now, her hands entangled in Grace’s hair.
Grace shimmied up Eva’s skirt, her hands cool on Eva’s thighs. She grasped her hips, rubbing her thumbs over Eva’s hip bones and Eva groaned again. She hadn’t known that bones could have such sensations. Her breathing was coming fast, and she’d already lost any semblance of control. The only thing she could think of was Grace’s lips, Grace’s hands, Grace’s skin, Grace’s smell.
She was already wet and swollen, could feel the heat emanating from herself. Grace’s long, delicate fingers pulled aside her underwear. There was no foreplay, no teasing, and deep inside Eva felt grateful for this. She was going to explode, could stand the pressure no longer. As Grace’s fingers started to caress her, started to stroke her up and down she could barely contain herself. Her moans were lost in Grace’s mouth.
Shivers tickled up her spine. She wanted this to last longer, and yet knew that she couldn’t, knew that the edge was approaching so rapidly that she could almost see it. Grace bent and softly kissed her neck, her fingers still busily moving, stroking around her entrance and then back up to the sweet spot. Eva’s hips were bucking, the rhythm of Grace’s fingers so perfect that it was propelling her closer and closer to that edge.
Tension was building in her stomach. She wanted to watch, wanted to see Grace’s eyes, see her body, see the soft sweet curve of her neck. But the pleasure was overwhelming her now, washing over her. Her eyes closed against her will and Grace’s fingers moved faster as the pressure built and built and built and Eva couldn’t hold back anymore.
Grace moved up to kiss her just as Eva disappeared over the edge. Sparkles exploded beneath her eyelids as her moans were drowned in Grace’s kiss. Eva shuddered, her whole body on fire with sensation as the climax prickled along every nerve fiber. And then slowly, slowly she began to come back down.
Her eyes blinked open. Grace was smiling. But the shadowed desire in those blue eyes was very clear. Eva bit her lip, shy suddenly. But Grace took her hand and kissed her palm and then she wanted nothing more than to see Grace Seymour lose control.
With hands more confident than she truly felt, Eva pulled on Grace’s arm, turning her. The zipper to her dress was small and Eva’s fingers stumbled over it. But then it gave, slid down as quietly as a whisper, and Grace’s dress puddled to the floor.
Turning Grace back, Eva saw the paleness of her skin, the bright pink of raspberry nipples, the soft curve of her hips. Grace was clad only in her black underwear and heels, and she looked simultaneously like a temptress and a nervous virgin. Eva took her hand, led her to the desk, slid down her underwear and pushed her until she was perched on the very edge, her fingers white as they clutched the desk.
She sank to her knees, breathing in the scent of her. She parted Grace’s legs, seeing her pinkness, damp and ready. With soft kisses she made her way up the inside of Grace’s thighs. Her breathing was coming faster now as she neared Grace’s center. She flickered out her tongue for her first taste, citrusy and fresh, musky and undeniably turned on. If she had ever had any doubt that Grace wanted her it was gone now. And that knowledge made her daring. The knowledge that Grace wanted her just as much as she had wanted Grace.
Her tongue licked slowly from the bottom of Grace’s entrance up and over her sweet spot and she was rewarded with a soft groan that made her blood pulse faster. The taste of Grace was intoxicating, the very fact that she was here at all was intoxicating, and she leaned in, anxious to taste all of her. Her tongue settled into a steady rhythm that matched the pace of Grace’s very audible breathing. Her fingers drifted upwards, delicately stroking around Grace’s entrance.
Looking up she could see Grace arching her back, pushing her breasts forwards, her heartbeat visible under her skin, her chest almost vibrating with it. Eva slid two fingers inside her, the warm wetness of her cave welcoming the intrusion. And she felt a tensing, a humming readiness and began to move more quickly.
Within moments Grace was pushing towards her. Eva quickened again and Grace moaned. And then the tension seemed to break. Muscles grabbed at Eva’s fingers, tensing and releasing as Grace flew into the sky. Her whole body seemed to be pulsating and Eva pushed against her, maintaining the pressure until relaxation washed over Grace’s body. Then very carefully, she removed herself.
Grace’s eyes were closed and Eva found a box of Kleenex on the desk, plucked one out to clean herself up and then handed one to Grace.
“Thank you.”
She wasn’t sure if Grace was thanking her for the tissue or for something else. She smiled. Grace glanced down at her silver watch.
“Christ, we need to get back out there.”
And then she was off the desk, pulling on her dress again. Eva’s muscles were heavy with relaxation as she adjusted her dress. She wondered what happened now, what to say, what to do. There was an awkwardness that she’d expected but didn’t know how to deal with.
Until Grace came to her and kissed her softly. Both were fully dressed now. Grace leaned in, her whisper soft enough to stir Eva’s hair.
“We’re not done with this yet,” she said.
And her smile held a promise of pleasures that Eva couldn’t even imagine as she unlocked the door.
Eva felt light, like a breeze could float her down the hallway as she followed Grace. She was too full to examine feelings, to analyze the situation. All she wanted was to follow this happiness. They came to the double doors of the banqueting room and Grace picked up two glasses of champagne from a tray, handing one over.
Eva was about to drink before Grace glass clinked into hers.
“To being happy,” Grace said. She drank a sip. “Come on, we’d better sneak inside. I can hear Holden Wright talking already.”
They slid into the room, helped by the general dimness. Spotlights were on the small stage where Wright had already taken the podium. Eva and Grace took chairs at the closest table, and Eva tried hard not to watch Grace. She turned her attention instead to Holden.
He was wearing a dinner suit, the bow tie slightly crooked, his face red with champagne. His words garbled together and Eva blinked, shook her head, and tried to focus until he was making sense.
“... the support has been overwhelming,” he was saying. “And thanks to your generous donations and those of past donors I’m happy to announce that the project is ready to move forwards. In fact...”
And here he pulled out a folded sheaf of documents from his inside pocket. Eva frowned.
“In fact, I have right here the final contract!”
There was a cheer and a smattering of applause as Wright theatrically pulled a silver pen from her breast pocket. He stooped a little and then, with a flourish signed the document. Then he held it high, waving it.
“And as of right now, that contract is signed!”



Chapter Nineteen
As applause crashed around them, Eva turned to Grace. And Grace could see in the shock in her face. She was pale, almost sickly looking.
“How?” she asked. “How is that even possible? You only turned in the original reports on Thursday evening. How could he already be signing the contract? He hasn’t even had time to read the reports, let alone come up with a comprehensive report that combines the two.”
Grace was shaking inside. She’d had no idea that this was going to happen. She shook her head. “I don’t know.”
Her guess was that Holden had wanted only to check boxes, to make sure everything was done. He didn’t care about the results, only that all the appropriate paperwork had been filed. But Eva was already flushing out of her paleness.
“Unless you didn’t turn in my report at all? Then he could sign the contract by default. Or perhaps you doctored my report so it simply agreed with yours. You could have done that, couldn’t you?”
The applause was dying down now, people shuffling in their seats ready to take advantage of the open bar.
“Of course I turned in your report. And I didn’t change a thing,” said Grace, and she was getting angry now too. “You know as well as I do that all of this was just a formality, just Holden covering his ass and making sure everything was done properly. You know that, Eva.”
“I know that him signing that contract saves your company money. I know that construction can start any minute now and that means you raking in profits. And I know that you were oddly helpful in working on that report,” Eva said.
She was leaning across the table, almost spitting out her words.
“Because it’s my job!”
“Because it was to your benefit.” And Eva’s face changed again, a dawning look of realization growing like light over her skin. “And that little interlude, that little thing that we just had. An effort to keep me out of here so that I missed the announcement?”
She stood up, tottering on her heels.
“Is that all that was, Grace? Hmm? Just a distraction technique?”
She was gripping onto the back of her chair. Grace pushed her own chair back, prepared to get up, to catch her if she fell. She put out a hand to steady her, but Eva pushed her away.
“All I’ve done is make your job easier by thinking that you might actually be interested in me, haven’t I? There’s going to be no compromises, no environmental considerations taken into account. Holden hasn’t even read those damn reports. He’s just signed the original contract, because that’s the only one he had. So I’ve played right into your hands. You were nothing more than a.. a.. femme fatale sent to make sure that I didn’t focus on the important things, weren’t you?”
And tears were brimming in her eyes. She glared at Grace and Grace, for once, was speechless. She couldn’t put the ideas together fast enough to form words. And before she could even try, Eva was storming away, unsteady on her heels, disappearing into the crowd.
“Eva!”
“Ms. Seymour.”
She wanted to chase her down, wanted to explain herself, but Holden Wright’s hand was already on her arm.
“Your contract,” he said, smiling at her.
She gave one last desperate glance at the point where she’d last seen Eva and then turned to take the contract from Wright’s hand. The paper crinkled guiltily in her fingers.
✽✽✽
 
Eva’s hands were shaking as she pulled her phone out of her clutch. She was standing, back against the wall, in the darkest corner she could find. Tears were threatening to spill down onto her cheeks and all she could think about was escape. How could she have been so stupid? She clicked into the app and saw that the closest Uber was thirty minutes away. Such was the price for living in a small town. She booked it and put her phone away, blinking heavily, trying to dispel the tears.
Grace fucking Seymour. How could she have been so dumb? She was supposed to be being sensible, supposed to be old and mature. Instead she’d given her heart away to someone who had everything to gain from being able to manipulate her. She sniffed, blinked again, not wanting the make up Jen had so carefully applied to go sliding down her face. She was angry and hurt and confused and everything in between. A drink. That’s what she needed. A big drink.
She straightened up, blinked again, and pushed through the crowd to get to the bar. There was a line but something about her must have suggested desperation because one of the well-built bartenders was with her immediately.
“Scotch on the rocks,” she said. “And keep ‘em coming.”
If she was lucky she’d drink enough in the thirty minutes before her car arrived that she’d black out any memory of this evening, any memory of Grace Seymour at all.
The first drink was warm in her throat, warm in her belly, strong enough that she choked after downing it. The second was smoother. And thirty minutes later, when her phone vibrated in her bag, she either didn’t notice or didn’t care and ignored it.
✽✽✽
 
It took forever to disentangle herself from the clutches of Holden Wright. He’d certainly been drinking, and his hands were beginning to wander, until finally Grace stopped being polite. She had the contract in her hand, after all.
“Please don’t touch me,” she said, stepping back.
Wright stepped forward. “I’m so sorry, I didn’t mean to make you uncomfortable.” But even as he spoke his hand was back on her arm, heavy and hot.
Grace shrugged him off. “If you don’t mind, I need to go and find my friend.”
He pouted. “I thought perhaps I could offer you a celebratory drink.”
A celebratory free drink, since it was an open bar, a detail that Grace didn’t miss. “I need to go and find my girlfriend.” She emphasized the ‘girl.’
For a second Wright’s face glowed with understanding and his hand almost moved. But then a more lecherous look came over him. “Then let me offer you both a drink.”
Grace gritted her teeth and took a deep breath. He’d signed the contract, done his part, but she couldn’t quite afford to be as rude as she’d like. She still might need him and better not to burn bridges. “Thank you, but no.”
And she pulled away, striding out of the hall and not looking back. Now, where the hell had Eva got to? She hoped to God that she hadn’t left already. She needed to explain herself. She was in no mood for misunderstandings here. She glanced around the foyer but couldn’t see the flaming red hair. Shit. She went back into the hall through a different door, hoping to avoid Wright. And then she saw her, propping up the bar, her hair unmistakeable. She hurried over.
“Eva, I thought you’d left.”
Her face was paler still, dark eyeliner smudged a little around the corner of her eyes which were looking just a little glassy.
“Grace Seymour. Grace fucking Seymour.”
And the words were more than a little slurred. Grace sighed.
“Listen up,” she said. “I know you’ve been drinking, but that doesn’t stop you listening. You and I need to clear a few things up. First, I had no idea Holden Wright was going to sign that contract. But we both know that the discovery committee was only him making sure all the boxes were ticked and that he didn’t give a damn about either of our reports.”
Eva snorted and rattled the ice cubes in her empty glass. Within a second a bartender was there, filling up her glass again.
“Second, as much as you’d like to paint me as the bad guy, believe it or not I am also invested in carrying out my projects in the most environmentally friendly and sustainable way possible. It’s the only thing that makes sense as a modern business, and if I’m looking to make profits then that means keeping up with trends. And that means creating the most environmentally friendly buildings that I can. This isn’t a black and white issue, Eva, and I’m not Cruella de Ville over here. Got it?”
Eva took a slug from her drink. Whether or not she was taking all this in, Grace had no idea. Maybe she’d remember this in the morning, maybe not. But she didn’t want her walking out of here without at least an idea of what was going on.
“Third, and most important, I’m not a ‘femme fatale’ as you put it. I’m not a distraction, I’m not manipulating you, and...”
Here she choked a little, her throat feeling tight and full. Eva’s frown was confused. What was the point? Honestly, what was the point of all this? Maybe Eva was right, maybe she had mixed up her feelings of lust with the need to get the project off the ground. But the voice inside her was screaming, telling her to tell the truth, telling her that now was not the time to put up her walls.
“And what?” said Eva, her voice still slurred but not as hard.
Grace looked at the floor. With great effort she silenced the voice inside her, squashing it down until it stopped screaming.
“And nothing,” she said. “Just that I didn’t use you or manipulate you. And as for trying to keep you away from that little announcement you were the one that dragged me into that office. And I was the one that dragged you back into the hall.”
Eva took another drink and started to nod. Then she stopped abruptly. Her hand managed to get the glass onto the bar and Grace put out her arms just in time to stop Eva falling off the bar stool. For a moment she held her upright, then she saw that Eva’s skin had turned a very light shade of green.
“Oh shit.”
Her arm around Eva’s waist, Eva’s arm around her neck, she pushed through the other guests as quickly as possible. They just made it outside before Eva began to retch noisily into one of the potted plants by the front door.



Chapter Twenty
It was the smell of frying that woke her. For a few seconds she lay, eyes still closed, smelling something heavenly and wondering just what was wrong with this picture. Then her eyes flew wide open. The events of the previous evening flooded back all at once and Eva groaned.
Oh God. What had she done? Unplanned sex, an argument, drinking, and (here she paused to swallow and taste her tongue) yes, throwing up. She buried her face back in the pillow. Christ she was an idiot. And who the hell was cooking in her kitchen? It could really only be one person, but that was unbelievable. There was only one person at that stupid gala that she really knew, barring Holden Wright, and she seriously doubted that he was frying up eggs in her kitchen.
Grace Seymour. Even the name made shivers run up her spine and filled her head with confusing thoughts. Grace had apologized, she remembered that much. She remembered being in a warm comfortable blue fuzz of alcohol, the drinks deadening the pain just as she planned. She remembered Grace finding her, remembered wanting to run from her but not trusting her legs to do it. And she remembered Grace giving her a stern talking to.
A talking to that she’d deserved. Eva rolled over onto her back, staring at the curved ceiling above her. She’d lost her temper and had jumped to conclusions. Not things she was proud of. But Grace had handled it. No stupid movie moments of misunderstandings. Grace had handled the situation like an adult, in the way that Eva herself should have handled it. By speaking the truth and being direct. And Eva believed her. She believed that Grace had had nothing to do with the announcement, believed that what had happened in that office had meant something to her.
The question was, what happened now? Eva raised her head to look around. There was no sign that Grace had slept in here. She didn’t remember getting home, but assumed that Grace had escorted her. Actually, for that matter, she was still very much assuming that Grace was the one in the kitchen.
Head complaining she managed to get up and gratefully chugged a glass of water that had been left on the night stand. She pulled on a t-shirt and some old boxers, thinking as she did so that she had no idea where the boxers came from, and made her way over to the sliding door. It was just chinked open, enough that she could peek through and see Grace busily cooking.
She moved with such assurance, such confidence, that she looked like she belonged in the cramped little kitchen. Eva watched her. And as she watched she came to a sudden and stunning realization. She loved Grace Seymour. Not in a heart pounding, want-to-jump-into-bed kind of way, though she felt that too. But in a comfortable, want-to-cook-breakfast with her kind of way. In an I-want-to-share-everything-about-my-day kind of way. In an I-can’t-imagine-you-not-being-here kind of way.
Her legs were shaking so much she needed to step backwards and sit on the edge of the bed. Her and Grace Seymour? Really? But suddenly nothing else seemed to matter. Not their differences, not the project. Nothing. What mattered was that Grace Seymour was in her kitchen cooking up breakfast and Eva never wanted her to leave. She rubbed her face with her hands. Just when in the hell had that happened?
There was a clattering in the kitchen and Eva snapped out of it, getting to her feet again. She should go and help. But she couldn’t stop herself from pausing and watching Grace through the crack of the door for just a little longer. Watching her and knowing that she loved her. Knowing that whatever else happened now there was nothing that could take that feeling away. It was terrifying and shiningly amazing all at the same time.
✽✽✽
 
A night spent on the sofa had given Grace plenty of time to think. Not that time made it any easier to come to conclusions. In the end, she tried to think things out as logically as possible. On the plus side, Eva was beautiful, sexy and smart. Grace had more than enjoyed the sex, in fact the heat of it had surprised her. She hadn’t planned on sleeping with Eva, but she didn’t regret that it had happened. For some reason she found Eva comfortable to be with, and that also surprised her. She found herself opening up to Eva when normally she would be close-mouthed. Another point in her favor.
On the opposite side, of course, there were their vast differences. Eva just couldn’t seem to see the world as anything other than black and white, no greys, no mid ground. The way she had exploded at the gala, the way she had just assumed that Grace was in the wrong had hurt her in ways she hadn’t expected. The drinking and throwing up, well, that she supposed could be excused. Everyone lost control sometimes, Grace of all people understood that.
If the personal feelings weren’t enough, there was more to think of. Lying on the couch in the early morning light Grace could see her purse hanging by the door, knew that the signed contract was in there. Her career needed to come first, and Eva had all but admitted that she was willing to do whatever was necessary to stop the project. She couldn’t face arguing about her work again with Eva, and certainly not on a daily basis.
There were just too many factors weighing on her mind. As the sun started to rise and the small living room turned grey then yellow then orange, Grace wondered what the hell she was supposed to do. She had feelings for Eva, she knew that. But there were so many negatives, so many things that worried or scared her. Laine thought she should open up, thought she should try and have a relationship, but Grace just wasn’t sure that she was ready.
Eventually she got up and started to cook. Eva would need a good breakfast, and lying around on the couch wasn’t going to accomplish anything. And as she started ambling around the kitchen she was surprised that she could immediately find what she needed. The logic behind how the kitchen was laid out, the way that Eva put things in exactly the place that Grace herself would have put them. It was almost like cooking in her own kitchen. She settled into a comfortable rhythm, and only half heard the bedroom door sliding open.
“Good morning.”
Eva stood in boxers and a tee, her hair mussed with sleep, her skin still pale. For a second Grace wanted to scoop her up and hold her, feel those fragile bones, straighten her hair. Instead she poured out a coffee.
“Thought you’d need this.”
Eva perched at the table, taking the coffee as Grace plated the food.
“I’m embarrassed about last night,” she admitted, openly.
“Which part?”
Because honestly, there were  a lot of ways that regret could go. Perhaps the drinking, maybe the throwing up, could be the sex. Or the other part. The part where Eva had just assumed that Grace was the bad guy.
“About snapping at you and presuming things,” Eva said, immediately. “It was wrong, it was stupid, and I shouldn’t have done it.”
The apology soothed Grace’s feelings as she put breakfast on the table. Soothed them enough that she was soon teasing Eva for throwing up and making a grand impression at the gala. Enough that they could fall into a comfortable conversation, that Grace could feel how nice it was to be with someone. But from the corner of her eye she could still see her purse hanging there, still feel the contract burning inside it.
It was nice, it was fun. But those things didn’t make a relationship. Get this project off the ground and she’d be an official VP and her father would start thinking about retirement. That was a big deal. A lot of ambition to be fulfilled. And sitting across from Eva Grace couldn’t think about giving up. Eva was fun, but work was work. That didn’t mean she had to stop having a little fun. But it did mean that she needed to cool things down a little here. A compromise. Her plate was clean, so she stood and picked it up.
“You don’t need to do that. You cooked, I’ll do the cleaning up,” Eva said.
Grace hesitated, and then nodded. “Okay. I’d better get going anyway.”
There was a distinct pause, a moment of awkwardness, hesitation. Then Eva spoke again. “You can stay a while if you like. Hang out. Talk. No pressure.”
And she wanted to, really wanted to. But she knew that if she stayed they’d end up in bed because that was where she wanted to be with Eva. And that wasn’t a compromise. She needed to calm things down, not to create expectations that she wasn’t going to fulfil.
“No, thanks. I can’t, I need to head into the office.”
“On a Sunday?”
“Every day,” Grace said.
She was already picking up her keys, her wrap, the purse with the contract inside weighing what seemed like a hundred pounds. Eva watched, her eyes narrowed.
“You’ve got the contract?”
Grace nodded, bending to slip on her shoes.
“And you’re going to turn it in?”
She nodded again.
“As is.”
“As is,” confirmed Grace. “It’s signed.” She turned around. “I’m sorry that Wright didn’t include the compromises we came up with. I’m sorry it was all just for show. But this is my job, Eva. To delay the project longer would mean costing my firm even more money. And I can’t morally do that, not when I have a signed contract in hand.”
Eva took a deep breath, then nodded. Grace had been expecting something. A show down maybe. A yelling at. Some kind of argument. But Eva didn’t raise her voice.
“I understand,” she said.
Grace stood awkwardly for a moment, not sure what to do, not sure how to say goodbye. And in the end she just nodded, clutched her purse to her side, and climbed back up the stairs without looking back.
The car was just where she left it. She threw her wrap and purse onto the passenger seat and got in. Eva was fun. Just fun. Desirable, certainly. But not worth a job.



Chapter Twenty One
It was cold. The bite of chill on her skin reminded Eva that she really needed to buy a new fall jacket. But even the warmth of a thick, long cardigan couldn’t dispel the cold inside her. She put her best foot forward, striding across campus like she didn’t have a care in the world.
“Wait up!”
Turning, she saw Jen jogging to catch up with her and had to smile.
“You didn’t think I’d let you go alone, did you?” Jen said. “I know how important this was to you.”
“You don’t have to. I’m sure it’s going to be fine.”
“And I’m not so sure that you’re not about to chain yourself to a bulldozer or whatever it is that’s in vogue with protestors these days,” said Jen.
“It’s only the ground breaking ceremony. There won’t be any bulldozers. At least I don’t think so.” They started to walk side by side. “Someone will dig up a symbolic spade full of earth and make a speech, that’s pretty much it.”
Jen looped her arm through Eva’s. “And it’s going to break your heart because the reserve is so important to you. And that’s why I’m here. To help put all those heart pieces back together again. I am a biology professor, after all.”
“Rather than a heart surgeon, but I’ll take what I can get.”
And losing the reserve was heart breaking. But there was more than that. Eva thought that she might actually really be getting her heart broken. Grace hadn’t called or texted for the entire week. Eva knew better than to pester someone, and she’d sent a couple of casual texts, but stopped herself from sending more once it was obvious Grace wasn’t going to respond. She wondered what had gone wrong, what she’d done or said. It must have been the gala, the yelling, the drinking, the throwing up. But Grace had taken her home after, and had stayed, not flitted out into the night leaving her alone. So maybe it wasn’t that.
Eva couldn’t remember feeling so unsure about something for a long time. In general, she wore her heart on her sleeve, yelling ‘I love you’ from the rooftops as soon as she knew. Not this time though. Not with Grace. Maybe that was the problem. Maybe she should come clean about her feelings? She sighed.
“That was a big sigh. You going to be okay?” Jen squeezed her arm closer. “You don’t have to do this, you know, don’t have to watch. We could go get a coffee at the Beanery instead. Or a burger and shake. Something to keep your mind off things.”
“No, no. I need to go. Need to see it. Besides, I owe it to Chad and the others. I should be there.”
Jen kept her distracted with talk of her kids as they neared the reserve. And Eva could see that the fencing had been taken down, gates opened wide enough to let in construction vehicles, and her heart sank. It sank further when she saw the back of a familiar blonde head. Grace. Of course she was here. Eva had been hoping she would be here and at the same time wishing that she didn’t need to see her. Because seeing her would make what she was sure was the inevitable rejection harder to bear.
“Is that her?”
Jen’s question took her by surprise, but her best friend knew her well and had followed her gaze towards the blonde woman.
“Mmm-hmm.”
“She’s beautiful,” Jen said. “Why don’t you go talk to her? I’ll amuse myself, don’t worry about me.”
Eva felt a chill as Jen let go of her arm. But she should go and talk to Grace. There was no use putting things off. Best to be up front, that’s what Grace had been at the gala, and now it was Eva’s turn.
Her feet sank into the damp dirt as she made her way over. Grace had her head bent over a clipboard, studying something, and Eva had plenty of time to admire her profile. She was beautiful. But she was more than that. She was smart and fun and nice to be around. The perfect package. Which was what was going to make this even harder. Eva swallowed down the swirling anxiety in her throat.
“Hey.”
Grace looked up and a flash of emotion crossed her face and Eva thought it might be pleasure, but wasn’t sure.
“Eva, I wasn’t expecting to see you here.”
Eva shrugged. “I needed to see it happen.”
Grace nodded. “I can understand that.”
“And things are going ahead as planned? The original plans, I mean. Just as Wright wanted?”
She had to ask.
“Yes,” said Grace. “That’s what the contract said.”
“Couldn’t you have done something?”
The words came out of her mouth before she could stop them. And she realized that she’d had the question burning inside her all week. Couldn’t Grace have done something? Couldn’t she have pushed through at least some of the compromises they’d come up with? If environmentalism was as important to the company as Grace said, then surely she would have wanted to at least try? But Grace was already shaking her head, her lips white and narrow.
“That’s not my job, Eva. You know that. My job is to represent my company, not to deliberately go against their interests.”
“Their interests, or your interests?”
Shit. She hadn’t meant for things to go this way. She took a step back as though physically distancing herself from Grace would help her emotionally as well.
“You don’t have to answer that,” she said, more softly. “I’m sorry.”
Grace lowered the clipboard she was holding. “And I’m sorry too. I know you’re disappointed. And I know that I should have been in touch and I haven’t been. I was busy working on this project and time sort of slipped away from me.”
It wasn’t a real apology. It was sympathy, Eva guessed, but no more than that. Grace wasn’t sorry the project was going ahead, because how could she be? She stood to profit and that was all that was important to her. And Eva just couldn’t shake the feeling that she’d been used. That Grace’s feelings for her, such as they were, weren’t feelings for her at all. Grace was driven to get this project off the ground, and if Eva played into achieving that goal, then so be it.
She wasn’t sure what to do or say. A bubbling of anger had started to boil in her stomach, but she’d made that mistake before. She was about to open her mouth, to say what she had no idea, when Jen caught her elbow.
“Sorry to interrupt.”
Eva turned and saw a crease of worry on Jen’s face. “Not a problem.”
“I thought you should know that Chad’s not here and that no one has seen him.”
Shit. God, she hoped that he wasn’t about to do something stupid. Not here. Not now. Not with Grace here. She nodded.
“I’ll run over and check the annex. Get one of the others to keep calling him, see if we can track him down.”
“On it,” said Jen.
Eva turned back to Grace who was watching with curiosity, but still didn’t know what to say. So she said nothing instead, just watching those beautiful eyes for a moment before walking away. If Grace didn’t want her, then fine. She was a big girl. She could handle rejection.
It didn’t stop the hurt though.
He was there, head bent over a laptop that he slammed shut as soon as Eva walked into the room. The initial relief that she’d felt at seeing him in the annex rather than up a tree or chained to a fence turned to a small shiver of anxiety. Whatever was on the computer he didn’t want her to see.
“You’re not at the ground breaking?” she asked, casually.
“Professor Williams.” He pushed his chair a little away from the desk as if to look like he hadn’t been doing anything at all. But she saw a flush in his cheeks. “No, I, er, it didn’t seem worth my time. It’s only a ceremony, and I had things I needed to do here.”
“Things you needed to do?”
He shrugged. “Reports to go over, that sort of thing.”
Looking around she found a battered chair and pulled it over to the desk. The chair groaned ominously as she sat on it.
“Chad, we need to be honest with each other,” she said. “Whatever it is that you’re doing, I’m the faculty advisor for this group, and I need to know about it. The clue’s in the title, I’m here to advise you. But I can’t do that if you don’t tell me what it is that you think you’re on to.”
“Construction starts on Monday. If we’re going to do something, it has to be soon.”
He was being evasive now. “And are you going to do something? Tell me that I’m wrong, Chad. But I’m thinking that you’re onto something, that you’re working on something.”
“Perhaps,” he said, cautiously.
“Then you need to tell me. Again, I’m your faculty advisor.”
She was getting frustrated, her voice rising a pitch when she didn’t really want it to.
“You were also on the discovery committee about the project, weren’t you?”
“Yes, and–”
“Then this isn’t something that I can talk to you about, ma’am. Not yet anyway. Not until we’re absolutely sure about what we’re doing.”
Eva took a breath. She wasn’t sure what was going on here. But before she could speak again, Chad was leaning forward.
“We have one shot at this, Professor Williams. One chance. And it’s a slim one. I don’t want to blow it. That’s all. You’ve made me promise that there’ll be no violence. You put me in charge of this protest group. You need to trust me on this.”
Trust him? He was all of nineteen. Twenty at most. How could she trust him? The air smelled of burning, the smell of fall. She thought about grabbing the laptop, but that was childish. She thought about pulling rank and getting him thrown out of the protest group, but she doubted it would have any effect. She thought about trying to reason with him further. Then she started coughing.



Chapter Twenty Two
The smell of smoke was strong. The acrid, biting scent flooded Grace’s nose until she glanced around, looking to see if she could spot fire. Holden Wright was speaking, his voice bass and ringing through the cool air. He was thanking sponsors, talking of what a boon the new facilities would be to the university. But all around him, guests and workers and donors were wrinkling their noses. There was a definite smell of smoke. Grace tried to pay attention to Wright, tried to look interested. But the smell was getting stronger.
Murmurs started, the crowd unsettled, a growing sense of concern. Then someone was pointing, marking out the lazy spiral of grey that was pushing up into the air from somewhere across campus. The murmurs grew louder until even Wright stopped speaking, trailing off to turn and see where his audience’s attention had gone. Then there was a crackling and a beeping and Grace saw one of the security guards reach for his radio. She kept her eyes on him whilst the others were watching the smoke twirl up in the sky. His face showed no sign of panic. He was  a big man, ex-military, Grace thought, calm and authoritative. And when he replaced his radio in his belt he stepped up to the microphone, gently pushing Wright out of the way.
“No need to panic,” he said. “There’s a fire on campus. The authorities have been notified. We’re perfectly safe here.”
Immediately there was a relaxation, a collective sigh of relief. Grace could feel it in the atmosphere, the release of tension. Someone in the crowd, a woman, spoke up.
“Where’s the fire?”
Another murmuring as others wondered why they hadn’t asked the question.
“An old storage annex behind the environmental sciences building,” the guard replied. “On the other side of campus. There’s no need to evacuate from here.”
And that seemed to satisfy everyone. Holden Wright was already pushing back in towards the microphone, the crowd was settling down, turning their attention back to him. And for a moment Grace did too. For just a second her heartbeat was slowing and she was preparing herself to listen. And then she wasn’t. And then she realized what had been said, connected things in her mind, remembered what Eva had said, remembered and felt her pulse start to race.
Without a backwards glance, without a thought, she pushed through the crowd and started to run towards the smoke. She could hear talking behind her, the audience shocked by her rudeness perhaps, and she didn’t care. Her feet pounded against the cobbles of the path, her body settling into a stride as she ran and ran and ran.
The smell was getting even stronger now, and she could hear the screaming of sirens but her only thought was Eva. She had no idea where she was going, following the smoke, following the smell when she couldn’t see. And her breath was tearing in her lungs, carbon burning as she raced towards the fire.
And then she was stopped. A police officer holding her back as she struggled.
“I have to get in.”
“Ma’am, you’re going to need to stand back with the others. The fire services are here. I can’t let you get any closer.”
Grace turned around to see the woman better, to look her in the eye. She glanced down at the name badge on the uniform.
“No, there’s someone in there, Officer Ford, I–”
“The fire services are there,” the cop repeated. Her blonde hair was shining in the late afternoon sun, “Back behind the cordon, ma’am, please.”
She ducked out of the woman’s grasp, but too late. The cop grabbed her from behind, pulling her back, and now she was sobbing and had no idea when the tears had started.
“Ma’am.”
The one word was warning, the police woman’s tone strong enough that she stopped struggling for a second. There was nothing she could do. She knew that. But it didn’t stop her wanting to rush forward. Didn’t stop her wanting to... To save Eva. Eva, beautiful Eva that she was sure was in there right now, inside that orange furnace, waiting for her, waiting for someone, anyone. She choked on a sob, almost vomiting as the smoke invaded her lungs. She pushed away the cop, stepping backwards.
“Grace?”
She barely heard it the first time. The second time her name was called she turned. And Eva was standing there, her red hair like a beacon, her face pale and tight. And in a stride Grace was with her, pulling her in, holding her, feeling the fragility of her as she held on tight, smelling the smoke on her hair.
“Eva, Eva.”
Those few minutes, that brief period, had made her feel empty and lost. Had made her feel like she was drowning. A world without Eva in it, Eva being hurt, Eva being dead, Grace’s world had begun to crumble brick by brick. And then, suddenly, all was right again. She wasn’t stupid. Holding on to Eva tightly Grace knew one thing for absolute certain. She loved her. And she was afraid and sick at the thought of it. But she couldn’t deny it, couldn’t deny the feelings that she had.
“Grace, let me go.”
Taking a deep breath, Grace loosened her arms a little. “Are you alright?”
“Fine,” said Eva, looking up at her with a crease of a frown. “I left the annex about ten minutes ago.”
“So you weren’t inside when...?”
Eva shook her head. “But Chad is in there. At least I think he is. I’ve told the fire services, they’re looking for him now.”
And even as she was speaking an ambulance was driving up, wobbling a little on the uneven cobbles of the quad. Grace clutched onto Eva’s arm, stopping her from moving towards the vehicle. Then there was a flurry of activity as a stretcher was pulled from around the side of the building. A body on it. Four firemen were running alongside, one holding a mask over the face of whoever was on the stretcher.
“Chad!”
Grace hung on tight, not letting Eva go, not letting her interfere though she could feel her worry. The stretcher approached the ambulance, paramedics took over, and as it was being pushed into the vehicle, an arm reached up to try and pull the mask away.
“He’s fine,” Grace said. “Look.”
Chad was struggling to sit up, the paramedics pushing him back down as the ambulance doors closed. Eva sagged in relief.
“Come and get your coat,” Grace said. “I’ll drive you to the hospital.”
Eva nodded weakly, letting Grace lead her around to the entrance of the building. They were stopped at the door by a security guard.
“Can’t let you in, I’m afraid.”
But a fireman was passing and waved a hand at the guard.
“It’s all under control, it’s not going to spread,” the fireman said. “You can let people inside the building, just don’t let anyone down the side paths.”
“Yes, sir,” said the guard, stepping aside.
And Grace took the opportunity to pull Eva inside. They walked slowly and silently up to Eva’s office. Grace didn’t know what to say. The feelings, the realization had come to her so quickly that she was stunned. Now that she knew she had a new fear, afraid of screwing things up. And all she could think about was Eva in her arms.
Eva opened the door to her office, stepping inside and pulling the long cardigan off the back of her chair, pulling it on. She grabbed her purse, threw it over her shoulder, and then stepped back towards the door and Grace put her hands on her shoulders.
“Are you sure you’re okay?”
Eva nodded.
And she was still so pale and so fragile that Grace’s heart skipped a beat. She could wait no longer. She hadn’t dared kiss her before, hadn’t dared show any sign outside. But here in the quiet of the office, the blue lights of the fire trucks flashing through the window, she couldn’t help herself. Tilting her head just a little she cupped Eva’s face in her hands and brushed her lips against Eva’s.
The kiss was long and slow, Grace’s tongue flickering out gently to explore Eva’s mouth. It was tentative, shy almost. There was a clatter as Eva dropped her purse and Grace pulled her in closer. Her heart beat fast, a growing warmth in her stomach as she pushed against Eva. And Eva pushed back. Grace’s hands moved, one grasping the curve of Eva’s waist, the other tangling in her hair. Her breath was coming faster, her need growing. Eva’s hand moved up, sneaking around the back of her neck, the tickle of her touch soft and exciting. Grace groaned. She pulled at the fabric of Eva’s shirt, coaxing it out of her waistband, sliding her hand inside to feel the soft warmth of her skin. She wanted her, needed her, her body was ready, her nerves tingling. And then Eva pulled back.
Her face was flushed now, no longer pale. She was breathless.
“I need to go to the hospital,” she said. “Chad...”
Grace nodded. “Of course.”
Eva flashed her a grateful smile. “We could continue this later maybe?”
And her words dripped with promise. Grace grinned. “Not maybe. Definitely.”



Chapter Twenty Three
The hospital smelled like all hospitals did, the chemicals of disinfectant trying to hide more offensive smells. Eva shifted on the plastic chair. Christ it was uncomfortable. In the corner a small TV played silently, the news on an infinite loop. Scattered magazines lay across a table. She sighed, tried not to stare at the other inhabitants of the waiting room. All were there for more or less the same reasons, she figured, to see sick or injured family or relatives, friends maybe. They all shared a common worry, but no one would speak of it, as though putting words on the feeling would be bad luck somehow. She checked her watch for the hundredth time. Almost two hours now.
She’d sent Grace away. There was no point in them both being here. Grace didn’t need to see Chad, had no business seeing him. More than that though, it had felt inappropriate. Eva didn’t know what had changed. But there was a new heat coming from Grace, as though she’d removed some kind of screen from herself. She seemed more open, more... loving perhaps. Eva wasn’t complaining, not in the slightest. In fact, her body was already warming at the memory of the kiss in her office. But having Grace around at the hospital would not have been a good idea.
She looked at her watch again. Barely a minute had passed. She wondered if perhaps she should go and get a coffee or something, break up the monotony. But she didn’t want to miss it if someone came for her. She knew Chad was fine, or close to it. The nurse had told her that much. She shifted in the seat again.
“Eva Williams?”
The nurse propped open the door with her hip, Eva stood.
“Chad asked to see you,” the nurse said with a smile.
Eva followed through a maze of cubicles, curtains drawn, machines beeping and buzzing, until the nurse pulled a curtain open. She saw Chad lying on a bed, his skin blackened with soot, but otherwise seemingly unharmed.
“Are you okay?”
He grinned, the white of his teeth surprising against the dirt of his skin. “Can’t keep a good man down,” he said. “A bit of smoke inhalation, it’s black as pitch every time I blow my nose, but other than that, the doctors say that I’m doing just fine. I can head back to the dorm in a couple of hours.”
She pulled up a chair to the side of his bed. “You were lucky,” she said. “More than lucky. You had a very close call.”
He nodded, his face turning a little more serious now, the grin gone. “I know. And that’s why I wanted to see you. I think it’s time that I told you what’s going on. This whole thing scared the hell out of me, and I can’t help but think it’s connected.”
“Connected? What’s connected?”
“Let me start from the beginning, else I’m going to get everything mixed up.” He looked at the ceiling for a second, getting his words in order. “Okay, we’ve been looking for ways to stop the nature reserve project. We started out with all the legal stuff, but Seymour Construction really covered their asses there. There wasn’t a thing, everything was squeaky clean. But then this guy Dan, he’s a business major, had an idea. See, we knew that Holden Wright was in charge of this whole thing, and there’s something weird about him.”
“Weird?” said Eva. “He’s arrogant, I’ll give you that.”
“No, not like that. I mean weird as in something doesn’t add up. He’s got a sports car, he wears pricey suits, he’s got a Rolex, always flashing this fancy stuff around. But he works for the university, so where’s he getting money like that? So that gave Dan this idea, and he and one of the IT nerds started going through some kind of financial stuff. And, well, I don’t really get all the details, you can talk to Dan to get those, but what it comes down to is that we’re pretty sure Wright was taking kick backs. Seymour Construction have paid him to let their bid go through.”
“You’re sure about this?”
Chad shrugged. “Dan is, and he understands this stuff better than me. He’s looked at company records and the like, and to be completely honest I’m pretty sure that he’s had the IT guy hacking into places he probably shouldn’t be. But he’s got proof, if that’s what you’re talking about.”
Eva blinked, thinking. It could make sense. And if the kids had proof, well... “Why didn’t you tell me?”
He shrugged again. “You were on the discovery committee with Wright. I didn’t know...” He cleared his throat.
“You didn’t know if I could be trusted,” she finished for him. “Did you really think that I’d take money from Seymour Construction to let this project go ahead?”
He looked shame faced. “I didn’t know. I couldn’t be sure. I, uh...” He took a deep breath. “I was making some copies for a party my frat was throwing. And while I was at the copy center I saw a bundle of papers with your name on it. So I said I’d take it, since I was going to the annex anyway. I figured I’d just run up to your office and leave it there. But when I got there I could hear voices, I knew that you were busy, so I was just going to leave the papers with the secretary. But I, uh, I recognized who you were talking with. I knew it was Grace Seymour. I didn’t listen to your conversation or anything, I swear. I just gave the papers to the secretary and left. But after that, well, I wasn’t sure...”
Eva swore. She distinctly remembered Janice interrupting her meeting with Grace to hand over the copies of grade reports. But she’d had no idea Chad had been around.
“Grace Seymour was on the discovery committee too,” she said. “We were working on a compromise option, trying to amend the plans so that they’d at least be more environmentally friendly. Nothing else.”
Well, there was something else, but nothing that Chad needed to hear about.
“It’s none of my business,” Chad said. “And I shouldn’t have distrusted you. I should have known better. I mean, why would you advise the protest group if you wanted the construction to go ahead? It doesn’t make sense. But I was paranoid. The closer we got to maybe finding a solution and stopping the project, the more paranoid I got.”
“It’s fine. I mean, it’s not fine, but I understand.”
“I’m not sure that you do,” Chad said. “Because I’m pretty sure that the fire in the annex wasn’t an accident. I mean, I don’t exactly have proof.”
“Why would you think that?” She was sitting up straighter now.
“Because I could smell something,” he said. “After you left, I went back to work. But the smell of smoke just kept getting stronger and stronger and I started coughing, and then I realized that something was wrong. By the time it dawned on me that it was the annex on fire, not somewhere else, the corridor was filled with smoke. I tried to get out, I did, but it was choking me and I was blinded. I must have stumbled around a corner, or got turned around or something, because I couldn’t find the door. It was... terrifying.”
Eva reached out and took his hand, finding that he was trembling. “I can’t even imagine.”
“But the important thing is that I swear to you I smelled gasoline, or something like it. It was strong enough that I could smell it over the smoke, strong enough that it made an impression even though I thought I was dying. I’m not making this up.”
She sat back, thinking. She didn’t know what to make of any of this. But there was one clear, shining thought, something that had to be said.
“Chad, I need you to forget about all of this,” she said. He started to shake his head, but she squeezed his hand. “Listen, if you’re right, and I’m not saying that you are, then this has become dangerous. Too dangerous for you, or any of the others to be involved in. I want you to make sure that Dan gives whatever proof he has to me. He can put it in my mailbox. But after that, I want you to forget that you ever heard about the nature reserve, or about Seymour Construction, am I clear?”
“But what about all our work? What about the reserve?”
“Chad, listen carefully. There is nothing that is worth your life. I am responsible for setting up the protest group, so any risk has to be mine. Not yours.”
“And are you going to stop them? Protect the reserve?”
“I don’t know,” she answered, honestly. “I really don’t. If this is as serious as you suggest then I’ll need to weigh up the options. But in the end, as much as I hate to say it, we’re talking about an area that is far less important than your life. Even if we do come forward with all the information that we have, there’s no saying that the project won’t go ahead anyway. Sure, maybe Wright gets fired, maybe another construction company gets the job, but that doesn’t mean that they won’t build anyway.”
“I didn’t think about that.”
“And if you’re right about the fire, well then, it’s obvious that Seymour Construction will do anything to get their way. And fighting against the big guys when you’re just a little guy is foolish.”
“So you’re going to do nothing.”
“No, that’s not what I said. I said that you are going to do nothing. I am going to look at the evidence and then decide what happens from there. Decide which risks are worth taking, and which aren’t. But I need your word Chad, your word that you won’t have anything to do with the project anymore.”
He was silent, biting his lip.
“Part of growing up is realizing that you need to pick your battles,” she said, more gently now. “And that there’s no shame in stepping back when the risks become too great. You have a long and hopefully useful life ahead of you. I hope you keep your enthusiasm, I hope you continue to work in the environmental sciences. But you can only do that if you graduate, if you live, if you don’t recklessly endanger yourself for the sake of one small project. I need your word, Chad, please.”
Finally, he nodded. “I promise that I won’t involve myself in the project anymore.”
She squeezed his hand again. “Thank you.”



Chapter Twenty Four
She drained the last of her coffee whilst she was waiting. She felt nervous, her stomach trembling, her hands shaking, but that was probably down to the caffeine. Probably. The cursor on her screen flashed underneath the message she’d sent to Laine. Still no answer.
At the beginning of their relationship this had happened often. Grace would feel weak, feel the blackness start to creep up on her, so she’d message Laine asking for a session. One of the reasons that their therapy had worked so well was because Laine was flexible and available. And Grace needed to talk now. She couldn’t think of anyone else to talk to, anyone that understood her as well as Laine did. She was scared. Scared because love was scary, scared because she knew what could happen when she allowed herself to open up, when she allowed herself to feel things.
Her laptop pinged. Finally. It seemed like an age until the call connected, until Laine’s face swam into view.
“Grace, are you okay? What’s happened?”
“I’m in love.”
It just sort of blurted out, and saying the words made it even more real. So real that she started shaking again.
“Why don’t you tell me what’s happened?” Laine said, quite calmly.
In short, choppy sentences, Grace told Laine everything. The night at the gala, the sex, the decisions she’d come to after, then the fire and her sudden realization. And when she was finished, Laine smiled at her.
“And what do you think the problem is?” she asked.
“I’m not good at being in love,” said Grace. “I’m not good at being vulnerable. Look what happened last time.”
“You’re a different person now, Grace. You’re stronger and more able to cope with things. Being in love shouldn’t be scary, it should be wonderful. It’s understandable that you’re worried. But your depression is under control, you have me, you have a stronger grasp on your emotions. I really don’t think that you have anything to be worried about. I’d be the first to warn you against getting into situations that you can’t control, or that could be harmful to you. But this Eva sounds the complete opposite. I think she could be good for you.”
“But she’s not!” Grace leaned forwards. “How can she be? She’s the opposite of me in every way. She’s angry at me for pushing the contract through, she thinks I should have done more to try and stop the project or amend it in some way. She doesn’t understand that my job is to represent my company, no matter what my personal feelings are.”
“Your job,” Laine said. “In the past you have had issues with combining the business and the personal. How would being with Eva impact your job?”
Grace shook her head. “We’d argue all the time. I don’t see how it could work.”
“Let me ask you a hypothetical question. What if you had to choose. You don’t, obviously. But if you had to, would you choose Eva or your job?”
Grace thought hard for a long few seconds. The answer should be easy. Every step she had every taken, every decision she’d ever made, all had been to benefit her career. Her job should be the easy answer. But it wouldn’t be true. She remembered the hole that had opened up inside her when she thought Eva was in the annex and burning, knew that at that moment she’d have bargained anything to have Eva back.
“I’d choose Eva,” she said, quietly.
Laine nodded. “A relationship is about compromises,” she said. “Opposites can and do attract. But what makes a relationship work is compromising, coming to agreements about things. You can believe differently, you can work hard and come home late at night, you can stand on the opposite sides of many issues. But as long as you’re willing to put your love first, your partner first, when that option arises, then these things shouldn’t be a problem.”
“So what do I do now?”
Laine laughed. “Grace, I’m here to give you psychological support, not to offer relationship advice.”
“But I need your help!”
The therapist sighed. “Well, I suppose if I were you, I would at least tell her that I liked her. And perhaps try to show her that she’s a priority. That yes, maybe you have opposing beliefs about some things, but that you’re willing to make compromises, that you’re willing to put her first.”
“Tell her I love her?”
Laine laughed again. “It’ll do no good keeping it a secret,” she said. “If you truly love her, and she will make you happy, then you need to put yourself out there. There’s nothing wrong with chasing happiness, Grace. Even if that happiness isn’t exactly what you expected it to be. You’ve spent a long time putting your career first. But our priorities change over time, and there’s nothing wrong with that. There’s nothing wrong with changing your mind, deciding that what you wanted isn’t necessarily as important as you once thought. It’s just a part of life.”
“I’m afraid.”
“I know. And I can’t take that fear away. But I can tell you that you’re not the Grace Seymour that tried to jump into the Charles River. You’re not the Grace Seymour that first came to see me. You’re not even the Grace Seymour that ignored everything else for the chance to take over her father’s company. You’re the Grace Seymour that you want to be. And you’re more than capable of handling a relationship, Grace. I’m always here if you need me, don’t forget that.”
Grace ended the session, seeing Laine’s face fade away again into the ether. She sat for a long time in silence, thinking. What did she want? There were options, there were always options. But up until just a few hours ago, her answer had always been the same. She wanted to head up Seymour Construction. She wanted to be successful. She wanted her father to be proud of her. But something had changed. Because there was only one thing that she wanted now. And that was Eva Williams.



Chapter Twenty Five
Tea was growing cold in a mug on the table. Eva was stretched out on one of the narrow couches, turning things over in her head and wondering just what the hell she was supposed to do. Her phone pinged yet again. Picking it up, she saw the message was from Grace, and didn’t open it. Instead, she silenced her phone and threw it onto the opposite couch. A conversation with Grace Seymour was the last thing that she needed now. Maybe ever. She’d been ignoring texts and calls for the last day and a half, not wanting to speak to her but still not strong enough to block her number.
They had proof. As promised, yesterday morning she’d found a sheaf of papers in her office mailbox. And it was clear from what she read that Wright had taken money from Seymour Construction. As for the fire, that was anyone’s guess. No one would speak to her about it, not that she really had any right to ask. But whether the fire had been arson or not, she still had decisions to make.
Decisions that she just couldn’t make. Turning over the evidence would crucify Seymour Construction. Crucify Grace. And she’d been right in what she’d told Chad, it wouldn’t necessarily stop the project at all. It would almost certainly get Holden Wright fired. Not that she’d have a problem with that. But she’d be making dangerous enemies. And perhaps, just perhaps, she was too old for that now. Too uninvested.
Her letter of resignation was sitting on her office computer. Unprinted, unsigned, unsent. But the very fact that it was there at all was almost a comfort. Walking away from all this could be the only real solution.
She stirred, turned over, feeling the cotton of the cushion against her face. And then there was Grace. That she couldn’t bear to think about. Even the brief flicker of memory of Grace’s face was enough to make her stomach feel heavy.
She thought about calling Jen, but just couldn’t bring herself to do it. If she did she’d have to tell her that she was thinking about quitting, and that just wasn’t a conversation that she was ready to have. So she was alone with her thoughts spiralling uncontrolled through her head, and no sign of any kind of decision in sight.
The knock at the door came as a surprise. So very few people knew where she lived at all that her first assumption was that it must be a salesman or a mailman or maybe a service guy. She was already standing up when she heard the voice.
“Eva! Eva!”
Ducking down slightly, she peered through one of the side windows, seeing Grace’s Mercedes parked by the side of the river bank. Shit, just what she needed.
“I know you’re in there, Eva.”
The door wasn’t even locked. This was inevitable. Eva straightened up. Her hair was a mess, she was wearing no make up, her t-shirt had some kind of unidentifiable stain on it. Not exactly the way she wanted to look to have this conversation. Reluctantly, she opened the door.
“Eva, you look fantastic. Why have you been ignoring my messages?”
Grace brushed in, not letting Eva say a word.
“Don’t answer that. I’m here now. There’s something that I have to tell you.”
Eva closed the door and turned so that she was facing Grace and for a second her heart skipped. Grace was smiling, her skin glowing, her normally swept back hair freer somehow, tendrils of it caressing her cheeks. She looked happy.
“Eva, Eva, I love you. There. I said it.”
The words hit her almost like a blow. She took a step back. Grace was still smiling.
“Did you hear me? I love you. And I know that I’ve been a bitch and I’ve been submerged in work. But things are going to change. And I know that we don’t believe in the same things. But we’ll compromise. That’s what relationships are about.”
Eva couldn’t stand up anymore. Slowly she walked to the couch and sat down. Grace stopped talking, her brow creasing.
“What? What is it?”
Eva just shook her head. This was more than she could deal with. Sure, she could explain. She could tell Grace all that Chad and the others had found out. But she knew already, she had to know. And Eva didn’t want to hear her excuses or justifications or anything else. All she wanted was to be left alone. Grace’s admission of love was too late. A week ago, three days ago, it would have been all that she needed to make her life complete. Now it was nothing more than a complication.
“I want you to leave.”
It was the most honest thing that she could say. Grace stared at her.
“Leave? Why?”
“Please, Grace. I want you to leave. I don’t want to do this.”
Grace moved forwards, getting closer. “Eva, I’m sorry. I’m sorry for everything. Please give me another chance. I’ve never felt like this before about someone. I know that this, all this, it’s complicated. But give me a chance. We can work this out, I know that we can.”
“No. No, I’m sorry. Just no. Please leave.”
“I can’t stop the project, not now. But the next one, the next time, you can help. Together we can make sure that any project Seymour Construction takes part in is the most environmentally friendly process possible. Please, Eva.”
She just shook her head again. “I don’t want to hear the words Seymour Construction ever again.” Her voice was a whisper. “And I want you to leave. I want you to go. Please.”
Grace took a breath. “I love you,” she said, defiantly.
“No, Grace, you love your work. And there’s nothing wrong with that. Nothing wrong with being ambitious, with wanting a career. Up until it starts to hurt people, hurt the world. Then you’ve gone too far.”
“What are you talking about?”
“I know all about Seymour’s game. I know that you paid off Holden Wright. I know that there was never any plan to make this project environmentally friendly. And you know all that too.” Eva began walking towards the door, closing in on Grace so that she was backing up. “I can handle you working in construction, I can handle us having different opinions and beliefs.” The door was at Grace’s back now, and Eva reached around to push it open. “I can’t handle you lying and doing what you know is morally, ethically, and legally wrong.”
Grace was standing outside now. “Eva, I–”
“No, I don’t want to hear it. I want you to leave, Grace. Go, now. And please don’t come back.”
She slammed the door and locked it. She took deep, shaking breaths. And then wanting to hide she ran to the back of the boat, sliding the bedroom door closed, peeling off her clothes and turning the shower up high so that she couldn’t hear Grace knocking.



Chapter Twenty Six
The air was chill and biting, the sky dark with clouds. An afternoon to stay at home wrapped up in a blanket with a good book. But Eva wanted out. She wanted to think, wanted fresh air. And she wanted to see the reserve for the last time.
After Grace had left she’d spent a long time in the shower, the water mixing with her tears until she couldn’t tell which was which. It hurt, it hurt so badly that the pain was almost physical. Yet she’d done the right thing, and knew that she had. She’d been honest. She could have compromised, could have loved Grace despite their differences. But the corruption, the kick backs, the lying, that was all too much.
Her feet crunched on the stone path that lead around the rear of Oakview campus. The large construction gates were sure to be locked, but Eva knew another way in. She skirted a laboratory building, then stepped off the path, pushing her way through bushes bare now for the winter, and then she was inside the reserve.
The quiet, the calm, surrounded her, and she began to walk. The breeze whispered through the branches, the long grasses swayed, crisp leaves were underfoot. And as she walked she became softer somehow, calmer. The hurt burned inside her. She’d really thought Grace was different. So different that she hadn’t even tried to picture a life with her, afraid of ruining it, jinxing her luck that someone so beautiful, so smart could possibly feel the same way.
The smell of damp earth, of rotting leaves, of nature bedding down to sleep for the long winter filled her nose. But the truth was that she loved Grace. No matter what she’d done or what she believed, she loved her. That was why it hurt so much to turn her away. Eva was no fool, she knew that well. Yet as much as it hurt, as much as the burning inside her was eating away at her, she had done the right thing. She had.
The reserve filled her with peace, and soon it would be gone. Gone because of unscrupulous builders and administrators. Gone because no one cared enough to save it. Gone because the money was just too important. Forever damaged because no one was willing to compromise. And, Eva thought as she wandered down a twisting path by the side of a pond, she didn’t want to live in an Oakview without the reserve. The campus was changing, and she didn’t want to change with it.
Seymour Construction had broken the law. Holden Wright had acted unethically, sure, and should be fired, but the company itself were liable. With the information that she had, with the documents that Chad had provided her with, she could prove that. Take the documents to the police, to the newspapers, and she could destroy Seymour Construction, or at least cut heavily into their profits. It would destroy Grace though.
She paused, standing on a small rise, looking out over the undulating land of the reserve. The day was darkening a little, turning slowly into evening. There was a rustling behind her, a scattering of leaf mulch as a small animal made its way back to its burrow. Soon all this would be gone, destroyed. It had to happen. But what was the point of destroying two things? As she looked over the reserve Eva knew that she wasn’t going to impart the information she had to anyone. That was her last gift to Grace. The reserve had to be destroyed, but Grace didn’t.
There was something else she needed to do though. She took one last, long look around, and then made her way back to the path. The mellow light of late afternoon was descending as she walked back onto campus, the stones of the quad strange under her feet after the swampy ground of the reserve. She didn’t look back, didn’t want to see the big construction gates, the machinery ready to eat away at the land. She went straight to the environmental sciences building, unlocking the large doors, and heading straight up to her office.
It was cold inside, the heating switched off for the weekend, and she kept her coat on, tugging her scarf up a little bit to cover her chin as she switched on her computer. She waited for it to hum to life, looking around her office and wondering what she was going to do with all the books and files and papers. A problem for a different day.
The computer screen glowed, the light harsh in the mild afternoon. She clicked on the file she wanted, opened the document, and hit the print icon. She could hear the letter printing in the front office. Switching off her computer again, pushing her chair neatly against her desk, she left her office and locked the door behind her.
The letter was sitting on the printer. One page. Innocuous looking. Why should just one piece of paper have such import in her life? She picked it up, scanned through it, seeing no typos or mistakes. Then she picked up a pen off Janice’s desk and scrawled her signature at the bottom. She pulled an envelope out of the stationery cupboard, inserted the letter and sealed it. Then she addressed the envelope to the Dean’s office and put it on the pile of things to be sent through campus mail on Monday morning.
Only then did she leave. Her letter of resignation lay solidly on top of the pile, and Eva turned and walked away through the silent corridors of the building.



Chapter Twenty Seven
Grace tapped her fingers on the tabletop. Two hours. Two hours and nothing. Laine wasn’t picking up, Laine wasn’t there. She stared at the cursor on her laptop screen, willing words to appear, but nothing happened.
She was angry. Angry that she’d said the words and that Eva had ignored them. Angry that she’d put herself on the line, had opened up, and that Eva hadn’t listened. But as the freshness of the anger faded a little she found hurt underneath. A bitter, sharp kind of pain. It scared her. That was why she needed to talk to Laine.
Abandoning her computer, she stood up, pacing around the white minimalism of her apartment. What had she done? She’d put everything out there only to be rejected. Rejected because of something her father had done, something she’d had no part of. No willing part of.
Her father. It all came down to that. Grace sat herself down on the couch. She’d been with Laine long enough to know how this worked. And if Laine couldn’t be there, well, maybe she could do this herself.
“How are you feeling?”
She felt foolish for talking to herself. Foolish for asking herself questions. But she shook off the emotion, she wanted this to work.
“Angry and hurt and sad.”
“Why do you feel that way?”
That one was easy. Because Eva had rejected her. Why had she been rejected? Because of the corruption that her father insisted was inherent in the construction business. Or at least Eva’s impression that corruption had happened. No, she couldn’t lie to herself. There had been corruption. Her father had told her so.
She knew that Laine would start poking into the issue of her father right about now. It was something that they talked about often. Grace’s desire to please her father, the way her dreams had been shaped by him. Laine had asked her once if she truly wanted to be like her father, and at the time there had been no question of her answer. Her father was her hero, her role model, she wanted to be exactly like him.
Except now she didn’t. Now in her empty apartment, alone, waiting for the only friend she had to maybe answer a message or more probably not, a friend that was paid by the hour rather than one that had been made and nurtured, she didn’t want to be her father.
Grace didn’t remember her mother. But more than that, she didn’t remember any other woman. Her father must have had some... encounters, something. But he’d never had a relationship. Other than with her mother. And that was something she didn’t understand. Her father never spoke of her mother, whether from deep hurt or regret she had no idea. She did know that he spent most of his time alone, or working. She could picture him now, in a large armchair by the fire in a cavernous empty house, files open on his knees. And that wasn’t what she wanted, she realized. She wanted to be sitting opposite Eva, sharing a smile, both quietly working, individuals but together.
She’d never meant to fall in love. Never planned it. Thinking of it, she couldn’t remember ever not planning something. Everything in her life had been planned, from which summer camps she went to, to which classes she took. No, that wasn’t true. There had been one unplanned thing. The Incident, that hadn’t been planned. And look how that had turned out.
“It turned out with you alive and stronger and willing to get the help you needed,” she pointed out to herself, playing Laine’s role.
She tossed and turned things over in her mind. The feeling of running towards that burning building thinking that Eva was inside, feeling like she’d lost a part of herself, begging and bargaining in her mind for the worst not to happen, had warned her of what life would be like without Eva Williams in it. And it wasn’t what she wanted.
But Eva didn’t want her.
No, that wasn’t strictly true. Eva didn’t want her the way she was. But what if she changed? It was at once an immense idea and an incredibly simple one. She’d already changed. She was already questioning her decisions, questioning her wants and desires in life. That was change. And if she needed to change more to get Eva, then so what? She could do that. Couldn’t she?
It was risky. Very risky. There was only one way that she could think of to change in order to meet Eva’s expectations.
She got up and went to check on her laptop again. Still no answer from Laine. Jesus, she wished Laine was there.
But she needed to make a choice and she needed to make it right now. If she thought about it logically, it all came down to one thing. Was she willing to lose everything for Eva?



Chapter Twenty Eight
The knock came as a gentle rap and Eva looked up, pushing her hair out of her face. Seeing Jen holding a bottle of wine she grinned.
“Glad you could make it.”
“How could I not after a mysterious invite like that,” Jen said, coming inside and putting the wine on the kitchen counter. She looked around. “Having a clear out?”
“Something like that,” Eva said.
She grabbed two glasses and a corkscrew before picking up the bottle.
“Come sit down, I want to tell you something.”
Jen followed and waited as the wine was open. When she had a glass in her hand she settled back.
“So, what’s it to be? I’m guessing you’re not pregnant. Probably not getting married, I’d have heard about that before now,” she said, pretending to think. “It’s got to be something life changing or you’d have told me over the phone. Plus, of course, you’re cleaning out the Boat, and you’d never do that under normal circumstances, being such a little pack rat.”
“Thank you very much,” Eva said, leaning forward to clink her glass against Jen’s. “Any other guesses? Or should I just go ahead and tell you?”
Jen sipped at her wine, then put the glass down. “I think I can guess,” she said, quietly. “You’re leaving Oakview, aren’t you?”
Eva had been dreading this, dreading telling her best friend in the whole world that she was going away. It hadn’t occurred to her that Jen would already have guessed. Her heart hurt a little at the sadness on Jen’s face. She nodded slowly.
“What gave it away?”
“You’re not as secretive as you might think,” Jen said. “You’ve seemed unsettled for a while. At first I thought it was cabin fever after being away for a semester. Then I wondered if it was the nature reserve project. Then I thought it was more probably that woman, Grace Seymour. And when I saw you talking to her at the ground breaking, I kind of knew then, I think. Knew that you were pushing her away. Knew that a change was coming.”
“I’m not pushing her away.”
“Then tell me about it.”
Eva took a big slug of her wine, then told Jen everything, holding nothing back. Jen sat and listened quietly, not interrupting, her expression not even changing until Eva was done. Then she sighed.
“Eva, are you sure about this? She made a mistake. I agree that she did wrong, that she should have been honest with you about the corruption. But maybe there are things outside her control. Maybe her boss told her what to do.”
“Her boss is her father,” Eva said. “And I’m sure. Double sure.”
Jen was quiet for a few moments.
“What?”
“It’s just that I saw the way you looked at her, Eva. You love her. I saw that. And not in your normal ‘fall in love at the drop of a hat’ kind of way. But honest, true, full love. It was so obvious. I know you feel let down, betrayed even. But are you really willing to throw all that away because she made a mistake?”
“It’s more than just that,” admitted Eva. “It’s everything. Everything is changing. The campus is changing, the nature reserve will be gone. I’m changing. I think you were right when you said that I was too old for all this. I am too old. Too old to be compromised anymore. I want to go somewhere where I can make a difference. A real difference.”
“Like where?”
“Back to Guatamala maybe. I don’t know. I haven’t decided yet. I just know that I want to get away from here. I’ve spent most of my life here, it’s time for a change.”
“Things do change, but you change with them. That’s life. I want you to be happy, Eva, I do. And I understand if you need to leave. I’ll be sad, but I do understand. But I don’t want you to run away. I don’t want you to make a mistake that you’re going to regret.”
Eva drained her glass. Jen was always so reasonable. So honest.
“I’m not running away. Or at least, I don’t think I am. But I feel like this is something I need. You’re right. I loved her. I do love her. But this isn’t a relationship that I can see working out. I’ll end up hurt, just like every other time. Only this time it’ll hurt more, because you’re right, I do love her differently than anyone before.”
“You have to take risks to have a relationship, Eva.”
“I know that. But those risks should be calculated. Aren’t you the one that always tells me not to throw my heart at the first person I meet?”
Jen laughed. “I am.”
“Then I’m trying to be sensible. Grace loves her job more than she loves me. I can see that. And I’m not content to be in second place. If I can’t be in first place then I need something else, something to fill that void. I think that leaving, finding meaningful work, could do that.”
Jen reached out and clasped Eva’s hand in both of hers. “I get it. I’m sad, but I get it.” She looked around the narrow room again, seeing the boxes and piles of clothes and books. “Um, do you need some help here?”
Eva laughed and shook her head. “I’m not leaving for a while. After first semester is done, I think. I was planning on sticking out the year, but there doesn’t seem to be any point now. Right now all I need is for you to sit here with me and finish this bottle of wine.”
Jen reached over into her bag and pulled something out. “I did bring two bottles.”
“Well then, let me amend my previous statement,” Eva said, seriously. “Right now all I need is for you to sit here with me and finish these two bottles of wine.”



Chapter Twenty Nine
She dressed smartly. Her best grey suit, the pants narrow and fitted, a startlingly white blouse. She slicked her hair back, slipped on heels. She added the lightest touch of make up, just enough to accentuate her features. Then she breathed a deep breath and lent forward to talk to her reflection.
“You made your choices. But you get to choose again. This time don’t have tunnel vision. There are other options available to you. Change is not scary. Change is inevitable.”
Then she stood back, nodded to herself, and stalked out of the bathroom. She was ready. As ready as she’d ever be. And all without talking to Laine. This was her doing, these were her decisions. She wanted to be happy. Eva would make her happy. If she would have her. And even if Eva still didn’t want her, Grace knew that she needed change if she was ever going to be happy. Her whole life had been based on wait until later. Wait until graduation, wait until the contract was signed, wait until the job was hers. And she was tired of waiting. Happiness didn’t come to those that waited, it came to those willing to take it when the chance arose. It hurt her heart to think of how many chances she must have missed. But this was one that she wasn’t missing, not if she could help it.
She climbed into her car and tore out of the parking lot. There was no time like the present, and this needed doing. She needed to talk to her father. And she knew exactly where to find him.
The door to David Seymour’s office was cracked open. The rest of the building was quiet. Grace didn’t even hesitate as she pushed inside without knocking.
“Grace!”
Her father looked up at her, pleased to see her, she thought, but also shocked that she’d invaded his privacy.
“We need to talk.”
He sighed, removed his glasses and rubbed his eyes. “Is it the Oakview project again? Don’t tell me that Wright’s making waves. Not now.”
“Not about the project,” Grace said, pulling out a chair and sitting down. “Well, kind of about the project. And about other stuff too. It’s time that you and I were completely honest with each other. I’ve spent my whole life trying to please you, but the honest truth is that I’m not even sure who you are.”
He slid his glasses back on and frowned at her. “What are you talking about?”
“I’ve got some questions.”
His eyes flitted to the door and she could see that he wanted out, wanted to escape. But he kept his seat. “Fire away then,” he said, evenly.
“Tell me about mom.”
She hadn’t known that she was going to bring that up. The statement shocked her as much as it did him. But now that she’d said it, it made sense. If she was getting answers, then she might as well have all the answers. Starting with where exactly she’d come from. Her father’s eyes narrowed.
“Her name was Julia, that you know. She looked a lot like you. Tall, blonde, beautiful. We were married the year before you were born.”
“Why?”
“Why what?”
“Why did you get married?”
David sighed. “Love, I suppose.”
“You suppose?”
He was quiet for a moment. “Completely honest, you said. Alright. I needed a wife. It was expected. I needed someone to accompany me to dinners, to look right, to behave right. Your mother was that person. We had an agreement. She knew what she was getting into. She knew that she’d have money and status, and she was fine with that. Not...” He hesitated for a second. “Not that there was no feeling. I liked her. She as smart as a whip. Funny. But perhaps it wasn’t love, on either side.”
“Okay. Then what?”
“She got pregnant with you. You were born. About three weeks later she left you with the nanny to go to the store to buy formula. Her car went off the road. She died instantly. That’s it. That’s all.”
There was no pain in his voice when he talked about it. Grace remembered her own pain when she thought Eva was burning in the annex and knew that her father hadn’t loved her mother. But at least she had some answers. Some. Was her father lonely? She didn’t dare ask that. She changed tack.
“You bribed Holden Wright to get Seymour Construction the Oakview project.”
He nodded. “You know that already, Grace. We discussed it.”
“What else have you done to further that particular project? Complete honesty, remember. I want details. I want to know. If you want me heading up this business then it’s only fair that I know the truth, know what the business entails.”
He slid his glasses down again, rubbed his eyes.
“Holden Wright was paid off to win Seymour Construction the project,” he said. “A couple of steak dinners were handed out to sweeten up some of the city council to approve the project. Standard stuff.”
But something else was lurking at the back of her mind. A growing suspicion that she really didn’t want to listen to.
“Nothing else?”
He shrugged. “Not that I can think of. Like I said, standard stuff, it’s not like I remember this project in particular, the procedure is the same for most of our projects.”
She needed to tread carefully now. She spoke slowly.
“There was a fire. On Oakview campus. It happened to be in the building where the group protesting the project was based. Would you know anything about that?”
For what felt like an uncomfortably long time, her father stared at her, and Grace felt a tension in her stomach.
“Are you accusing me of arson?”
It wasn’t a denial. “I’m just asking if you know anything about it.”
He licked his lips and sat back in his seat, his hands clasped in front of him.
“Grace, we’ve spoken about the nature of this industry before. There are certain things that need to be done to keep the wheels moving. Certain things that, yes, are on the grey side of legal. All construction companies do this. If we didn’t, if we made a stand, then we wouldn’t be competitive. End of story. And frankly, it’s something I worry about.”
That was new. A small glimmer of hope appeared and Grace grabbed at it. “You worry about the corruption?”
“No, I worry about you. I worry about whether you really have the guts to do this job, whether you can stomach it, whether you’re really the person to be taking over the company.”
Ouch. She had to swallow hard before she could speak. “That’s all you worry about?”
“Yes!” He was sitting up straighter now, his eyes burning. “This company is everything to me. Don’t you understand that? This company is my legacy, and I need to leave it in the right hands. So when we have conversations like this, it makes me wonder whether yours are the right hands.”
She was trembling now. “Perhaps they’re not,” she said.
“What do you mean?”
“The company isn’t your legacy. I am. The company isn’t all that’s important. There are a hundred other things that are more of a priority. Like happiness, love, health, satisfaction. The company gives you none of those things. Which is why you’ve turned into a lonely old man with an empty house that has to work eighteen hours a day just to fill up his time.”
“Grace, you’re walking on thin ice here.”
“No. There’s no more thin ice.” She stood up. “For the longest time, for my whole life, I’ve wanted to please you, to be you. But now that I can see what you’ve become, that’s not what I want anymore. You’ll lie, cheat, and pay off anyone that gets in your way without a second thought, and that’s not who I am. Not who I want to be. I don’t want to be you.”
“Grace, I suggest you go to your office and think very carefully about what you’re saying.”
She grinned, a humourless gesture and shook her head. She wasn’t a child to be sent to her room, not anymore.
“No. I don’t need to go and think. I’ve already decided.”
“Decided what?”
She let the silence fill the room completely before she spoke again. Her stomach turned over, every nerve was shaking, but she had never been so certain of anything in her life.
“I quit.”



Chapter Thirty
Her hands were completely frozen. Eva ignored the tingling in her fingers as she ran the hosepipe over the storage boxes. The deck of the boat was slippery as hell, and all her energies were concentrated on staying upright, so she didn’t notice the car drive up. The hissing of the water covered the sound of footsteps, and it wasn’t until someone tapped her on the shoulder that she realized anyone was there at all.
“Ah!”
Grace jumped back as she shrieked and Eva hastily turned the hosepipe away from her feet, fiddling with the connector until the water turned off.
“Uh, sorry?” she said, looking at Grace’s wet ankles.
“My fault, I shouldn’t have surprised you with a hose in your hands.”
There was a dirty joke in there somewhere, but Eva was so shocked at seeing Grace at all that she couldn’t process it. For a second they just looked at each other and Eva felt such a rush of warmth, such a spark between them that she had to tear her eyes away. A flash of red on the river bank caught her attention. A red car. A small red car. Not a silver Mercedes.
“What happened to your car?” she asked.
Grace looked over at the Honda. “It was a company car,” she said.
“Oh.” Eva didn’t really understand.
“Um, do you think we could go inside? Just for a few minutes. It’s cold, and I’d like to talk to you. It’s important.”
“I don’t think that’s a good idea.”
It wasn’t a good idea. Not in the slightest. The last time Grace had been here, she’d had to ask her to leave. Why should this time be any different? Grace did look cold, especially now that her feet were wet. But Eva hardened her heart. This was already difficult, why make it harder by inviting her in?
“Okay, I just...” Grace took a deep breath. “I just wanted to tell you that I quit. The company. My job. I don’t work for Seymour Construction anymore.”
Eva dropped the hose and it clattered to the deck. “You quit?”
Grace nodded.
For the first time in days Eva could see a little sunshine. Just a glimpse of light. She’d never have made Grace quit her job, but she had, and that changed things. Definitely changed things. But she wasn’t sure how. She scratched her head, then stood aside.
“Perhaps you’d better come in after all.”
Grace slipped off her wet shoes before stepping inside, and Eva followed her, her mind spinning. Had she really quit? And why? She pulled two mugs from the cupboard and told Grace to move some packing boxes so that they could sit. When she had hot coffee she handed a cup to Grace and sat opposite her.
“You quit? Really?”
“Yes.”
The way Eva saw it, everything depended on her next question. “Why?”
Grace sipped her coffee before she answered. “Big question,” she said. “Lots of reasons. Mostly because you’re right. The company was corrupt and it was wrong.”
A nice answer, but Eva could sense that it wasn’t the whole truth. While she was thinking of how to dig the rest of the story up, Grace looked around.
“Moving?”
Eva bit her lip and nodded. “Guatamala, I think. I haven’t quite decided yet.”
And Grace’s perfect face broke. A sadness swept over it like a wave, leaving her pale and almost frightened looking.
“Why did you quit?” asked Eva again.
“The corruption mostly,” answered Grace, quietly. “My father told me it was normal, told me that every company did it. And I believed him. But then you came along.”
“Me? What did I have to do with it? I certainly never asked you to quit your job.”
Grace smiled a little, her face still pale. “You didn’t, and I’m glad you didn’t. But you showed me something different. I’d spent my whole life looking at my father and wanting to be him. And then you came along and showed me that maybe I wanted something else. I looked at my father and saw that he was lonely, that the company was all he had. And that wasn’t what I wanted. Because I wanted you. I wanted a partner, to be happy, to be loved. Suddenly it occurred to me that those things were more important than a career. I don’t know. It’s all crazy and mixed up in my head right now. I feel like I’m lost. Like the star that was guiding me for so long has just disappeared.”
“Grace, I–”
“Give me a second,” Grace interrupted. “Just let me say my piece, then I’ll go. You didn’t make me quit my job, I did that of my own accord. My viewpoint changed, I changed, and that was thanks to you. I didn’t do it so that you’d reconsider. I want you to know that I love you, Eva. I meant it when I said it. And I still love you. I can understand though why you might not want me, why things would be complicated. I didn’t come here to throw myself at you.”
“Then why did you come here?”
Grace looked up at her, her eyes startling blue. “To say thank you,” she said. “Thank you for making me see things differently. Thank you for making me see what’s truly important in life. Thank you.”
She put down her coffee cup and stood up.
“Goodbye, Eva. I wish you nothing but happiness and luck in Guatamala or wherever you end up.”
She was walking towards the door and Eva knew, just knew. This was the moment. Her indecision was gone, her anger was gone. Grace Seymour was about to walk away from her forever and her heart was already cracking and threatening to break into a million pieces. And she couldn’t let it happen.
Grace was already out of the door, pulling it closed behind her when Eva finally unfroze. She jumped up, leaping the few strides to the door, yanking at the handle just as it was about to click closed. She tugged, pulling the door open and almost pulling Grace with it.
She pulled Grace back towards her, reaching up and cupping her face in her hands and bringing her close. And then their lips touched.
✽✽✽
 
The touch of her lips was enough to make Grace gasp. As Eva’s tongue started to softly explore her mouth, Grace felt herself moving closer, feeling Eva’s heat. Part of her mind was wondering just what the hell this all meant. The other part, the bigger part, was yelling at her to stop analyzing, to live for the moment. She leaned into the kiss, letting her hands drift up to Eva’s back. But she couldn’t quieten that voice inside her that was questioning.
She cursed internally. After years of one night stands, this was what she was good at. Sex without feelings. Sex without the big conversations. But her body was putting up walls, refusing to participate. Still cursing at herself, she pulled back slightly.
Eva’s face was flushed, her lips swollen, her eyes full of lust, and Grace swallowed.
“Eva, I can’t do this. Not like this.”
Eva too took a step back and a breath. “I understand.”
Her voice was breaking and fragile and Grace felt a cracking inside herself.
“I mean, I can’t do this right now. Not without knowing. I don’t want this just to be sex.”
She closed the front door again, taking Eva’s hand, pulling her towards the couch and sitting her down.
“Eva, I love you.”
She left the words as they were, plain and simple. She watched carefully. Tears came to Eva’s eyes, but didn’t spill. Finally, so quietly that Grace wasn’t sure she heard properly, Eva said:
“I love you too.”
It took every ounce of strength that Grace had not to fall into her arms right then. But this was going to be done right. She wasn’t going to put herself on the line for nothing, or for something that wouldn’t last. She couldn’t afford to do that, was afraid of what would happen to her if her heart got broken. She’d waited so long to hear those words from someone, without even realizing that it was what she was waiting for. She let out a sigh.
“So, what are we going to do?”
Now Eva grinned a little, her eyebrow arched. “Well, I thought we could, um, you know...?”
The joke was enough to break the last of the ice, the last of the awkwardness, and Grace laughed. She took Eva’s hand and squeezed it.
“That’s not quite what I meant. I meant what are we going to do in the longer term. I love you and don’t want to let you go, Eva. But if you need to leave here, then I will follow you to the end of the world if you want me to, you have to know that.”
Eva squeezed Grace’s hand back, her face thoughtful.
“But you’ve presumably quit your job and are about to leave the country,” Grace continued. “I’ve quit mine and am now gainfully unemployed and need to find another. And then, well, then there’s the other stuff. The company stuff. The corruption. Do we just let it lie? Or should we do something?”
Eva was quiet for a few moments, and Grace let her think. She wasn’t afraid anymore. With her hand in Eva’s she knew that they were meant to be together, knew they would stay together. Her nerves had vanished. This had become their problem instead of her problem. And she was quite willing to pick up and go and live in a rain forest if that was what Eva wanted.
“I have an idea,” Eva said, slowly. “But first, I need to know. This is your father we’re talking about, his company. I have documentation proving the corruption at least, though Chad suspects Seymour Construction was behind the fire at the annex too. Do you want me to destroy the papers that I have? Or can we do what’s right?”
It shouldn’t be a difficult question. It wasn’t when she looked at it in black and white. Her father had done wrong, and should be punished. Would leaking news about the corruption bankrupt the company? Probably not, she thought. There’d be a fine, a slap on the wrist, her father would probably never speak to her again. But he’d have his company, and that, as he’d pointed out to her, was the most important thing to him.
The most important thing to Grace was being happy with Eva. And she knew that Seymour Construction would always hang over them if nothing was done. She took her time to think things through, but in the end there was really only one answer. Only one right thing to do.
“We do what’s right,” she said, quietly.



Chapter Thirty One
“What are we doing?”
“Just come on,” Eva said, pulling at her hand.
“Where are we going? We could have taken the car, you know.”
“When walking will do just as well?” asked Eva. “Lesser environmental impact, plus it’s good for you. There’s nothing wrong with using your feet.”
Grace smiled. In actuality she was enjoying walking down the lane, Eva’s hand small and warm in her own. But she hated surprises, and wished that Eva would tell her what they were doing and where they were going.
The afternoon was cold but light, pale sunshine shining down as they approached Oakview campus. Being a Sunday, everything was quiet. The libraries were open and a scattering of students walked with backpacks strapped across their backs. The dining rooms smelled of burgers and comfort food. But the walkways were relatively empty and Eva pulled Grace along until they were in sight of the environmental sciences building. Grace thought she could still smell the tinge of smoke in the air.
“Oakview is so beautiful,” she said.
“It is, isn’t it?” said Eva. “I mean, I’m sure that Harvard is nice too. And plenty of other places. But you know what?”
“What?”
“I think my heart belongs to Oakview. The way the summer sun bakes the sidewalks, the way the leaves collect up and smell so crisp in the fall. And that first snow, when everything is so quiet and bright. I can’t think of any place that I’d rather be.”
Grace stopped. “Really? Not any place?”
Eva tugged at her hand impatiently so Grace began walking again.
“Not any place,” she said. “I made a mistake, and I’m not afraid to admit it. Oakview is where I belong. Anything else would be running away, and I don’t run away. Someone told me that I was too old for all this, or suggested it, and for a while I thought she was right. But then she also told me that things change, and that we change with them, and I think she’s more right about that. There’s still good left for me to do here. Maybe I am too old for some things, maybe sitting on top of a bulldozer all night isn’t for me anymore. But teaching the younger generation how to do things properly, how to stand up for their world, that’s important. I won’t be here forever, but I can leave something behind.”
“A legacy,” Grace said, remembering her father’s words.
“Something like that,” Eva said. “Come on.”
She led Grace up the stairs to the entrance way and then up more stairs to her office. But she stopped in the reception. Grinning, she picked up a big, brown envelope.
“If you’re going to quit in writing,” she said. “You should always do it on the weekend. Gives you plenty of time to change your mind.”
She held the envelope in both hands, twisting her wrists so that the paper was about to tear until Grace put out her hand.
“Wait,” she said. “Are you sure about this? I don’t want to keep you here if that’s not what you want. I told you, I will go anywhere with you.”
“Oh no,” said Eva. “You’re staying right here. This is only stage one of the plan.”
And with quick hands she ripped the envelope in two, and then in two again, scattering the pieces into the trash can.
“I’m pretty sure Janice won’t tape it back together and send it anyway,” she said, looking down at the trash.
“Janice?”
“Department secretary. I’m not exactly her favorite person. It’s a long story. I’m sure you’ll meet her properly one day,” said Eva. “Okay, stage two, come on.”
Grace allowed herself to be dragged into Eva’s office and pushed into a chair as Eva rounded the desk and sat in her own chair. Eva picked up the phone and began to dial. How strange it was to let someone else take control, Grace thought. Strange, but kind of nice as well. Nice to have someone to depend on, someone to take care of her for a change. If she had thought about it before, the idea would have bothered her, would have seemed to be impinging on her independence, her freedom. But it was actually comforting.
She watched Eva’s face as she waited for the connection, seeing the curve of her lip, of her cheek. And she could imagine, twenty years from now, an older Eva, more stately, her skin less smooth. The image made her smile, smile because she knew that she’d love that Eva too, maybe even more. Smile because she saw a future. Her thoughts were interrupted as Eva began to talk into the phone.
“Chad? It’s Professor Williams. How are you feeling?”
A small silence, and Eva smiled.
“Good, glad to hear it. Listen, I have something that I need you to do. I know I told you to stay away from the project, but I think you can help me out a little here. Do you know anyone that works for Campus News?”
Grace had seen the paper. A thin, daily affair that was found in free newstands scattered around campus. The campus paper, she assumed.
“Right,” continued Eva. “I need you to hand over the documents you gave to me to your friend. Tell him to run with the story. Can you do that?”
Grace just stared at Eva as she thanked Chad and hung up the phone.
“The campus paper?”
Eva nodded. “It’ll get the job done. Less stress and fall-out than going to the city paper.”
“And then what?”
“And then comes stage three of the plan,” said Eva, sitting back on her chair. “Holden Wright gets fired, as he undoubtedly will, and you apply for his job. Of course, you might not get it, but it’s a chance, and a good one. Things might just work out after all.”
“Yes,” said Grace. “Yes, they might just.”
It was getting dark when they returned to Eva’s boat, the sky deep blue and a cold breeze blowing off the water. Grace hesitated when she reached her car. She wasn’t sure if Eva wanted her to go inside or not, and she didn’t want to push things.
“Are you coming or not?” Eva said as she searched for her keys.
Grace smiled and followed her up the ramp. “I, um, didn’t know if you wanted me to or not,” she admitted.
Eva unlocked the door, ushered Grace inside, and then closed the door, dumping her keys on the table and shrugging off her jacket. She said nothing until Grace too had taken off her coat. Then she turned to Grace, taking her hands, and Grace could feel her warmth.
“There’s something you need to learn about me, Grace,” she said, quite seriously.
“What’s that?”
“That when I love someone, I love them absolutely and completely. I never want you to go. Ever. Understood?”
Grace just nodded and Eva covered her mouth with a kiss. This time it felt right. There was no little voice in the back of Grace’s mind telling her to stop. There was no fear or wrongness or awkwardness. She pushed her body towards Eva and felt Eva respond. Eva’s hands were moving over her, tracing her curves, grabbing at her hipbones in increasing desire. And this time it was Eva that pulled back. But only for enough time to take Grace’s hand and lead her into the bedroom.
Grace let herself be led, but only as far as the bed. And then she turned. Eva was reaching for the light switch, bathing the room in soft, yellow light. Grace reached out and slowly began to undress Eva. When Eva tried to help, she shrugged her off.
“No, let me.”
With careful fingers she undid delicate buttons, unhooked clasps, slid down underwear, until Eva was standing naked in front of her. This sight took her breath away. The cool paleness of her skin, the ripe curves of her body, the tiniest glimpse of copper hair between her legs. Grace’s stomach melted and she felt a heat inside her. Keeping careful eye contact with Eva she began to strip herself, pulling off her pants, her blouse, her underwear, baring herself completely. Eva’s green eyes burned a shade darker, want and desire deepening them. And when she was completely naked, Grace stepped forward and took Eva into her arms, feeling the heat as their skin touched, feeling the softness of her.
She kissed Eva, deep and long, standing next to the bed. And then gently, she pushed Eva down so that she was lying, her red hair spread around her looking like a Renaissance painting. Grace’s heart was beating faster, her pulse starting to race. She could feel the wetness between her own legs, wanting and needing Eva. Just the sight of her lying there, so beautiful so perfect, made Grace hesitate. Was she really allowed to touch her? Was this all really for her?
“Come to me,” Eva whispered.
Grace smiled and with long fingers stroked Eva’s legs, parting them so that she revealed herself. Then she snaked up the bed, inserting herself between Eva’s legs until she was lying face to face with her sex. She could smell her already, smell the muskiness of her, see her glistening. Eva’s hands reached down, smoothing down her hair and pushing her head towards her center. Grace smiled but allowed herself to be led.
Her tongue flicked out, gently tracing around Eva’s sex, tasting the first citrusy hint of her, and Eva gasped. Grace slowly, slowly used her tongue to tantalize the entrance, flickering up but not quite far enough to touch Eva where she wanted to be touched.
“Please,” Eva said, softly. “Please.”
Her juices were already slicking her thighs, and Grace pushed her hands under Eva, using them to lever her upwards. And then she buried herself in her. Her tongue began to lap upwards, touching Eva exactly right. And Eva’s breath came faster and faster. Grace could feel the swollen bud under her tongue and pushed at it, keeping pressure on it even as she flexed her tongue. Eva’s fingers curled into Grace’s hair, pushing her deeper. Grace responded, moving faster now as Eva’s hips began to buck beneath her.
“Yes,”whispered Eva. “Yes, yes.”
Removing one hand from beneath Eva, Grace placed the tip of her thumb at Eva’s entrance as she kept licking and lapping. Eva moaned and Grace pushed just a little to allow her thumb to slide in as her tongue worked. And she felt Grace clench around her, felt muscles tense, and allowed herself to lick just a little harder, just a little faster. Eva groaned.
“Grace, Grace, Grace.”
Never before had her name meant so much. Grace closed her eyes and treasured the smell of her, the taste of her as the release came. Eva cried her name just once more then leapt into the chasm, her entrance pulsating around Grace’s thumb as Grace pushed her tongue firmly against the swollen bud.
Only when she was sure that Eva was finished, only when the last few spasms had weakly flickered against her thumb did Grace remove herself. She climbed upwards, parting her own legs until she was straddling Eva. Eva’s cheeks were red, her eyes half closed with satisfaction, and Grace felt her own wetness sliding on Eva’s stomach.
Eva placed her hands on Grace’s thighs.
“Stay right there,” she said. “You look so beautiful.”
And she inserted her hand between Grace’s legs, instantly feeling the slickness there. Grace groaned as long fingers began to stroke her. She looked down, watching Eva’s face as she touched her. This wasn’t going to take long. She could already feel the heat building up inside herself. As Eva’s fingers moved, Grace began to sway slowly back and forth, rubbing herself against them, feeling the tips of the fingers graze her in just the right ways. She gasped and began to move faster and Eva pressed harder, giving her more friction.
Watching Eva, watching the desire grow again in her eyes as she touched her, made Grace shiver inside. Without thinking she raised her hands and massaged her breasts, the sensitive tips of her nipples rubbing against her palms. She moaned, a deep vibration in her chest as she climbed closer and closer to her peak.
She wanted this to last forever, wanted to be here forever. But the pressure was building and she couldn’t stop it, couldn’t delay it even a second longer. Her hips pushed her forwards, Eva’s fingers slid against her, she pinched her nipples between finger and thumb, the action sending a pulse of electricity down to her center.
And then her heavy breathing stilled for just a second. A second of quiet, of preparation. Then the dam inside her broke and she felt the convulsion inside herself as pleasure crashed down over her. Harder and harder she rode Eva’s hand forcing her body to extend the pleasure for as long as possible. She gasped and moaned and cried out Eva’s name and God knows what else as the dizzying blackness of climax stole over her.
Slicked with sweat she collapsed down onto the bed, and Eva opened her arms to welcome her. As her heartrate and breathing slowed, Eva held her, and then pulled up a sheet to cover them both. Grace couldn’t remember ever feeling more comfortable. Eva’s fingers stroked her arm, and she could hear her heartbeat.
“Sure you don’t want to go to Guatamala?” said Grace.
“Sure.”
“Sure that this is what you want?”
Eva pulled back a little so that she was looking into Grace’s eyes. “I told you. I love you. And I don’t ever want you to leave.”
Grace grinned. “Well I’m not about to leave right now,” she said. “You didn’t really think I was finished here, did you?”
“You’ve barely even started,” agreed Eva, sneaking her hand under the sheet and brushing against Grace’s nipple.
“I haven’t even started to start,” Grace said, her breathing sharpening a little.
“Seems like we have a lot of work to do then. It’s going to be a long night,” Eva said, smiling a little.
And Grace looked at the way her dimples formed, saw the glimpse of white teeth behind those pink lips, saw the little wrinkles at the corners of her eyes, and fell in love all over again.
“A very long night indeed,” she said, her pulse beating faster. “And perhaps a very long day tomorrow. And a long night after that, and a long day the day after tomorrow, and...”
She only trailed off as Eva’s fingers dipped into her wetness again.



Epilogue
Eva ran as fast as her winter boots would let her without sliding over the tiled floor and made it just as the elevator door was sliding closed. She pushed her hand in, but someone pressed the open door button before the doors could squeeze her skin. She smoothed her hair as the doors slid open again and grinned at the tall blonde woman waiting inside.
“Not at all late,” she said.
“Not unless I am,” Grace said.
“Nervous?”
“A little,” said Grace as the elevator doors closed again. “I mean, this is my first big meeting since getting the job, I don’t want to screw it up.”
“You won’t,” Eva said, patting her arm. “You’re going to do just fine.”
“You doing okay?”
Eva shrugged. “The first day of spring semester. As chaotic as always, but it always works out in the end.”
She didn’t say anything else, letting Grace calm herself and go over her notes in her mind as she knew she liked to do. She even held the door of the meeting room open so that Grace could enter first, but that was mostly so she could watch the round curves of her behind as she walked through. Eva grinned to herself as she slid into a seat.
Grace put her papers down on the small podium placed at the head of the table and cleared her throat before speaking. Eva watched carefully, but felt no nerves. Grace was good at this sort of thing, she wasn’t worried.
“For those of you that I haven’t met yet, my name’s Grace Seymour, and I’m the new head of development for Oakview University,” she began.
Eva still felt a little thrill at that. Holden Wright had indeed been fired, and fortunately, the University couldn’t think of a better candidate once they heard that Grace was available.
“This committee is the sustainable development committee. It’s designed to ensure that any development on campus is as environmentally friendly as possible. To that end, we have representatives from the faculty, from the environmental sciences department,” here Grace nodded at Eva. “From the city council,” she nodded towards a young man, his tie askew, who smiled. “And of course, the student body.” She paused and frowned.
“Chad, cap,” hissed Eva.
Chad blushed and pulled off his baseball cap, ruffling his hair with his other hand.
“Our first order of business is to propose a site for the new humanities building,” said Grace.
Chad raised his hand. “Um, I thought that was already decided,” he said. “I mean, it’s going to be on the nature reserve, isn’t it?”
Grace gave him a little smile and Eva leaned forward. What was this? Chad was right as far as she knew. Construction hadn’t begun yet, not with the scandal about Wright and Seymour Construction. But as far as she knew, it was still planned.
“Well, I’ve arranged for a protection order to be placed on the nature reserve, thanks to Mr. Roberts,” said Grace, and the city councilman with the crooked tie smiled again. “Which means that the reserve is now protected and unsuitable for building. So we need to come up with further proposals. Ideas, anyone?”
Eva’s heart raced and she didn’t hear anything else as she digested the information. The reserve was saved. Her reserve was saved.
✽✽✽
 
“You could have told me about the protection order for the reserve,” grumbled Eva as they were walking along the river bank. “I spent all afternoon coming up with arguments to persuade you to build somewhere else.”
Grace laughed and looped her arm through Eva’s, treasuring the contact. “Maybe you should just say thank you, rather than complaining.”
Eva grunted. “Thank you,” she said. “But still, it would have been nice to know.”
“I tried calling, but Janice said you were in a meeting and couldn’t be disturbed.”
“Janice could have taken a message,” Eva said, cursing at the secretary in her head.
“I would have asked,” said Grace. “But honestly, she scares me a little bit.”
“You’re not the only one. But really, thank you. Saving the reserve is a big deal. Not just to me, but to the students as well.”
“It was the right thing to do,” said Grace as they walked up the ramp to the boat.
“The problem is where to build now,” Eva said. “Chad’s suggestion for the site where the annex was could work.”
Grace unlocked the door and pushed it open, but didn’t step inside.
“It could,” she said. “But I’m freezing and maybe we could have this conversation another time?”
Eva frowned, then smiled and nodded, stepping inside. Grace went in and closed the door, grateful for the warmth. It had been her idea that they never discussed work inside the boat or at Grace’s flat, and so far it was working out just fine. They had their arguments at the office, or very occasionally out on the deck. But the freezing weather and the fact that students and faculty were always walking the corridors of the university meant that they had to fight calmly and logically, without letting emotions interfere. Even Eva agreed in the end that it was a good plan. The boat, or Grace’s flat, were havens of peace and calm, and work wasn’t allowed to intrude.
Eva put water on to heat, and Grace came up behind her, snuggling for warmth.
“Did you call your father?” Eva asked absently.
“Mm-hmm,” Grace said, rubbing her cheek against the sweet scent of Eva’s hair. “He’s still mad. But at least this time he picked up the phone. I’ll keep trying. He’s as stubborn as I am, but I figure if I keep calling eventually we’re going to have a decent conversation.”
“I’m sorry,” Eva said, turning around so that they were hugging. “It must be hard on you.”
“We both made our decisions, and we need to live with the consequences. The company took a profit hit, but it hasn’t gone bankrupt. And my father is... my father. I hope one day he’ll realize that there are things more important than the company.”
“Like you,” said Eva.
“Like me.”
The popping sound of water boiling made Eva turn around again, and she made them both hot tea which she carried to the couch. She groaned as she kicked off her boots and put her feet up on the coffee table. Grace stretched out next to her, glad to be able to relax.
“I was talking to Jen today,” said Eva.
“Yeah? How’s Darian’s ankle?”
“He got the plaster off last Friday, and has been tearing around the house all weekend making up for six weeks of non-activity,” laughed Eva. “Anyway, she said that I should get a bigger boat. And I think she’s right.”
Grace sat up a little. “A bigger boat? Really?”
“Well, if you’re going to be spending so much time over here, it might not be a bad idea. It’ll be a bit of a financial stretch, but I’m pretty sure I can handle it. The mooring is paid for, so it’s just a question of selling this boat and getting a loan to buy a bigger one. And it’d be nice to have a little more storage space too. I guess I could get an apartment, but river living is really the life for me.”
Grace was quiet for a few seconds, the idea burning bright inside her. She was almost afraid to bring it up, afraid of what it might mean. But Eva’s soft profile in the dim light of the cabin made up her mind for her. She loved this woman. She loved everything about her and would have lived in a shack in the Guatamalan rain forest with her if necessary.
“You wouldn’t need a loan,” she said, finally. “Not if I sold my apartment.”
Eva’s hand started to shake so badly that Grace was afraid she was going to spill her tea. She pulled the mug away and set it on the coffee table.
“Really?” Eva asked.
“Really,” said Grace. “It makes sense. It more than makes sense. There’s no point in us having two bases when we could just have one. And I quite fancy the idea of living on the river. It’d be good for me.” She paused for a second. “I mean, that is, if you’d like to live with me. Live together, I mean.”
Eva’s face split into the widest grin Grace thought she’d ever seen. “Are you kidding? There’s nothing that I’d like more. But you, on a boat? What about that all white, minimalist modern apartment of yours? Wouldn’t you miss it?”
Grace shook her head. “Not a bit,” she said. “I used to love it, but now, I don’t know, it doesn’t really speak to me anymore. I think I’ve changed.”
“That’s putting it mildly,” said Eva. She stood up. “And this calls for a celebration.”
Walking over to the kitchen area, she pulled out a bottle of wine and two glasses.
Grace smiled. “I was thinking of a different kind of celebration,” she said, her voice turning huskier. She stood up herself and walked to the sliding door of the bedroom before turning around to arch an eyebrow at Eva.
“Why not both?” said Eva.
And Grace laughed as she fell onto the bed, hearing the clink as Eva put the wine and glasses on the nightstand, and wondering how she could have ever lived any differently. Eva slid onto the bed next to her.
“I love you, Eva Williams,” Grace said.
“And I love you too, Grace Seymour,” said Eva. But the words were barely audible, Eva’s attentions focussed on the buttons of Grace’s blouse.
“I thought you wanted to open a bottle of wine,” said Grace.
“I’ve changed my mind,” said Eva. “And there’s nothing wrong with that.”
“There certainly isn’t,” Grace said.
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Rescue My Heart: An Oakview Lesbian Romance Novel
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.
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