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Chapter One
The sidewalk at the corner was so covered in cracks that Jaye had to practically dance to avoid them all.
“Hope you're appreciating this, mom,” she said, under her breath, as she finally put her foot down on a full paving stone.
Not that her mother was likely to care too much, what, with being dead and all. But still. Step on a crack, break your mother's back. It was the thought that counted, right? At least the rest of the walk was fairly crack-free.
Lanport was a pretty little town, the ocean licking at the beach on one side of the boardwalk, a line of crooked, picturesque shops on the other side. Pretty and popular, especially at the coming time of year.
Jaye took a deep breath, drinking in the combination of salt and suntan cream and home. Over thirty, and this was the only home she'd ever known. Not that that was a bad thing. She loved Lanport, it was, well, it was home, and who didn't love being exactly where they belonged, where they knew everyone and where everyone knew them?
She'd left, obviously. She'd traveled. Seen the sights, drunk the drinks, met the people. But she always ended up right back here. And this was her absolute favorite time of year. She scratched at her forearm, drinking in the sight of the ocean.
The sun was just beginning to glint off the waves and the sky promised real heat for the first time in the year. There was expectation in the air. The inns and hostels and hotels weren't packed yet, but they would be soon. Then real summer would start. Real summer with its exotic people, its parties and sunbathers, its accidents and proposals and everything in between.
There was nothing like a bunch of strangers coming to town to make you feel like you really belonged. Odd, but true.
Light was gleaming on the water and in her head she was mixing the colors on her palette, adding just a touch of royal blue, just a smidge of olive green and a hint of white, mentally replicating the exact color.
She was so intent on the exact color, in fact, that she almost missed it.
“Crap.”
She stopped, foot in mid-air, just before she stepped under the ladder. With a sigh, she stepped back and re-routed herself. Maxine getting her sign re-painted, just like she did every summer, so that her garish advertisement for real English fish and chips could be read from the beach.
Jaye glanced again at the water, England lying thousands of miles away across it. She was pretty sure Maxine had never been there. Just as she was pretty sure that the real English chips were solid American fries fresh from Sam's Club.
“Eh, watch it!”
She turned just as the white paint sloshed out of the man's can and splashed over her foot. “What the—”
“Why aren't you watching where you're going?” He pulled the paint can back and glared at her.
“Why aren't you?” she snapped, looking down at the smear of white on her sneaker. The shoes were ruined, and it wasn't like she was flush enough that she could buy another pair right now.
“Who the hell walks out into the street instead of staying on the sidewalk?”
Jaye raised an eyebrow. “Someone trying not to walk under a ladder?”
He glared at her for a second longer, then grinned. “Well, looks like you'd have been luckier to take the unlucky route then, doesn't it, love?”
She was desperately trying to come up with some kind of witty retort when she heard the restaurant door unlock behind her and Maxine's head stuck out. “Alright, Jaye?”
She looked down at her shoe once more, then up at the man who was still grinning at her misfortune, and then over at Maxine. She shrugged. “Not an auspicious day, I'm afraid.”
Maxine scratched her nose. “It'll be even less auspicious if you're late opening up. Bobby catches you even a minute late and she'll have your head.”
True. Though how exactly her aunt would know that she was late opening up the shop was another question. As far as she knew, Bobby was currently getting her regular check-up at the hospital the next town over, accompanied by her assistant, general shop-opener, and Jaye's best friend, CeCe.
Bobby would know though. Bobby had eyes in the back of her head. Or in the back of her crystal ball at any rate.
Jaye nodded at the painter, threw Maxine a wave, and hurried on her way.
THE FARSEER was the third from last shop along the boardwalk. As its name implied, a pyramid of crystal balls glittered in the window. Not real crystal balls, even Jaye wasn't that gullible. The real ones were under the counter. The ones in the window were just for show.
A forest of crystals hung from the ceiling, and the shop shelves were littered with books and charms and small displays of leather bracelets and pretty postcards. All except for the back wall, which was reserved for paintings large and small, hung all together so that from a distance they looked like a patchwork quilt.
Jaye flicked the lights on, turned the sign to open, and stuck her head through to the back room just long enough to click the coffee machine on.
The place smelled of incense and patchouli, though Bobby's upstairs apartment smelled the same, so maybe the scent was coming from there. Jaye unlocked the cash register and propped herself up on a stool, surveying her realm.
Well, not her realm exactly.
The Farseer had belonged to her mother, Rachel. Jaye knew the place intimately, inside and out, from the creaky floorboard on the second stair to the funky shelf by the window that collapsed if you put a crystal on it but strangely could bear the weight of twenty books no problem.
When her mother had died, the place had been passed down to her sister Roberta. Bobby. Aunt Bobby. Jaye guessed that things had just happened too quickly, with her mother buying the shop, having a baby, and then getting sick. All so fast that there'd been no time for estate planning and the like. No time to leave an inheritance to a child that was so shiny and new that her mother hadn't even gotten used to her name yet.
But Bobby had come and Bobby had slipped into Jaye's life like she'd belonged there. They'd rubbed along just fine. And when Jaye's eighteenth birthday had come along and Bobby had offered to turn over the deeds to the shop, Jaye couldn't bring herself to take them. The Farseer seemed like the smallest price to pay for having her big, loud, wonderful aunt in her life. A price far too small to pay someone who had raised her and cherished her and loved her when she really didn't have to.
So technically, the shop was Bobby's.
CeCe worked behind the counter when she wasn't ferrying Bobby to hospital to get her diabetes check up.
And Jaye? Well, Jaye had other fish to fry. Sardines mostly, rather than the big old Mahi-Mahi that she'd dreamed of, but she was sure that the world had something in store for her. Sure that fate had a plan.
She'd just stirred herself to pour a cup of fragrant coffee when the bell over the door rang.
A tall, slim man in chinos and a linen shirt was curiously looking around the shop. He flashed her a smile with bright white teeth. A tourist, for sure. Jaye didn't think anyone in Lanport had teeth that white.
“Can I help?”
“Actually, I was looking for a present for my niece. She's into all this occult stuff.”
Jaye bit her tongue. The Farseer wasn't occult, and she resented the implication. But the guy was a customer. “I'd suggest maybe a tarot set?” she said, pointing him in the right direction.
She finished pouring her coffee as he made his choice. Then he came to the counter, blue eyes all a-sparkle and she smiled despite his crack about the occult. He really did have very nice eyes.
“They're pretty good,” he said, nodding over to the paintings on the wall as he put his chosen pack of cards on the counter. “They yours?”
“All mine,” she said as she rang the price up.
“They're great, really... professional. Really far better than I'd have thought to find somewhere like this.”
And again, that judgment, that sense that he knew better and bigger. Jaye said nothing. The paintings were good, she knew that. She knew she had talent. And she knew that painting her days away and squeezing out a living from private art lessons and classes at the local school wasn't the career she'd dreamed of having. But then, the universe had a plan for her. She just kind of wished that the universe would hurry up and unveil the plan because she was getting a little tired of waiting.
“Twelve fifty,” she said.
He handed over the money and stepped closer to the counter. “Any chance of getting your number?” he asked. “Maybe grabbing a drink later?”
His eyes really were sparkly and his teeth were as white as his expensive shirt and he appreciated art. But Jaye looked down at the splodge of white paint on her shoe and scratched idly at her forearm. Today was not an auspicious day, she reminded herself. Definitely not the kind of day to start something that could be serious.
“Sorry,” she said with a bland smile. “I'm already taken.” A lie. She passed the tarot pack back to him. “Thanks for shopping at The Farseer. Have a great day!”
She watched him disappear out into the bright sunlight and sighed. He could have been the one. He could have been the first sign of the universe's plan. Except today was not a lucky day. She scratched at her arm again and wondered how Bobby was doing at the hospital.



Chapter Two
Charlie slammed her hands on the steering wheel and cursed. The blue one-way sign that was the object of her wrath stared innocently back until she jammed the car into reverse and backed off.
Somehow, somewhere, there had to be a way to where she wanted to go. The address was plugged neatly into her sat-nav. Which was the same sat-nav that twenty minutes ago had attempted to drive her off a ramp into the ocean chirping brightly that her destination was imminent.
She drove down the narrow street carefully and slowly, seeing a glint of blue at the end and knowing that she was seeing the ocean. The ocean was supposed to calm her, that had been part of the plan. Right now, the sight of the water made her turn the air blue with cursing again. She carried on toward it though, since she was on yet another one-way street and didn't exactly have any choice.
At the end of the street she turned right and was spit out onto what she assumed was the main thoroughfare. A creaky old boardwalk with the tacky lights of an amusement park at the end. A bunch of decrepit looking shops with peeling paint and kitsch souvenirs lined one side of the street.
So this was Lanport. A town designed around a one-way labyrinth apparently to keep visitors from finding their accommodation. A neat trick. The only way she could see herself eating the advertised 'real English fish and chips' was if she couldn't get into her own rented kitchen, which was a serious possibility at this point.
Just as she was about to start cursing again she spotted a street sign. Turning the car she drove for a further minute before, miracle of miracles, she actually found the street she was looking for.
Then she started cursing again, because where the hell was she supposed to find a parking space on a street that was barely wider than her car?
A solid fifteen minutes later, which was ten minutes later than her appointment, she finally climbed out of the car. Glancing around she saw no one and figured that her luggage would be safe enough in the trunk for now. She didn't fancy carrying it into what she was now sure was going to be a far-from-satisfactory rental apartment.
The street was narrow and the houses were crooked and she couldn't think how she was going to live somewhere that looked as though it had been designed as some kind of film set for one of those terrible teenage wizard or elf movies.
“Ms. Riley?”
The woman that stepped out of the doorway was tall and dressed in green pants, a white shirt, and both a jaunty bowtie and a pair of suspenders. Slight overkill, Charlie couldn't help but think. She nodded, not bothering to correct the woman.
“I'm Lee, from the realtor?”
Charlie nodded again and the woman stared at her. Her short back and sides was so short-back-and-sides that she could see a tan line where the too-recent haircut had happened.
“So, uh, shall we go inside?” The woman seemed shaken somehow, or wrong-footed by Charlie's lack of speech.
Charlie finally remembered her tongue. “Yes,” she said brusquely.
“I think you'll find everything to your liking,” Lee said, as Charlie followed her up the stairs. She was better now that they were inside, going into her professional spiel.
“I'll be the judge of that.”
“Oh, uh, right.” Lee glanced backward and then continued up to the third floor.
Charlie looked around. The carpet was frayed at the edges, the walls had a streak of grime where too many elbows had brushed against them. There was no way in hell she was staying here. She'd have to figure something else out. She should never have trusted a website to find her a place to stay. She should have...
Her thoughts were interrupted by Lee unlocking a door. Charlie could see bright light flooding out of the apartment.
“After you,” Lee said, standing to one side and gesturing as though she were a knight allowing her lady to pass.
Charlie ignored the flirtatious gesture and stepped into the apartment.
Tall, wide windows covered one wall, overlooking a small terrace and then the blue and green of the ocean. The floors were wooden and polished, the furniture pine and minimalist. The only painting was a seascape over a white couch and a tiny kitchen perched in one corner of the otherwise open-plan main room. Through a half-open door, Charlie could see a neatly made bed. Yes, she thought, yes, she could do this. Better than she'd thought.
She strolled over to the windows, stepped out onto the terrace and looked down at the creaky old boardwalk.
This must have been a nice town once, she thought. When it was new and fresh. When people vacationed here rather than Mexico or Thailand or Europe. When coming to the ocean was a longed-for treat, something to dream of. Nowadays all kids dreamed of was video games and new sneakers.
She breathed in deeply. The air had a tang of salt.
“So? What do you think?”
She turned around, finding that Lee had joined her on the terrace. “It's a bit quiet isn't it?”
Yes, she needed quiet. After... Well, after everything, quiet was good. Quiet had been high on her list of priorities when looking for a plan. As had being close to the ocean. But this place seemed hardly big enough to support a local shop, let alone anything else.
Lee grinned. “School just finished around these parts. Give it another day or two and you'll see a different side of town. All the summer families will be moving in.” She pointed over to where the bay curved, where a series of large houses littered the cliffs. “Then the tourists will come. Day-trippers and the like.”
“It gets busier then?” If it didn't then Lanport wasn't going to be quite the distraction she'd thought it would be.
“Definitely,” Lee said. She hesitated for a second and Charlie saw that her bowtie had small dogs on it. “Um, if you're new in town and want someone to show you around, I could—”
“No,” Charlie said, turning and walking back inside.
Some might have said that she was heartless. But in Charlie's world it was better to communicate quickly and precisely. She didn't want to go out with the woman. Not that she had a problem with women in jaunty bowties asking her out. She honestly didn't.
But she wasn't getting involved.
She was better off without anyone.
This whole plan was designed to keep her away from people. To give her time to work things out. To try and get some sense of order in her head, to...
“I'll leave the keys right here by the door then,” Lee said, coming inside and not looking her in the eye.
Was this where she was going to spend the next couple of months? Charlie took one more look around. Yes, she decided. Yes, this would work. “Thank you. Where's the clinic from here?”
Lee paused, hand on doorknob. “The clinic? Go right out of the front door and take the next right after that, you can't miss it. But I'm afraid it's closed. Old Doc Howard—”
“I know all about Doc Howard,” Charlie said crisply. The health authorities had been very clear on what had happened, she'd demanded an explanation before agreeing to anything. “And the clinic will re-open tomorrow.”
“How can you possibly know that?”
Charlie attempted a smile that she wasn't sure was effective because Lee stepped back. “I'm the new doctor.”
Doctor. The title still gave her shivers, just as it had the first time she'd used it. Just as it had the first time she'd said it out loud. Now though, now there was an added frisson. A barely containable anxiety about the word. She tightened her smile, trying to make it a little better.
“You?” Lee said, disbelief in her eyes. Then she remembered who she was and where. She turned disbelief into a welcoming smile. “Welcome to Lanport,” she managed.
Charlie nodded. “You have the signed lease, I believe?”
Lee nodded.
“Then your job here is done. I assume you can show yourself downstairs?”
There was a tiny moment where the air was uncomfortable and then the young realtor let herself out and Charlie breathed out, alone at last.
Alone in Lanport.
For the next two and a half months.
If she closed her eyes she could hear the sounds of the hospital. The constant beeping of monitors, the ringing of phones, the clatter of trolley wheels on the linoleum floor, the ambulance sirens in the distance. She opened her eyes wide again and heard only the hushing of the ocean.
Yes, it was for the best that she was here. At least temporarily. In a couple of months' time she'd have to decide what to do next. But for now... For now, this was good.
She needed to go and get her bags. But first she slid her phone out of her pocket. She needed to text Raine and tell her that she'd arrived just fine, otherwise she'd worry. That was what Raine did. Worried. Sometimes too much. Other times just not enough.



Chapter Three
It was close to lunchtime by the time the shop bell rang and a grumbling Bobby bustled her way in followed closely by CeCe.
“Problems?” Jaye asked, raising an eyebrow.
“Problems?” echoed her aunt. “New road, my ass. I swear to God it took twice as long to get to the damn hospital as it does going the old way around.”
“It didn't,” CeCe said.
“And then we waited for near as long just to see the doctor.”
“We didn't,” added CeCe.
“And the whole damn place still smells like wet paint and sawdust.”
“Okay, it kind of does,” CeCe said. “But the hospital is new, it'll get better.” She turned to Jaye. “It's super swanky, flatscreens in the waiting room and everything.”
Bobby harrumphed. “I don't need to spend my time watching TV, all I wanted was to see the doctor. A doctor that I should damn well be able to see in my own damn town.”
All of this talk and none of the information she needed. Jaye took a breath. Her aunt and CeCe together were a force of nature and if she wasn't careful she'd get her ear talked off. She raised her voice just a little as Bobby started to complain again about the state of the new road.
“And what did the doctor say?”
Bobby gave her a narrow look. “Counting your inheritance already?”
Jaye rolled her eyes. “I'm worried. Now, what did he or she say?”
“Everything's fine,” CeCe said. “Nothing to worry about. Numbers are good, blood sugar is good, but things would be drastically improved if somebody would consent to losing a little weight.”
“Nothing new there then,” Jaye said, eyeing her aunt's bulk.
“It's my diabetes,” said Bobby. “I'll feed it if I want. Speaking of which, it's lunchtime. So unless either of you have any objections, I'm going to make myself something to eat.”
“Why would we object?” asked CeCe.
“Dunno. You might be planning on starving me,” Bobby said, maneuvring herself behind the counter.
Jaye stopped her with a hug, pulling in close, smelling the rose and patchouli scent of her, the comforting feeling of her aunt's arms closing around her. “I'm glad you're okay,” she whispered.
Bobby squeezed her a little tighter before letting her go. “So am I, kiddo,” she whispered back.
And Jaye could see the little glimmer of fear in Bobby's blue eyes.
For as long as she could remember, Bobby had been the rock. Big and boisterous and solid, that was Bobby. Indomitable. Bobby had squashed bullies like bugs, had run rough-shod over teachers, had protected and fought for her niece any time it was necessary, and sometimes when it wasn't.
The diabetes diagnosis had come as a shock to them both. A reminder of Bobby's mortality. A little taste of a sadness to come.
Bobby squeezed her hand and then bustled into the back room, disappearing until Jaye could hear her clomping up the stairs to her apartment.
“Thanks for that,” Jaye said, turning to CeCe.
“Not a problem. I've got a car, there's no reason not to use it sometimes. I was happy to help out.”
CeCe had been Jaye's best friend since elementary school. With red curls and red cheeks and sparkly hazel eyes CeCe stood out in a crowd. She was stubborn and funny and loyal and knew every single detail about Jaye's life. She'd worked at The Farseer since they were both teenagers, and sometimes Jaye thought that CeCe was more related to Bobby than she was.
They both shared a certain solidity. More than that though, both Bobby and CeCe were... special. Whilst Jaye would admit when pressed to being superstitious, though she hated the connotations of the word, her aunt and her best friend had the gift. Or claimed to have it.
She'd never doubted Bobby's connection to the other side, but the first time CeCe had read her tarot she'd gotten hysterical and spoiled the entire experience. Somehow, she'd found it hard to connect the joker best friend with a serious medium. But this hadn't been a fad that CeCe had grown out of. Instead, it had been something that Jaye had grown slowly more comfortable with over time.
“Shop alright?” CeCe asked, ditching her jacket and purse behind the counter.
Jaye gave her a brief run down on her day so far, including the ladder incident and the tourist with the white teeth.
“He sounded nice,” CeCe said. “Why didn't you at least meet him for a drink or something?”
“Not an auspicious day,” Jaye said. She sniffed. “Besides, it's alright for you, you've got Finn.”
“Speaking of which, he'll be here to eat lunch with me in a half hour or so. Want a cup of tea first?”
Jaye's hands itched to get back to painting, but CeCe was wiggling her eyebrows. “What?”
“I'll read your leaves. Come on. Maybe it's not as inauspicious a day as you think.”
Jaye scratched at her forearm. “Fine. Go on then.”
“YOU OUGHT to get that seen to,” CeCe said, sipping at her tea and nodding toward Jaye's arm.
Jaye stopped scratching and examined the red scaly patch that had developed. It had been itching for days now, probably some kind of allergy, she'd figured. “It's nothing.”
“If it's nothing, then stop scratching it.”
Jaye sat on her right hand, picking up her tea with her left. “Happy?”
CeCe sniffed and sipped and the shop was quiet except for the creaking of floorboards overhead as Bobby prepared her lunch.
“Do you ever want more?”
Jaye blinked and put her tea down. “What?”
“You heard me,” CeCe said. “Do you ever want more? Like, I don't know, a move to the big city or a mysterious benefactor or a tall, dark, handsome stranger or... Something.”
“Getting cold feet about being with Finn?”
CeCe snorted. “Never. He's the one for me. That was decided years and years ago. And I wasn't talking about me, I was talking about you. I'm meant to be here. A comfortable job, a comfortable relationship, a comfortable life. But... a small life. And I don't mean that in a derogatory way. It's cozy. You though, you're different.”
Jaye sighed. “Not that different.”
“Don't lie to me, Jaye Callaghan, I know you better than you know yourself. You're different and you know it as well as I. You've got something, a talent, something that should make you too big for a town like Lanport. Yet here you still are.”
The last mouthful of tea was bitter as she got to the leaves. She handed her cup over to CeCe. “I'm perfectly fine where I am, thank you very much. When the universe is ready to reveal what's in store for me, then I'm all ears. Until then, why worry about something that I can't control?”
“Spoken as only someone who grew up in The Farseer could speak,” CeCe said, turning the cup upside down on top of the saucer and twisting it.
“You of all people should get waiting for fate.”
“I'm not so sure,” CeCe said, turning the teacup back over. “Sometimes fate needs a kick in the ass. And sometimes it's up to you to start things in motion, you know?”
Her voice was drifting off as she leaned over the tea leaves and Jaye gave up the conversation, knowing she wouldn't get any sense out of CeCe for a few minutes.
Did she want something else? Well, yes. She wanted what CeCe had, she was jealous in a distant kind of way. Not that she wanted CeCe's life. Being stuck in a tiny cottage with Finn Finnegan wasn't her idea of heaven. But being with someone, that had its appeal.
And then there was her work, her paintings. The best feeling in the world was when her heart skipped a beat as someone complimented her work. She'd like more of that. More compliments. More recognition.
“Huh.”
Looking over, CeCe was leaning so far into the teacup that Jaye didn't know how she could see anything. “Huh, what?”
CeCe shuffled her stool closer and held the cup out. “Look for yourself.”
Jaye sighed. CeCe always did this, knowing full well that whatever her best friend's beliefs, Jaye totally lacked any clairvoyant ability. But she took the cup anyway and peered into the muddy brown bottom. “What exactly am I looking at?”
“Here,” CeCe said, pointing. “And here.”
Jaye screwed her eyes up. “Uh, a... wet frog and, um, a rotten apple?” she guessed.
CeCe snorted and was already hunting through her purse. “A heart and an arch,” she said. “Aha,” she pulled out her tarot deck and carefully laid it on the counter.
“A heart and an arch?”
“Mmm-hmm. We need a little more information here. Let's ask the cards.”
She unwrapped the deck and passed it to Jaye who cut it without thinking and handed it back. “A heart and an arch?” she asked again.
“Yep.”
Jaye gritted her teeth. “Meaning what, exactly?” she asked as patiently as she could.
CeCe looked up from dealing the cards, frowning at the interruption. Then her face cleared as she smiled more brightly than the sun. Wind chimes chinked by the window. “Meaning you, my dear, are about to finally meet your soulmate.”
And Jaye's heart throbbed in her chest.



Chapter Four
Charlie couldn't help the butterflies fluttering around her stomach. She was a doctor. She knew what she was doing. Except... Except she was still nervous. What if she couldn't do this anymore? What if after everything she just didn't have the confidence now? What if she screwed this up?
She couldn't bear to think about it. A world in which she couldn't be a doctor was just, well, it was unthinkable.
So she'd have to steel herself and lift her chin up and get on with things.
Which was exactly what she was doing as she pushed through the door of the clinic.
She was greeted by a half dozen pairs of eyes watching her from a waiting room paneled in dark wood, with magazines sprayed across tables. She gulped.
“Can I help you?”
Charlie tore herself away from the gazes of her very-soon-to-be patients and turned instead to a tiny woman perched behind a desk. Iron grey hair was curled so tight it looked springy, glasses hung from a string over a prodigious bosom, and a thin mouth managed to look disapproving. But Charlie's attention was already somewhere else.
“What in God's name is that?”
“What?” asked the woman.
“That,” Charlie said, pointing to a filing cabinet on top of which lounged a fat, satisfied looking tortoiseshell cat.
The woman lifted her glasses to peer through them, then dropped them again, turning back with an even more disapproving expression. “That is a cat.”
“I can see that. But what the hell is it doing in a doctor's surgery?”
Again, the woman turned, lifted her glasses, peered, dropped the glasses, and turned back. “It appears to be sleeping.”
Charlie took a deep breath. She'd been told that the clinic would be opened for her, and that a receptionist was on site. This, obviously, was the receptionist. “Do you not think that a cat in a doctor's surgery is unhygienic?” she said as patiently as possible.
“If you have a problem with it, you're welcome to attend the new hospital rather than the local surgery,” said the woman officiously.
“I'm afraid that won't be possible,” Charlie said.
“You'll find that anything is possible should you try hard enough,” the woman responded, frowning deeply at her. “Now, shall I call you a taxi-cab, or do you have your own transportation?”
Charlie bit her tongue and counted to ten in her head before responding. “Let's begin again, shall we?” she said, still managing to sound at least ten percent patient. “My name is Charlie Riley.”
The woman tapped something into a computer. “And you don't have an appointment.”
Charlie growled under her breath. “That would be because I'm the temporary doctor.”
The woman's hands dropped from her keyboard and her face turned a shade paler. “Doctor.”
“Indeed. And as a doctor, I can tell you that, yes, a cat in a doctor's surgery is almost certainly breaking some kind of health and safety protocol. Therefore I must ask you to take it home at your earliest opportunity.”
“Oh, I can't do that,” the woman said, face going truculent again.
Charlie sighed. “Why not?”
“It's not my cat, I'm afraid.”
“Then whose cat is it?” Charlie was aware that she was very close to shouting.
“It belongs to the clinic.” The receptionist paused. “It is a very clean animal,” she added, almost as an afterthought.
“That's not really the point,” said Charlie. “It's a menace and shouldn't be here.”
“Doctor Howard never seemed to mind.”
“What if someone's allergic to it?” Charlie said, changing tack slightly. “One of the patients, say?”
“Oh, I'm not allergic,” came a voice from behind her.
“Me neither,” said another.
There was a general chorus of agreement, alerting Charlie to the fact that the entire waiting room was now listening to the argument. Glancing back she saw that at least three new people had joined the waiting room since the last time she'd looked.
“Are these all here to see me?” she hissed at the receptionist, abandoning the cat conversation as a lost cause. The thing was here now, and she'd deal with getting rid of it later, when there were fewer prying eyes.
The woman shrugged. “The clinic has been closed for two weeks. Ever since the unfortunate incident with Doctor Howard.”
“There was nothing unfortunate about it,” Charlie began. Then she bit her tongue again. If she wasn't careful she was going to spend the entire morning arguing with the woman. “If you could show me to the consulting room, please?”
The woman looked at her for a moment too long, as though calculating whether or not she dared disobey. Then she nodded and stood. “Of course, doctor.”
“I'm afraid I didn't catch your name,” Charlie said as she followed the woman down a corridor sporting even more of the dark wood paneling.
“That's because I didn't give it to you,” the woman said. She paused in front of a door. “I am Miss Perry.”
Miss, not Ms., and no sign of a first name. Charlie was already exhausted. Five minutes in the place and she'd managed to alienate her receptionist, the one other professional that she should have been able to rely on. She was royally screwing this up already.
“This is your consulting room,” Miss Perry said, flinging the door open to reveal a surprisingly light room with large windows.
A big wooden desk had a cracked leather chair behind it and an uncomfortable looking set of patient chairs in front of it. One corner was curtained off and Charlie could see the feet of an examination table beneath the curtain. And a large dresser stood against one wall, row after row of small bottles gleaming in the sun.
“The clinic opens at eight sharp,” Miss Perry continued. “And the doors close at eleven sharp, though you'll see any patients that are still waiting after that. The clinic isn't open in the afternoon to walk-ins, so you'll have standing appointments only, and obviously you'll be on emergency call-out whenever necessary. You'll find the emergency cellular telephone on the desk.”
Charlie looked over and saw an old Nokia.
“You'll find everything in its usual place. I'll send the patients in with their own records, and if there are any other problems, don't hesitate to ask.”
She sounded very much as though she wished Charlie would hesitate, or at least that she'd ask anyone else. Not that there was anyone else to ask.
“The patients will bring in their own files?” Charlie asked. “The records aren't digitized?”
Miss Perry sniffed. “Doctor Howard didn't find that necessary.”
Charlie bit back a retort to that. She'd pissed the woman off enough already. “Then I suppose I'm ready to get on with things,” she said, feeling far from ready.
Miss Perry frowned in further disapproval. “I'm afraid you're a few minutes early, Doctor. Doctor Howard never started a clinic before eight on the dot.” She turned around and left.
Charlie watched her go. She had the feeling that she was going to get heartily sick of hearing the name Doctor Howard in the few weeks she was planning to be in Lanport. She also made a mental note to make her own coffee. There was every chance that Miss Perry would poison any cup that she made.
With slow steps she walked around the desk and experimentally sat on the leather chair. It was more comfortable than it looked. She settled back into it.
She could do this.
She could.
How difficult could it be to tend to the sniffles and sprains of a small town medical clinic? Especially after the constant adrenaline thrill of working the emergency room. This was... a vacation. Yes, she liked that idea. This was a relaxing medical vacation and all she needed to do was keep everything in line and...
And try and figure out what the hell she was doing with her life.
Her heart pounded in her chest. Her hands started to get sweaty. Her vision began to blur.
Shit.
Not now.
Not this.
She closed her eyes, forcing herself to take slow, steady, deep breaths. Forcing herself to focus.
One thing she could smell? Leather, the old tanned leather of the chair.
Two things she could feel? The wood of the chair arms, the brush of her skirt against her legs.
Three things she could hear? The phone ringing far away, the buzz of voices from the waiting room, the hiss of water running through old pipes in the wall.
She opened her eyes again, breathing steadier. She'd talked so many patients through a panic attack in exactly the same way that doing it to herself was second nature now.
She was still a little shaky. But nothing was going to stop her now. If she couldn't even run a small town surgery, then what hope was there for her? She had to prove that she could do this. To herself if no one else.
Glancing at her watch she counted the last three seconds as the hands clicked to eight o'clock exactly. Then she pressed the button on the old-fashioned intercom on her desk, hearing it buzz in the waiting room.
“Send the first patient in, Miss Perry,” she said, with an awful lot more confidence than she felt.



Chapter Five
A tall, dark, stranger. That was what it had come down to after CeCe had read the cards. Oh, that and a name beginning with either C or S. In the cold light of morning, Jaye was trying hard not to take it too seriously.
What were the chances of meeting a tall, dark stranger in Lanport? Well, high now that it was tourist season, but still. She was battling herself. She wanted to believe in CeCe's gift and she knew that if Bobby had told her the same thing she wouldn't have hesitated to believe her. But this. Well, it was pretty vague, wasn't it?
Tall. Dark. C or S. That could describe thousands, tens of thousands of people. Not just her soulmate but also her mailman as well as half the people hanging out on the beach below the boardwalk.
Crap. She really did have to hurry. She put on a burst of speed. She'd spent far too long that morning working on a picture when she should have taken care of the chores first and the painting second. A problem that cropped up all too often.
It wasn't that she didn't believe in soulmates. She absolutely did. In the same way that she believed the universe had a plan in mind for her. What she was slightly doubtful about was CeCe's ability to predict her soulmate.
Which was unkind and uncharitable and made her feel bad.
Finally, she pushed through the door of the clinic. The chill of the air conditioning stung her skin after the heat of the sun outside.
“You're late.”
“Morning, Miss Perry,” she beamed. She craned her neck and grinned. “Morning, Arthur,” she said to the tortoiseshell cat balanced on the filing cabinet.
“Smile as much as you like, Jaye Callaghan, this clinic closes at eleven sharp as you well know.” Miss Perry's frown deepened. “Unless it's an emergency?”
The old receptionist held no fear for Jaye, who just smiled more broadly. “It's not exactly an emergency, but we could say that it is, if that helps?”
“Miss Callaghan!”
Jaye leaned a hip against the side of the counter. “Come on, Miss Perry. It's only a couple of minutes past. There's no one in the waiting room. I'll just sneak in, it won't take long. The new doc won't mind, will he?”
“She,” Miss Perry said.
“Huh. A woman. Cool. Well, she definitely won't mind then, will she? It'll just be a couple of minutes, promise.”
She was already walking backward down the corridor to the consulting room. She wanted to get this rash thing sorted. It had been driving her crazy.
“Miss Callaghan, you come right back here this minute.”
Jaye stopped.
“The doctor is with a patient.”
She still didn't move.
Miss Perry sighed. “And she'll see you when she's finished.”
Jaye grinned and went to find a seat. Miss Perry was all bark and no bite, every kid that had grown up in Lanport knew that.
The waiting room was as familiar as her own living room. She'd been in the clinic so many times that it couldn't not be. Over by the window was a crate of old toys for the children. In the back corner was a faded spot in the carpet where Finn Finnegan, CeCe's better half, had thrown up after a booster shot. And the chair right by the door had a wobbly leg and no one from Lanport would ever sit in it.
Familiar and safe and warm.
Like a soulmate would be.
She wondered what it would be like. Someone there all the time, someone to share with and live with and grow old with. Not that there hadn't been others. Obviously there had. She was no virgin. There'd been affairs long and short, one night and many months. But somehow nobody had worked out.
Maybe because she'd looked and looked for a sign that she'd found Mr. or Miss. Right and never found one.
Jaye was a big believer in signs.
The intercom buzzed on Miss Perry's desk. The older woman looked over and nodded. “You can go through now.”
Go through to meet the new doctor. Which was kind of weird. Doc Howard had been the only doctor she'd ever really known. She wondered what this new one would be like. All modern and shiny, like the new hospital, she figured.
She stopped and knocked and waited until a voice snapped “Come in.”
And she did as she was told.
“Honestly, why are you all knocking?”
Jaye opened her mouth to answer and then closed it again. The woman in front of her had gleaming hazel eyes and long, dark hair twisted up on the back of her head. She had a little line between her eyes like she was already mad about something.
“Lost your tongue, have you?”
Jaye cleared her throat. “No, um, we knock because Doc Howard always wanted us to knock.”
“Which is ridiculous. The intercom works. I've asked for you to come back here. What is knocking doing other than completely wasting my time?”
Did that require an answer? “Um, nothing?” It was a hesitant guess.
“Come in then, come on, let's get a look at you.” The doctor stood up and took a step around the desk and the nibbling feeling that Jaye had in her stomach got harsher and sharper. “I'm Riley, the new doctor in town. Just for the summer. And you are?”
Somewhere off in the corner of her mind, Jaye registered the fact that Miss Perry hadn't given her any patient file. But she couldn't bring herself to worry about that now. Because the new doctor was standing in front of her. Definitely tall. Definitely dark.
And now she was holding out a hand and Jaye didn't know what to do with it.
“Charlie Riley.”
And Jaye's legs shook and her knees seemed to want to bend the wrong way and she grabbed the closest thing she could, which was the back of a patient chair, and hung on for dear life.
Tall. Dark. And C for Charlie.
Holy fuck.
Not a word she used often, but one that the situation deserved.
CeCe. Beautiful, irritating, bouncy, annoyingly charming CeCe. She'd done it. Really done it. Inside her head, Jaye was solemnly swearing to any god in the universe that was listening that she was never, ever going to doubt CeCe again.
And the doctor was grasping her arm now, steadying her, except that the warmth from her hand was making Jaye's heart beat incredibly too fast.
“Sit down, just take a seat right here, tell me what's going on. Do you need something? Water? Can I get you anything?”
Her voice was deep and patient and kinder than when Jaye had opened the door. She took a breath, then another, fully aware of the fact that she was starting to look slightly foolish.
No, strike the slightly.
And the starting, too.
“I, uh, I'm fine,” she managed to stutter.
“Fine?” One elegantly arched eyebrow lifted and Jaye took in sharp cheekbones and long lashes and the smooth curve of a neck and very nearly lost herself in the sight again.
“Fine,” she said, pulling herself together. “Fine. I just skipped breakfast and it's almost lunchtime. Stupid thing to do, really. Sorry. Oh, and I'm Jaye, by the way. Jaye Callaghan.”
She'd rather hoped for another opportunity to shake the woman's hand, to feel her skin. But it didn't come. Instead, the doctor nodded and retreated a few steps.
The doctor. Her doctor. The woman that she'd be spending the rest of her life with.
“Why don't you tell me why you're here then?”
Jaye took a breath and then bared her forearm. “This.”
“Ah, yes, looks irritated.”
The doctor. Charlie. Charlie was bending over now, closer and Jaye could smell a sharp disinfectant scent to her as well as something more tropical. A coconut shampoo perhaps. A shampoo that would sit in their bathroom and that she'd steal when her own ran out when neither one of them had had a chance to run to the store. A scent that she'd smell on their pillows when—
“And it's itchy, right?”
Jaye nodded and Charlie stood up, mouth twisted as she thought.
She was tall. Probably four inches taller than Jaye. She looked sporty, her body lithe and thin and Jaye found her eyes straying downward and then felt bad and forced herself to look back up into those hazel eyes.
“Dermatology's always a tricky one. We'll get you some hydrocortisone and go from there. The cream should help and the irritation will clear up as long as you're not scratching at it. If it doesn't, then you'll need to come back here and I'll take a closer look.”
“Mmm,” was all Jaye could say because she was suddenly busy imagining the new doctor lying on a beach in a bikini with the salt in her hair and the sun making her skin glow.
“Are you sure that's the only problem?” Charlie asked, eyes narrowing.
Jaye shook her head without thinking. Because it wasn't her only problem. She had another. One that had only just occurred to her.
It was all very well knowing that Charlie was her soulmate, knowing that they were fated to be together.
But how was she supposed to break the news to Charlie?
Preferably without sounding like some kind of loon.
“Well, why don't you tell me what your other problem is?” Charlie said.
And Jaye's mouth wouldn't move.



Chapter Six
Charlie was used to difficult patients. Special ones too. Anyone came into the emergency room. From addicts to dementia patients and everything in between, she'd seen it all.
So why couldn't she get a gauge on what the woman in front of her was thinking?
For all intents and purposes, she looked just fine. She was a healthy blonde woman, around thirty or so at a guess, with a feminine body and a small patch of what looked like some kind of dermatitis.
And yet she couldn't seem to find her feet or her tongue.
“Ms...” Charlie searched for the name, finally finding it. “Ms. Callaghan, is there something I can do to help?”
Then the woman smiled. Big and bright and her blue eyes sparkled and the whole room seemed like it lit up and Charlie felt lighter and better somehow, though she could swear that she really hadn't felt that bad before.
“You must think I'm an idiot,” Jaye said. “I'm not, I swear. I just... I skipped breakfast, I've been running late all morning, and, well, I'll be honest, I wasn't expecting a doctor that was so, um, female.”
Charlie had a distinct feeling that 'female' wasn't the word that Jaye had been about to say. But she smiled professionally anyway. “Not a problem, Ms. Callaghan.”
“Jaye, please. We're a small community, at least the real Lanporters are. You'll have herds of tourists in here in no time.”
Charlie nodded. “I'm sure I'll be very busy.” She paused to see if Jaye was going to say anything else and when she didn't, added: “And if there's nothing else?”
It took a second, but Jaye got the hint. She stood up. “Um, no, thanks, I'll, uh, I'll get that cream, hydrocortisone, wasn't it?”
“You can pick it up from the drug store, no prescription necessary.”
“Right.”
“Right.”
There were three long heartbeats where neither one of them moved and Charlie was wondering if she needed to get someone to escort the woman out because all she was doing was staring at her and she had the weird feeling that Jaye wanted to reach out, to touch her. Then, to her relief, the patient was leaving and her first clinic was finally done.
She collapsed back into her chair.
Jesus.
Not quite the vacation she'd imagined.
Though, to be fair, there'd been a distinct lack of heart attacks and gun shot victims, so there was that. She rubbed at her face. One morning and she was exhausted. Well, one morning coupled with the fact that she hadn't worked for three months, add in the stress of moving and maybe she was due for a nap.
Slowly she collected her things, including the old Nokia emergency phone, and let herself out of the consulting room. She'd done it. Survived. She'd found her voice and she'd helped people and she hadn't freaked out or had a panic attack or anything else.
That counted as a damn good win in her book.
“Leaving already, doctor?”
Charlie took a breath before turning to Miss Perry. “Unless there's anything else you'd like me to attend to?”
The woman looked as though she really, really wanted there to be, but she reluctantly shook her head.
“In that case, yes, I think I've done enough for today. Remind me tomorrow though, you and I are going to have to set up an appointment to get working on these patient files. They need digitizing, there's no way to avoid that. It'll make the practice run more smoothly and efficiently.”
“Doctor Howard didn't think so.”
Charlie restrained herself. “Different doctors have different methods,” she said, quite calmly.
Miss Perry said nothing.
Charlie looked over at the filing cabinet. The cat was gone. So maybe she was making an impact after all. One battle at a time. She flashed Miss Perry a smile. “In that case, I'll be leaving.”
“It's not even your practice,” the older woman said as Charlie turned to leave.
“What?”
“You're a locum. You're going to be here for a matter of weeks. Why would you care about digitizing patient records?”
Charlie swallowed. It was a fair point, she supposed. Why did she care? Because it was the right thing to do. Because everyone could benefit from it. She and whoever followed her would have instant access to all the information they needed, Miss Perry wouldn't have to worry about filing and locking away records. Which meant a more efficient clinic which meant improved patient care. And that was always the priority.
“Because it's the right thing to do,” she said, and swept out of the clinic into the bright sunshine of the day.
NOT WANTING to move the car now that she had a precious parking space, Charlie was forced to shop at the small store on the boardwalk. The place had obviously been designed with tourists in mind, and the limited selection and prices definitely reflected that. By the time she got home, lugging three bags of groceries up the stairs with her, her head was pounding and she was seriously considering opening a bottle of wine.
But as soon as she opened the door to the light calm of her apartment her headache faded. She dropped the shopping and threw open the terrace doors to let the sunshine in.
“What the hell?”
She jumped back and the fat tortoiseshell cat regarded her unblinkingly from its position on one of the two terrace chairs.
Charlie hissed but the cat didn't move. Very, very slowly, it lifted a paw and began to bathe itself.
For Christ's sake.
She made herself some lunch and took it outside, dragging the other chair as far as possible from the cat, who had now curled up and gone to sleep.
The thing was a menace. There must be someone she could call about it. If it was a stray then it should be dealt with. She added a call to animal control to her mental to-do list.
She was just finishing up her lunch when her phone rang inside. She rushed to pick it up, and smiled when she saw Raine's name on the screen.
“I'm just calling to see how your first day was,” Raine said the second she picked up.
“Liar,” Charlie said. “You're calling to make sure that I didn't bottle it and run away, or have a panic attack, or accidentally kill someone.”
“Fine. Did any of those things happen?”
Charlie debated telling her about the almost-panic attack, but it hardly seemed worth it. “No. Everything went fine.”
“Just like I told you it would,” Raine said, with a laugh. “And how's life out in the sticks?”
“Fine. Relaxing. Quiet for the moment. The clinic is stuck somewhere in the middle ages and still uses paper files. But I'm working on it.”
“I'd ask if you're making any friends, but I'm assuming not.”
“Why would you assume that?” Charlie asked, indignant.
“Because you're as cross and crusty as they come. You don't make friends, they make you. Eventually someone will see that you're not as bad as you sound and take you under their wing. Until then, you'll intimidate and terrify people simultaneously.”
Charlie smiled. “You're probably right.”
“Probably?”
“Fine, definitely.”
There was a long pause. Long enough for Charlie to wonder just where Raine was. She couldn't hear any sounds over the line, no clues as to whether she was at the hospital or at home or standing in line at the grocery store.
“Charlie, are you alright?”
The sixty-four thousand dollar question. She took a second to think about it. A moment to analyze herself. And... found that she was surprisingly okay. Not great. Definitely not fantastic. But okay. Better than she'd felt for weeks now, actually. A little lighter, a little happier even.
“Yeah,” she said, surprised herself at the answer. “Yeah, I'm doing okay.”
“Must be the sea air.”
“There's enough of it. As a medical professional I can definitely attest to the healing powers of being at the beach.”
Raine laughed and Charlie suddenly missed her with an aching pain in her chest.
“I could write you a prescription,” she said. “So that you can come down here and find out for yourself how relaxing it is?”
Another pause. “Maybe,” Raine said. “Maybe I'll take you up on that. Or maybe I won't need to.”
“And why's that?” Charlie asked, knowing that she knew the answer.
“Because maybe you'll decide to come home first,” said Raine.
Charlie sighed. She stared out of the window to where the blue ocean was sparkling and the cat was contentedly licking out the salad bowl that she'd left on the ground.
“Maybe,” she said in the end, because she had no idea whether she'd be going home or not.



Chapter Seven
“It would have been more helpful if you could have prepared me.”
CeCe shook her head. “Jeez, I told you that you were going to meet your soulmate, what more do you want from me?”
“A specific date, time and place would have been nice,” said Jaye. But she was pulling CeCe's glass over to refill it from the beer pitcher and only kidding.
“You made that bad of an impression, huh?”
“I looked like a blithering idiot,” Jaye said. “Half the time I couldn't speak at all, and the other half I barely made sense. I wasn't exactly smooth, if you know what I mean.”
CeCe rolled her eyes. “You take things too seriously. Maybe this isn't the one.”
“She's tall, she's dark, and her name begins with C,” Jaye reminded her.
“A description which would fit a bunch of other people in the general vicinity.” CeCe rocked her glass from side to side to dissipate the beer foam. “Clairvoyance isn't an exact science.”
“No,” Jaye said. “She's the one.”
She'd had plenty of time to think about it. Plenty of time to examine the sloshing, swimming pool feeling she'd had in her stomach the first time she'd set eyes on the doctor. And okay, the fact that there was a prophecy floating around had definitely affected her reaction.
The thing was though, that she was pretty sure she'd have had the same reaction to Charlie even without CeCe's helpful head's up.
Charlie was beautiful, stern and sexy and authoritative and a million other things that Jaye would never have listed as wants but now found were exactly what she wanted.
“What's she like then?” CeCe asked, finally taking a drink from her beer.
They were outside, sitting at the terrace of their favorite bar, watching the sun going down orange and red over the ocean. Later in the summer it would be sticky and sweaty, but right now the weather was just perfect. The breeze blew but it was warm enough to be out in a t-shirt. And the full-on tourist crowds hadn't quite hit.
“Um, she's pretty,” Jaye said, not quite knowing where to start.
“She's pretty?”
“Who's pretty? Who are we talking about here?” Lee pulled out a chair and flopped herself into it. Her habitual bowtie was askew and she yawned as she pulled the last clean glass toward herself.
“The new doctor,” CeCe supplied.
“Eugh, don't remind me. I showed her around her new place yesterday and she was, well, let's just say she's not the cuddly type.”
Jaye laughed. “You mean she didn't fall for your charms?”
“I don't think she'd fall for anyone's charms,” said Lee, pouring beer from the pitcher. “She was cold, unfriendly, and in all honesty, was kind of a bitch.”
“Oh, fantastic,” said CeCe. “Since Jaye's convinced herself that the doc is her new soulmate.”
“I've convinced myself?” said Jaye, stung. “You're the one going around making prophecies like you're in Harry Potter or something.”
“Wait, hold up,” said Lee. “There's a prophecy going around? What's going on here?”
Jaye sighed. “CeCe saw something in my tea leaves.”
“Oh, was it tea?” Lee wasn't exactly the believing type.
“It was my soulmate. She double checked with the cards and saw me with someone tall, dark and with a name beginning with C or S. Then I went to the doctor this morning and, well, the rest is history.”
“The rest is that despite the fact that my reading could be speaking about any one of a hundred people, Jaye has decided in a flash that it was talking about the doc. Which it might not have been.”
“Except it was,” Jaye said.
She didn't exactly know why she was so sure. She'd been doubtful of CeCe's prediction in the first place, but that was mostly because it had been coming from CeCe, who'd she'd known far too long as a prankster.
She was sure though. The more she thought about it, the more she examined her gut reaction to seeing the woman, the more she thought about Charlie lying sweating under the sun in her bathing suit... the more she thought that she really had found her other half.
Yes, fine, there was obviously more work to do in the relationship-building department. But those were details. The most important thing was the truth beating in her heart and making her adrenaline spike every time she thought about the doctor. The most important thing was that there was indisputably something there. On her side at least.
“She might not bat for your team,” CeCe said.
“Oh, she does,” said Lee.
“You seem sure,” Jaye said.
“I am. See, your radar has to interpret too much traffic,” Lee said, leaning forward. “You're scanning all incoming flights, planes and helicopters. I, on the other hand, have a more refined system that scans only for helicopters. So I have a more finely tuned sense.”
Jaye rolled her eyes. “Is that your way of saying your gaydar is better than mine because I'm bi?”
“It's a theory,” Lee grinned.
Jaye gave her another eye roll. “It's a stupid theory. And also, the only reason you're so sure is that you hit on her, didn't you?”
“I did,” Lee admitted with a sigh. “She turned me flat down. But she didn't get that squirmy look that some women get when they're asked out, which makes me think she's not averse to dating women in general.”
“Just to dating you,” CeCe put in.
“Thanks for the reminder.” Lee drained half her beer in two mouthfuls. “But more to the point, that does put Jaye in with a chance.”
“So, problem one is overcome,” Jaye said. “Leaving me with just about, oh, a thousand more.”
“Like what?” Lee said.
Lee was amazing. She was funny and smart and ambitious. She was a good, loyal friend and someone that Jaye had come to know well in the five years since the woman had moved to Lanport. But she did have a tendency to create a tsunami of action that pulled everyone else along with her. Tell Lee about a plan and all of a sudden that plan was happening whether you liked it or not.
Jaye sighed. “As much as I'm convinced that Charlie is the one for me—”
“Based on a tarot reading and a five minute meeting,” CeCe put in.
“You just don't want to be blamed if things go wrong,” Lee said. “So what's the problem, Jaye?”
She shrugged. “Charlie didn't seem to have any reaction to me at all. I mean, she was polite and professional, but that was about it.”
“She was polite and professional because you were at the doctor's office,” Lee said. “It wasn't exactly like she had much choice. You were her patient. If you want a reaction, if you want her to see you as something other than a patient, well, you'll have to see her when you're not being a patient.” She drank down the rest of her beer. “If that makes sense?”
“It does,” Jaye nodded, because it did.
“Perfect. Now, if you'll excuse me, I'm going to love you and leave you. I've had a hell of a day and the rest of my week is packed full of meeting vacationers to hand over keys and deal with problems.”
Lee kissed them both soundly on the cheeks and trotted off into the growing darkness.
“You seem really sure about this,” CeCe said, when Lee was gone.
“I am.” She looked at her best friend. The one that had been there for her forever. “I should believe in you more. And I do. And, if I'm being honest, this is something that I want.”
“The doctor is someone that you want, or a soulmate is something you want? There's a difference.”
“I know, I do. It's her. I'm sure of it. When I saw her, when she touched me, there was just this... this reaction. A sort of visceral, uncontrolled reaction. It was shiny and new and exciting and thrilling, but also like coming home, all at the same time.”
CeCe poured the last of the beer into their two glasses. “Be careful, Jaye.”
“I'm not going to blame you if all this goes wrong,” she said, not exactly knowing if it were true or not, but hoping that it was.
“My connection is not fool-proof,” CeCe said, and her eyes were serious. “I'd never pretend that it was. I saw what I saw, I'm confident in that. Whether or not the person I saw was the new doctor, I honestly can't say.”
“I understand. This part is on me.”
CeCe blew out a puff of air. “Fine then. So what's the plan?”
“The plan?”
“To make the doctor fall in love with you. I assume you have some kind of plan?”
“Um... cookies?”
CeCe nodded. “Right. That makes perfect sense. Meet a woman once, act like a mute in front of her, then bring her baked goods. Should I be saving a date for the wedding already?”
“Ha ha. It's just a start.”
“Lee was right. She needs to see you as not a patient. And you're going to have to come up with a way to see her more often that doesn't involve you getting sick or poisoning yourself or whatever other crazy plan you might come up with.”
“I wasn't going to do that.” She'd been considering faking a few symptoms, but the evening's discussions had persuaded her that wasn't the way to go.
“Fine. Bake cookies then. It's a start, like you say.” CeCe drank down her beer. “And I'd better be going too. Finn gets off work at nine and I'm going to pick him up. Want to come along? There might be a free ride on the bumper cars in it for you.”
Jaye shook her head. Finn worked at the fair at the end of the boardwalk and she wasn't in the mood for loud music and flashing lights right now. Besides, she had planning to do.
She'd found her soulmate. Now all she needed to do was to get her soulmate to fall in love with her. Should be easy.



Chapter Eight
The next morning the clinic was slightly less busy. A combination of the urgent cases having been seen yesterday, as well as many people's curiosity being sated. Charlie assumed that at least some of the townspeople had come in just to get a look at the new doctor.
“You'll need to come back and get that drained,” she said, re-wrapping the bandage on Mr. Evans's leg. The ulcer the bandage covered was a bad one. “Book in an appointment with Miss Perry and we'll take a look at it the day after tomorrow.”
“Right, doc. Are you sure about that, then, are you?”
She paused, swallowing and not losing her temper, before she taped the bandage closed. “Yes, Mr. Evans, I am.”
“Only Doc Howard said that it'd likely go away on its own after a while, like.”
Which was probably why the stinking abscess had ruptured in the first place. “I'm afraid it won't go by itself, Mr. Evans. If you want to avoid infection in the bone and keep your leg, then you're going to be getting that wound drained and dressed regularly for the foreseeable future.”
“Right then.”
At least he wasn't about to argue, unlike some of the other patients she'd seen. She was beginning to heartily dislike Doctor Howard, wherever he was.
Just as Mr. Evans was pulling his trouser leg back down, Miss Perry came bustling into the surgery. Charlie was about to start yelling about interruptions and patient privacy, but then she heard the crying of a young child coming from the corridor. An agonized wailing.
“They insisted,” Miss Perry huffed. “Said it was an emergency and all. I told them to pour vinegar on it, but they wouldn't listen.”
It took a millisecond to put the facts together. A jellyfish sting. It had to be. “Show them in,” Charlie said. But a worried looking couple and their crying child were already pushing into the examination room.
Charlie glanced over to make sure Miss Perry was showing Mr. Evans out and closing the door behind them, then she pulled back the curtain in the corner and got the mother to lie the child down on the bed.
“It's right here,” the mother said, holding out a red and swollen chubby little arm.
“Perfect,” said Charlie.
Quickly, she turned on the faucet and checked the water temperature, then she grabbed the toddler from the bed and held his arm under the running water.
As soon as the water had washed away most of the stinging agent, the child began to calm. She gently rocked him as the water did its work and then, when his wailing had become hiccuping sobs, she handed him back to his mother.
“One moment.”
She rummaged through drawers in the big dresser against the wall until she found a tube of lidocaine, and then she quickly rubbed some of the pain-killing ointment onto the child's arm and the tears magically stopped.
Only then did she take a real breath.
“He should be just fine,” she told the mother, who was cradling the toddler now. “If it starts to hurt again, you can take this cream and you can try giving him a little ibuprofen too. Most stings heal over time with no damage, but if you see signs of an allergic reaction, hives, sweating, or you're worried at all, just call the emergency number that the receptionist will give you. Okay?”
“What about the vinegar?” the father piped up.
“Probably an old wives' tale,” Charlie said, seething that Miss Perry would try to turn away a child in pain with unsound medical advice. “There's no proof either way that it works, and if it does, it seems to work only on stings from certain species. Your best bet is to wash the area in warm water as soon as possible, then try lidocaine ointment or ibuprofen, like I said.”
The family bustled out happy now that their child was quiet and safe and Charlie changed the hygienic paper on the examination bed and closed down the computer on her desk while she tried to regain her temper.
Honestly.
What kind of person ignored a screaming kid?
She was as calm as she thought she was going to get by the time she left the surgery and went out to the waiting room. Miss Perry was sitting at her desk, typing. And then Charlie saw the damn cat and her anger sky-rocketed again.
What the hell was wrong with this place? Who ran a clinic like this?
“Miss Perry. In the future I would very much prefer it if you didn't hand out medical advice from behind the reception desk. I think you'll find that I'm the doctor here.”
“It was sound, sensible advice. Doctor Howard used to appreciate me taking some of the load off his shoulders,” Miss Perry said, her eyes hard and icy.
“And Doctor Howard is no longer here,” Charlie said, feeling her control slipping away.
“It's a crying shame.”
She'd been about to let it go. Really, she had. She knew when to back off, knew when she was about to lose control, and had been ready to leave the clinic and get some fresh air. But this was too much.
“Your precious Doctor Howard was struck off for taking bribes from pharmaceutical companies, bribes which he then pocketed and has absconded with—”
“Money he'd rightfully earned,” Miss Perry interrupted.
“Furthermore, as though that's not bad enough, there were a host of patient complaints. Many of them from women.” She felt nauseous at the thought. Sick and sweating and disgusted. “Women who claimed that he minimized or ignored their symptoms. Women who complained that he ordered unnecessary examinations, women who complained that he himself performed breast and gynecological exams that were uncalled for and should have been referred.”
Miss Perry's face had turned whiter, her hands were shaking a little on her keys. “Well, he never touched me.”
Charlie saw red. “That's your response to your fellow women, is it? That he never touched you? That your personal experience is more important than those of other women who have been abused?”
“No, I—”
“This clinic is a disgrace,” Charlie continued, aware that her voice was rising and that she really, really needed to stop talking. “The patient files are insecure and aren't digitized, the hygiene standards are dubious at best, there's a cat that comes and goes as it pleases, there—”
She was stopped by Miss Perry jamming her chair back from the desk so firmly and fast that the pile of patient files on the corner of the table spilled to the floor.
“Enough. I know when I'm not wanted.”
Charlie scowled. “Not wanted?”
“You, coming in here with your new ways, demanding things, wanting things changed. What right do you have? You're not even able to commit to staying here and seeing through any changes. You're not part of our community and you don't want to be. So why should things change to suit you?”
“That's not what I'm saying, that's not my point.”
“Well, I've heard enough. More than enough. I should have retired last summer anyway. The only reason I stayed on was because Doctor Howard specifically asked me to.”
Charlie's hands started to shake now too.
Okay, she'd lost her temper.
Okay, things weren't perfect in the clinic.
But.
But she couldn't possibly handle the place alone.
“Miss Perry—”
The older woman held up her hands. “No, no, I don't want to hear it. My mind's made up and that's that.”
She took her jacket off the coat-hook by the door and slid her arms into it before coming back and collecting her purse from the side of her desk.
“Miss Perry,” Charlie tried again.
“No. You can consider me retired, Doctor Riley. I wish you all the success in the world with the clinic, I truly do.”
And with that, she marched out of the front door, not even closing it behind her.
Charlie groaned and sank into the chair that Miss Perry had so recently vacated. What was she supposed to do now?
Find a new receptionist, she supposed. She couldn't run a clinic alone. Maybe she should call the health authorities? Maybe there was some sort of protocol for all this? But she had the feeling that there wasn't. She had a desperate sinking feeling that finding a receptionist was going to be solely her responsibility. One that she didn't want and didn't have time for.
She sank her head into her hands and saw the littering of patient records sprayed across the floor.
How was she going to fix this?
Her heart was speeding up a little, her breath catching in her throat.
Automatically she began her process.
One thing she could smell. The banana peel that was in the trash can by the side of the desk.
Two things she could feel. The hard wood of the desk under her elbows, the...
“Excuse me, are you alright?”
It wasn't time yet for the three things that she could hear. But the voice was pleasant and concerned and she looked up to see a familiar blonde woman standing in the doorway of the clinic, a tupperware box clutched in her hand.
“Ms. Callaghan?” she guessed, hoping that she got the name correct.
The woman grinned and Charlie felt that same shiver of bright lightness she'd felt yesterday in the examination room.
“I told you, call me Jaye.”



Chapter Nine
The doctor looked bereft. Her head was in her hands and there were files on the floor and Jaye's heart went out to her. Whatever had happened, the woman had obviously had an awful morning.
“Um, are you alright?” she asked, stepping in closer.
Charlie's face looked clammy, her hands were balled into fists so tight that the nails were cutting into the flesh. It seemed like ages until the doctor's hands uncurled and she said: “Yes, yes, I'm fine.”
“Sure? You don't look fine,” Jaye said, coming in even closer.
“I'm fine,” said Charlie, her voice abrupt, her color coming back.
For a long moment they stared into each other's eyes and Jaye felt a tremor in her stomach. Those dark eyes, that profile, how could she help but stare? The idea that this was going to be the face she woke up to every morning, that this was going to be her other half, was disturbingly nice. Disturbingly real though, as well. She cleared her throat, not sure where to go from here.
“The clinic's closed, you know,” Charlie said.
And Jaye came back to reality. “Right, I know,” she said with a grin. “And I brought cookies.”
“Cookies?”
“To apologize for being such a weird-o yesterday and to welcome you to town. We're a friendly bunch for the most part, I swear.”
“Really?” Charlie said. And from the look on her face, Jaye could tell that that hadn't been her experience so far.
“Okay, we're a tight-knit bunch,” she admitted. “It's hard not to be when you're a small community that gets swamped with tourists every summer. Things get kind of mad when it's hot, but when the weather changes we're back to ourselves and you'll know every face in town.”
“Oh, I won't be around that long.”
Jaye's heart slowed down. “You won't?”
“I'm just here for the summer, filling in until a permanent replacement can be found. A couple of months and I'll be out of your hair.”
She forced herself not to react to that. Not to scream and cling onto the doctor's ankles. Charlie might think that she was leaving, but something would happen. Fate would intervene. Because how could Charlie be her soulmate if she was going in two months? A mere hiccup. Nothing for Jaye to worry herself about.
“Oh, we're not that bad. Maybe you'll fall in love with us and decide to stay,” she said, and then felt herself start to blush. Fall in love. She really hadn't meant to put it that way. Fortunately, Charlie seemed not to notice.
“I'm not exactly making my mark so far,” Charlie said.
Jaye perched on the edge of Miss Perry's desk. “What's going on?”
Charlie pushed her chair back a little and spread her hands, gesturing to the mess on the floor. “Well, so far I've managed to treat a heap of headaches, one jellyfish sting, and I've alienated my receptionist enough that she's quit.”
“Miss Perry has quit?” Jaye said, mouth wanting to hang open.
“Yeah, still want to give me cookies after I've offended a member of your close-knit community?” Charlie asked, raising a sardonic eyebrow.
But Jaye's hands were already fumbling to open the tupperware box. “How did you manage that?” she asked, finally offering the open box out.
Charlie took a cookie. “I wouldn't say it was hard. My natural snappy tendency coupled with the fact that I can be a grouch and some might even say a bitch.”
Jaye snorted. “You know, Doc Howard tried to fire her about eight times. She just kept coming back and he couldn't force himself to fire her two days in a row, so she stayed. You've done the impossible.”
“So my day isn't quite as bad as I'd expected then.”
She knew that Charlie was trying to play things off, that she was trying to be light and sarcastic about things. But the woman honestly did look a little lighter, a little better now. A tendril of her hair had escaped its bun and was trailing down her neck. Jaye couldn't help but shuffle a little closer on the desk. She wanted to touch her but knew it was too soon. Yet she could hardly wait. This woman, this confident, snappy, slightly scary woman with the beautiful sad smile was supposed to be hers.
It wasn't exactly easy to believe.
“Are you alright?” Charlie asked now.
“Me? Totally fine.”
“Really? Because for a second there you looked like you were staring into nothingness, like you were having some kind of  fit or something. Do you lose time? Have periods when you don't know what happened or can't remember things?”
“Only when I'm painting,” Jaye said. Then she saw Charlie's frown deepening. “No, I'm fine. No real lost time. I was kidding around. I was just... thinking, that's all.” Best not to spill what she was thinking about.
She was beginning to wonder whether CeCe had done her a favor or not. This would be a whole lot easier if she didn't know that Charlie was her soulmate. It was like she was carrying this weighty news and she couldn't share it with the one other person in the world that would care about it as much as she did.
“Thinking?” Charlie said, leaning forward a little so that her t-shirt bunched up and Jaye could see the line of her cleavage disappearing down. “Were you thinking about Doctor Howard?”
“What an odd question,” Jaye said lightly, hopping off the desk and beginning to collect the files that were on the floor.
“Not really,” said Charlie, watching her carefully. “Do you know why he was fired?”
Jaye's hands worked quickly. “I heard there were complaints,” she said. “Mostly from tourists.”
“Not from townspeople, then?”
Jaye shook her head. “If he did what they say he did then he was too smart to do it to people who lived here. He preyed on tourists who wouldn't keep coming back.” She looked up in time to catch Charlie's look of surprise. “What?”
“You're not going to defend him? You're not going to lament the going of a fine doctor who knew everything there was to know about medicine?”
Jaye stood, the stack of folders in her hands. “If he did what they say he did then he should have his balls cut off and his medical degree shoved up where the sun doesn't shine.”
And Charlie laughed, a sound so light and tinkling and beautiful that it took Jaye's breath away.
“What?” she asked again, beginning to sort the files into alphabetical order.
“You might be the only person around here that thinks that way,” Charlie said.
Jaye sighed. “We look after our own. That's part of being a small town. And sometimes that defensiveness is... misguided. We learned early on to trust ourselves over the tourists and incomers. So, yes, there are going to be those who don't believe the claims against Doc. Howard. I'm not one of them, if that helps.”
“It does,” Charlie said, crossing her legs. “It actually helps a lot.”
And those eyes were watching her again and maybe she was wrong but she thought she saw something there. A spark of interest. Perhaps the doctor wasn't quite as cold and snappy as she thought she was. Perhaps she did have feelings. And those feelings were starting to turn Jaye's way.
She smiled inside. That would show CeCe. Bringing cookies hadn't been a ridiculous idea. As it turned out, it had been the key to getting to talk to Charlie one on one. Getting the doctor to see her as not just a patient.
“Did you pick up that hydrocortisone cream?”
And crap. Now she was back to being a patient. Jaye glanced down at the rash on her arm. “Yep, I think it's helping. I'm scratching less anyway. Which is good, because I was starting to look like a dog with fleas.”
Charlie laughed again.
How was she supposed to do this? She could, she supposed, just straight up ask her out. But Lee's experience with that made her nervous to be so open. So she needed another reason to see the doctor again. Except a reason not to see the doctor but a reason to see Charlie. She racked her brains to come up with something as she quickly and neatly slid the rest of the patient files into alphabetical order.
“You know, these should have been digitized years ago,” she said, only half-thinking about what she was saying.
“You're right, they should  have,” Charlie said.
And those chocolately warm eyes were on her and Jaye wanted more than ever to reach out and touch her. There was a pause but Jaye didn't speak. From the look on her face she could see that Charlie was thinking and coming to a decision.
“Say, I don't suppose you'd like a job?”
“A job?” Jaye said, stacking the folders neatly on the desk.
“As my receptionist?”
Her mouth was already open to say no, already about to protest that she didn't need a job, that she had a career, a calling, a talent. But her heart caught up with her brain and forced her mouth shut again.
A job as the clinic receptionist.
An excuse to see Charlie every day but Sunday.
The perfect opportunity to get the doctor to notice her.
“Actually,” she said, her voice breezy and calm. “Actually, yes, I think I'd like that.”



Chapter Ten
Offering Jaye the job had been impulse. It had been too much to hope for that she'd say yes. And yet, inexplicably, she had. And, equally inexplicably, Charlie found herself humming on her way to work as she contemplated seeing the woman.
Perhaps Raine had been wrong. Perhaps she was getting better at making friends. For some reason she hadn't been as short and brittle as she normally was around people when Jaye had shown up.
She stopped humming as she remembered that Jaye had shown up right at that pivotal moment when she'd been spilling over into a panic attack. It had been her appearance that had stopped the thing in its tracks. Another thirty seconds and Jaye would have caught her in a very compromising position.
No. Charlie kept walking. No, that wouldn't have happened. She had far better control over herself now. She really did.
The morning sun was bright and promised serious heat by the end of the day. Charlie figured she could count on a few heatstroke and sunburn appointments tomorrow. But, well, she had to admit that the summer feeling in the air was kind of nice.
The smell of suntan cream, the hush of the ocean, the chatter of happy holiday-goers. There were worse things in life than living in a small beach-front town. It was a huge contrast to the smoky darkness of the city that she'd left. A city she wasn't exactly sure she was missing. Or at least she wasn't missing it as much as Raine would  like her to.
Lanport had to be much different in the winter. She tried to imagine the grey waves meeting the grey sky as snow sleeted down through the miserable cold onto an empty boardwalk. The picture wouldn't materialize though, not with the bright colors of summer right there in front of her.
Summer and sun and sea and, well, sex was the obvious additional S in that equation.
For just an instant, she caught a flash of Jaye's face in her mind. As quickly as it had appeared, it was gone. Charlie was left with a strange feeling in the pit of her stomach.
There was something about Jaye.
She was attractive, to be sure. The firm curves of her hips and the swell of her breasts under her dress had not passed Charlie by. She was a red-blooded woman and she'd have to be blind not to notice that her new receptionist oozed a wanton sexuality. She was the sort of woman that demanded to be thrown onto a bed.
On the other hand, she was also funny, smart, and she'd been the only person so far that hadn't jumped to Doctor Howard's defense or sung his praises. Which was why Charlie had spilled out the job offer so readily, hardly expecting Jaye to say yes.
She made a mean cookie too.
All of which made her hum again as she turned the corner to the surgery.
She hummed despite knowing that she was in no position to start anything with anyone. She hummed despite knowing that tangling with employees was not a good thing. And she hummed despite the strange way Jaye had acted the first time they met.
And it was all completely harmless, or so she told herself.
There was absolutely nothing wrong with being attracted to an attractive woman. There was nothing wrong with looking forward to seeing someone who, to be frank, had been the first nice and friendly person she'd met in town. And there was definitely nothing wrong with looking. Touching, that was a different matter, but looking...
Jesus. Attractive, funny, smart, friendly, supportive, Jaye really ticked all the boxes. Unfortunately, they were not boxes that Charlie needed ticking. At least not at the moment. Plus, there was no sign at all that the woman was interested or even gay so any stray feelings could be nothing more than that.
Charlie pushed open the door to the surgery a little less happy than she'd been a moment ago. In the course of a block she'd talked herself out of an affair that she didn't know she wanted and was probably impossible and it left her with a bad taste in her mouth.
A bad taste that disappeared the second she looked into Jaye's smiling blue eyes. Yes, she really was attractive, wasn't she? She tore her gaze away and immediately the bad taste came back to her mouth.
The fat, tortoiseshell cat was strolling down the corridor like he owned it.
Charlie growled. This was enough, seriously enough, she couldn't run a practice like this, she...
“Out!”
She turned and saw Jaye glaring at the cat and pointing toward the door that Charlie was still holding open.
The cat paused, regarding Jaye for a long moment. And then, very slowly, he sauntered down the rest of the corridor and rubbed his silky body against Charlie's ankles as he slipped out of the door.
Charlie closed the door. The bad taste in her mouth was completely gone.
“There are three patients waiting already,” Jaye said. “I've put their files on your desk in the order that they'll see you, and you'll find your coffee waiting there as well.”
“Black—”
“—no sugar,” Jaye finished. “I took a punt. You seemed like that kind of person. And my horoscope this morning told me not to be afraid of assumptions.”
Charlie rolled her eyes until she caught sight of Jaye's expression and realized that she was serious. It was on the tip of her tongue to laugh, to say something sharp, but she didn't. Jaye was free to believe what she wanted. Besides, she couldn't lose another receptionist so quickly.
“Thank you,” was all she said.
And she went down the corridor to her exam room wondering what on earth drove an efficient, sensible, smart woman like Jaye to believe in horoscopes.
CHARLIE WAS just washing her hands when she heard the throbbing purr of the cat. She sighed. It had been a long morning and this was literally the first minute she'd had to herself to pee. She had to admit though, that Jaye had been a good choice.
The clinic had gone smoothly, she'd had patient files before she'd needed them, and there'd been no medical advice given out to patients from the reception desk. There'd even been a second cup of coffee mid-morning.
Looking around, she saw a glimpse of tortoiseshell just outside the open bathroom window. Reaching up she tried to slam the window shut and succeeded only in breaking a nail.
So, a stuck window. Obviously how the cat had been sneaking into the surgery. She looked around, opened the cupboard under the sink, and finally found an empty paper towel box. She jammed the box into the gap of the window, effectively blocking it.
Problem solved.
She sniffed, wiped her hands on her pants, and was in a better mood as she went back to the exam room to collect her things.
“Don't worry about me,” Jaye said when Charlie opened the door. “I'm just spraying the bed down with antiseptic and making sure there's enough hygiene paper.”
“Wow, this is a full service clinic, huh?” Charlie said.
“If you're going to do something, you should do it properly,” said Jaye, wiping down the examination bed.
She was leaning over and Charlie couldn't help but look at her behind draped in the fabric of her light summer dress. She felt a pulse between her legs.
“Um, there's something else,” Jaye said, standing up straight. “It might be a bit of a liberty, actually.”
“A liberty?” Charlie asked, amused at the old-fashioned word and still a little flushed at the pulse of feeling she'd had.
“Well, the digitizing software was already on our computer system. So during my down-time I put in the information for the patients you saw today. I figured it was best to start with patients that came into the clinic, since those were likely to be the ones we saw more often and...” She trailed off. “And I've over-stepped my boundaries, right?”
Charlie shook her head. “No, not at all.”
“Are you sure, because—”
“I'm sure,” Charlie said, impressed that she'd taken the initiative. “Looks like your horoscope was right about making assumptions, huh?”
Jaye grinned and then shuffled her weight onto her other foot. “So, that's that then. First day done and all.”
“Excellent first day,” Charlie said, warming to her even more.
“Um, we could, uh, maybe have a drink or something to celebrate?”
The question was so unexpected that Charlie didn't have an answer. So unexpected that she didn't know what to say. Her. Jaye. A drink. It sounded... Christ. It sounded good, actually. But that might be the renewed pulse between her legs talking. In which case, her head said, maybe a drink wasn't a great idea.
“I, uh,” she began.
The clinking ring-tone of the emergency phone stopped whatever was about to spill out of her mouth. And even Charlie hadn't known what that answer was going to be.



Chapter Eleven
I asked her out. I actually asked her out. The words ran through Jaye's head even as she was hurrying down to the beach, Charlie in tow. I asked her out and she didn't say no. Okay, she didn't say yes either, but there was always later. And she didn't say no.
“Okay, that's the lifeguard station,” she said, pausing when she hit the hot sand and pointing to a long, low building. “Head that way and you should find your patient.”
A little girl having an asthma attack, or so the phone call had said. Charlie took off at a trot, her medical bag bouncing in her hand and Jaye watched her go.
She'd asked her out and she hadn't said no.
A little warmth of happiness sat in her chest.
This really was going to work, she could just feel it. There was something there, there was a connection already, an understanding between them. She wasn't planning on rushing things, she had all summer, but still, it would be nice to finally share the knowledge that was threatening to burst out of her. Nice to share the responsibility of starting a relationship.
And CeCe, well, CeCe definitely deserved lunch. Jaye checked her watch, looked down the beach one more time to see that Charlie had disappeared into the crowds, and then turned back to the boardwalk.
She'd asked Charlie out and she hadn't said no.
She grinned as she made her way toward the shop.
THE BELL dinged as she pushed the door open and a rush of cool air met her skin, making goosebumps stand up.
“Anyone home?”
“Well, well, if it isn't the long-lost prodigal niece,” Bobby said, bustling through from the back room.
“I saw you three days ago,” Jaye protested.
“Can you blame a woman for missing family?”
Jaye snorted. “Missing out on gossip most likely. Where's CeCe at?”
“You've just missed her,” Bobby said, clambering  up onto the stool she kept behind the counter. “She and Finn went off for lunch on the beach. You could probably still catch them if you hurry.”
The chilled air conditioning of the store was just too tempting. Jaye shook her head. “Nah, I'll catch up with her later. What's new with you?”
“Not as much as is new with you,” Bobby said. “At least from what I hear. Got yourself a new job, have you?”
Jaye felt herself blush. Bobby always knew everything. She wasn't sure whether that was because of her connection to the other side, or simply because she was one of the biggest gossips in Lanport. But somehow, Bobby always knew what was going on in town.
“Sort of.”
“Sort of? I'm going to assume there's an explanation for this, my dear. Because I remember a precocious eighteen year old Jaye telling me that she couldn't possibly sacrifice her art for a boring, mundane job.”
Jaye leaned on the counter. “I was that horrific?”
“You were that determined,” Bobby said. She smiled a little in memory, wrinkles collecting at the corners of her mouth and eyes. “And that talented too, of course.”
She knew what was coming, a lecture on just why she needed to get herself out of Lanport and start being more proactive about her art. She also knew that she could head the lecture off at the pass if she was very, very fast.
“I took Miss Perry's job,” she filled in quickly.
“And what exactly happened to Miss Perry?”
Jaye rolled her eyes. “As if you don't know. She quit.”
“She's telling everyone that the new doctor is a pain in the you-know-what and not worth a quarter of old Doc Howard.”
“Bullshit.”
“Language!”
“I'm sorry,” Jaye said automatically. “But it is nonsense. Charlie's a fantastic doctor, and Miss Perry's just bitter because she doesn't get to lord it over a bunch of sick people every morning.”
“You might have a point there,” Bobby said. She cast an eagle eye in Jaye's direction. “Charlie, is it? And would Charlie happen to be quite attractive?”
Jaye blushed hot at the thought. Quite attractive. That was an understatement. Olive skin, long dark hair, chocolate eyes, and the sort of waist that made her long to put her hands on it and pull her in close and...
“Earth to Jaye? I'm going to take that as a yes. So you've got a crush on the new doctor?”
Jaye sighed and spilled the rest of the story to her aunt. When she was done, Bobby raised an eyebrow.
“You know, none of this is exact, don't you? CeCe could have been talking about any one of a million people. She didn't see this doctor's face, nor did she mention her name specifically.”
Jaye sighed again. “I know, I know. Standard disclaimers apply. I've heard it from you a hundred times, and CeCe told me as well. But this... I'm sure. It's not just the prediction, I felt something. Feel something. A connection. A... something.”
Bobby patted her hand. “Alright, I believe you. Just be careful, that's all. I don't want you making a mistake this late in life.”
“Late in life? I'm only thirty one!”
“My point exactly. You should be married off with a couple of ankle-biters by now.”
Her aunt's eyes were glittering and only then did Jaye see that she was kidding. “Fine. I'll propose tomorrow morning.”
“You do that,” Bobby said. “By the way, you've sold a couple of pieces.” She nodded toward the back wall. “Two yesterday and one this morning, in fact.”
“Huh, a bunch of art-lovers in town.”
“Looks like it,” Bobby said. “Time for a coffee?”
SHE LEFT Bobby comfortably ensconced in the store complaining about CeCe having an afternoon off a little after one. She was just thinking about buying herself some of Moira's fish and chips and heading back to the studio when she remembered her purse. The purse that she'd left at the clinic.
Dammit. She'd forget her head if it wasn't screwed on straight.
She hurried her way back to retrieve it, meeting a mewling Arthur on the doorstep. To her surprise, the door wasn't locked, so she pushed it open. Charlie was obviously back from her emergency, though the clinic was quiet.
“Come on then,” she said to the cat, letting him slide in around her ankles. “Don't let the doc see you though.”
For some reason, Charlie had taken against Arthur. He'd probably left a welcome gift on her chair, something he'd often done to the old doctor. A decapitated mouse or something else just as lovely.
“Aha,” she said to herself, finding her purse and picking it up.
She was moments away from leaving. Arthur had hopped up onto the filing cabinet and was cleaning his paws. But something stopped her. A prickling feeling in her stomach.
She'd grown up with Bobby. She knew better than to ignore prickling feelings.
Something was wrong here.
The clinic was unlocked but it was entirely too quiet.
And, she reminded herself, there were likely to be drugs in the back room. Not that Lanport had a huge crime problem, but still, it was summer and there were tourists around and you never knew.
Her lips were dry and she swallowed as she looked around, finally selecting the longest umbrella she could find from the stand by the door. Unsurprisingly, there wasn't a huge choice of weaponry at reception.
Stomach still prickling, mouth still dry, and heart beating so fast and hard she could almost hear it, she crept down the corridor toward the exam room. She was in front of the door before she thought that she could have called the police.
Too late now.
She held her breath, listening carefully. And she could hear something. Something hoarse and choked, something whining almost, wheezing. Shit. She dropped the umbrella. The asthma girl. Had Charlie brought her back here?
She pushed the door open, expecting to see a patient, expecting other people.
But the only person there was Charlie.
Her face was white, a bright red spot high on either cheek. Her eyes were closed and her mouth was open and her breath was whistling in and out at break-neck speed and her whole body was trembling.
Jaye went into automatic.
She rushed to the desk. “I'll call the ambulance.”
Her hand was on the phone before Charlie struggled to speak. “No.” The word finally came out.
Jaye hesitated. “No?”
More breaths. More struggling. “Window.”
Quickly, Charlie threw open both the windows, letting a flood of fresh air inside. Then, not knowing what else to do, she went back to Charlie. She took both her hands in her own, feeling them hot and sweating and trembling.
“Breathe,” she said gently. “Just breathe. Breathe with me.”
With each slow, steady inhale she lifted Charlie's hands, and with each slow, steady exhale, she lowered them again. Up and down, in and out, again and again, until Charlie's chest was slowing down, until her color was coming back, until she could open her eyes again.
And only then did the prickling feeling in her stomach settle.
Charlie's eyes blinked and then focussed on her and Jaye relaxed. “What,” she said. “Was that?”



Chapter Twelve
Her breaths were coming deeper now, more relaxed, and she cursed inside her head. She should have known this was going to happen.
Down at the beach, everything had been fine. She'd rushed to the child, forgotten everything except her patient, and been efficient and proactive and right. Once the little girl was breathing normally again and all was right with the world, Charlie had strode back to the clinic and then, only then, had it hit her.
She'd done medicine. Real medicine. She'd made life or death decisions in the blink of an eye without considering the consequences.
Then her chest had tightened and her vision had narrowed and... And then Jaye had been there.
That simple technique, hands lowering and raising, had been the most effective thing Charlie had ever seen. Nothing at all to do with the fact that the attractive receptionist was holding her hands, her brain said.
And now Jaye wanted answers.
Those blue eyes were looking up at her and she could see a small crescent shaped scar next to one eyebrow and the tiny little hairs around Jaye's hairline that were so delicate and the light caught them and...
And her breath was coming faster again.
She swallowed.
“You know what?” Jaye said. “It doesn't matter. We don't need to talk about this. Come on, up you get.”
Jaye backed off, closing the windows again and it took Charlie a second to find her voice. “Where are we going?”
“For a walk. Fresh air. It's good for you, you're a doctor, you should know that.”
Still embarrassed, Charlie stood up, legs shaky. “I, uh, thank you.”
Jaye raised an eyebrow. “I told you, we don't need to talk about this. Come on, let's get out of here. It's about time you saw some of the sights.”
“Maybe I should go home.” To wallow in her embarrassment and misery and wonder if there was a way to make Jaye forget everything that had just happened.
“Nope. Fresh air. That's what you need.” Jaye waited by the door. “Look, you need to know where things are. I won't be around for every emergency call. You need to be able to find your patients.”
Slowly, Charlie nodded. She was right. Her legs stronger with every step, she followed Jaye out into the corridor.
“THAT OVER there is the end of the swimming area,” Jaye said, pointing to where the flags were. “Past that, you'll see the houses on the cliff side. That's the rich side of town. You won't get any calls from over there, there's a private doctor service.”
“Right,” Charlie said, surveying the large houses that clung to the side of the cliff like barnacles.
“At the other end of the boardwalk there's what we call Tourist Town, which is mostly holiday bungalows and apartments.”
They were walking slowly down the boardwalk and Jaye had been chattering the entire time and something about it was putting Charlie's mind at rest. There was no obligation here to make conversation, Jaye seemed perfectly happy explaining her world.
And it was comfortable, she had to admit.
Occasionally, Jaye strayed close enough that she could smell sunblock and a light, flowery perfume. Twice since they'd been out, their arms had brushed and Charlie had felt the softness of her skin.
Charlie looked down at the sidewalk, wondering whether her growing attraction to Jaye was a good or a bad thing. It was a comforting thing, that was for sure. She'd been afraid that this would be awkward, that there'd be questions she didn't want to answer. But the longer she was with Jaye, the better she felt.
Her eyes followed Jaye's strappy sandals as they walked.
“You don't step on the cracks,” she blurted out, finally. There had been something strange about the way Jaye walked and it had been bugging her.
“Step on a crack, break your mother's back,” Jaye said. “You know that, don't you?”
“It's just a silly superstition,” said Charlie, surprised that a grown woman would believe in it.
Jaye shrugged. “And my mom's already dead, so I can't actually harm her. Still, better safe than sorry.”
Charlie bit her lip wondering whether to pursue this conversation or not. Jaye's mother was dead. But she spoke about it easily enough, so it must have happened a while ago. “I'm sorry,” she eventually said.
“It happened before I really remember.”
“Who raised you then?” Charlie asked, aware that she was being nosey and that if Jaye asked her the same kinds of questions she was unlikely to want to answer them.
“My aunt,” Jaye said. “Over in the shop over there, close to the end of the boardwalk. The Farseer. Do you see it?”
Charlie strained her eyes to study the store. Tarot and crystal balls and all things magical. Well, that explained some of who Jaye was, anyway.
“What about you, where were you before this?”
Charlie kept walking, looking out into the ocean now. “The city,” she said eventually.
Jaye seemed to take the hint and didn't inquire further. Instead, she chattered about the town, giving a run down on each of the stores they passed, until they were almost at the end of the boardwalk.
Up ahead, gaudy lights and bright colors shone. Tinny music sounded, not quite hiding the clatter of machinery. The fair.
Charlie was about to suggest turning back, when Jaye grabbed her hand. She was so in shock that she let it happen. It was a child-like gesture and completely unexpected, but Jaye was pulling her along.
“Come on, there's someone I want you to meet.”
Inside the fair there was even more noise and Charlie felt her chest start to tighten again. She didn't know if it was the crowds of people or the fact that Jaye was still holding her hand. She couldn't pull away now though, if she did, she'd get lost.
And then they were standing in front of a young couple. The woman was smiling, her red curls almost matching her red cheeks. The man was the strong silent type, dark and brooding, though the hand that he had on the woman's back was protective.
“This is the new doctor,” Jaye was shouting over the music and machinery. She turned to Charlie. “And this is CeCe, my best friend, and her partner, Finn.”
Charlie nodded her hellos, but conversation was close to impossible. Behind the couple bumper cars were screeching and clashing into each other. Jaye was smiling and saying something and Charlie didn't know what, but she suddenly realized that at some point Jaye had let go of her hand.
Then she leaned in.
“Want a go on the bumper cars?” she asked.
Her voice tickled Charlie's ear and made a shiver go down her spine and suddenly she knew that she very, very much wanted to sleep with this woman.
It was a decision that her body had already made without her head, but her head was growing used to the idea and wasn't too averse.
Okay, she was technically an employee. But Charlie only planned on sticking around for a couple of months.
Jaye was attractive, funny, and nice to be around. And what was wrong with a little... a little dalliance? That was why she was here, surely, to experience a different kind of life, to try and decide what it was she wanted, to relax more, to have more fun.
Jaye had obviously taken her silence as a no, because she was grinning at the couple and bidding them goodbye, and then she was leading Charlie back out of the noise of the fair. Without holding hands this time.
“Not a fair ride kind of person then?” Jaye asked, when they could hear themselves speak again.
“I... Actually, I have no idea. I don't remember ever going to the fair,” Charlie found herself admitting.
“Really? Well that's something we have to change, isn't it?”
Jaye was looking at her and smiling and Charlie wondered what it would be like to kiss her. But something told her to wait. There was plenty of time here. And she didn't want to push things and then break them off, only to have to spend another eight weeks with an ex as her receptionist. Better to plan ahead.
“Thank you,” Charlie said.
“For what?”
“Everything.” She didn't need to say more than that.
Jaye nodded. “Uh, I guess you want to get going then? That sounded awfully like a goodbye.”
Charlie laughed. “I do have things I need to be doing.”
Jaye stepped back. “I guess I'll see you tomorrow?”
Charlie nodded.
They shared one last long look and she knew then that Jaye was just as aware of the attraction as she was. She smiled to herself as she walked away. There was a promise in the air, a little jitter of excitement. And she liked it.
A nice little affair was just what she needed. No emotions. No ties. Just physical.
She was almost home before she realized she'd forgotten all about her panic attack. And then she forgot again in the hurry to get up the stairs to her apartment to call Raine.



Chapter Thirteen
It was kind of strange to see the surgery in afternoon light, the orange glow of a sun that had been hot all day. But with a million patient records to be digitalized, spending the extra time had seemed smart.
Not, Jaye thought, that she was getting far too involved in a job she'd never actually wanted. No, this was simply a chance to spend more time with Charlie. Charlie who just at the moment was bending over a filing cabinet with her backside in the air and Jaye was trying very, very hard not to stare.
“Here's the next lot then,” Charlie said, banging a pile of files on the desk.
With a sigh, Jaye opened up the first and began inputting the information into the computer. It was brainless work. “You know, when my horoscope told me to prepare to be detail oriented today, I wasn't going to take it quite so literally,” she said as her fingers tapped on the keys.
Charlie pulled out her chair and sat down. “You take that stuff seriously, don't you?”
“What stuff?” Jaye said, leaning over to puzzle out a note in the file.
“The superstitious stuff. The cracks in the pavement, the horoscopes, all that jazz.”
Jaye looked up. It wasn't that she wasn't used to having conversations like this. Plenty of people thought that horoscopes and all the rest of it were crazy and illogical. Lee, for example. It was just that she never knew quite how far to go in her explanations of what she believed. She had no intention of trying to convert anyone.
“Yeah,” she said. “I do.”
“Without any sort of scientific evidence at all?” Charlie asked. Her voice was sharp and carried the hint of judgment that Jaye was no stranger to.
“There are things that science doesn't understand,” she said calmly, going back to data entry.
“Yes, but, come on, you seem like a smart woman, you are a smart woman and yet you're telling me that you believe that the world is divided into twelve groups of people who all happened to be born in a certain month and that the stars determine their fates, no matter whether they're sheep farmers in Nepal or medical secretaries in Lanport?”
Jaye cocked her head to one side. “Do you find it more comforting to think that there's no control at all? That you're just floating around on a rock in space exerting free will the whole time?”
“I—” Charlie blinked. “Well, put like that, it sounds kind of bleak.”
Jaye turned her chair. She didn't blame Charlie for being skeptical. Plenty of people were. But she also didn't want Charlie to think she was insane. “You want to know why I believe all this stuff?”
“If you want to tell me.”
Did she? It wasn't like she'd told anyone before. Not even Bobby or CeCe. But this was her soulmate. She should be able to say anything, right?
“My mom bought The Farseer right before she got pregnant with me,” she said quietly. “After she died, my aunt Bobby took over the shop. And that's right, it's the way things should be. Bobby has a gift, one she doesn't use often, but she has it and The Farseer is in better hands with her than it ever would be with me.”
Charlie's hand was on the desk and it was tantalizingly close. It edged a millimeter closer now and Jaye was hypnotized by the movement. “And the superstition is all you have left of your mother,” Charlie said, equally quietly.
“The belief is all I have left of her,” corrected Jaye. “And yes. It makes me feel closer to her, I suppose.”
“Want some coffee?” Charlie was already getting up.
“Sure.”
She was left alone at the reception desk, heart beating harder, watching Charlie disappear down the corridor and wondering whether she should make a move. Another move. Ask her out again perhaps. This was the perfect opportunity, wasn't it? They were alone, after all. And she'd seen Charlie's hand move closer to hers.
“You're pretty closed-mouthed about yourself,” she said, when Charlie came back with two mugs of coffee.
“My life is nobody's business but mine,” Charlie said, sharply. But her face softened as she sat down. “Unless there's something you need to know?”
The source of that panic attack might be useful, Jaye thought. But she didn't ask about it. Instead, she said: “Have you always wanted to be a doctor?”
“Always,” Charlie said, face beaming at the memory of it. “From when I was a little, little girl. It was all I ever worked toward. Top college, top medical school, and then a residency at a top hospital leading to a top job in emergency medicine.”
Jaye lifted an eyebrow. “That's a lot of tops.”
Charlie shrugged. “I wanted to be the best.”
“Then I guess we're lucky to have you.”
The shadow that passed over her was enough to tell Jaye that she was walking on thin ground. “I'm not so sure about that,” Charlie said.
The hand was on the desk again. This time, Jaye let her fingers inch a little closer. “I'm sure,” she whispered and she didn't even know if Charlie heard it.
“Goddammit!”
The shout was so loud Jaye almost spilled her coffee. “What?”
Charlie was pushing her chair away from the desk. “That damn cat!”
Peering around, Jaye could just see Arthur's tail disappearing around the corner of the corridor.
“I blocked the bathroom window, how the hell did it get back in here?” Charlie was screeching.
Feeling guilty knowing that she'd ushered Arthur in earlier that day, Jaye took off at a run. “I'll get him,” she said. “Just open up the front door.”
She chased Arthur through into the kitchen, where a pool of warm sunlight had tempted him into lying down for a nap.
“Oh, no you don't,” she said, scooping him up. “I told you to stay out of sight. Now you're going to have to find another place to sleep.” Not that she worried about him. Arthur was a familiar sight around town and knew where to get food and shelter should he need it. He wasn't past begging tourists for a little of whatever delicacy they had if he fancied it.
She cuddled Arthur to her. “What should I do, Arth?” she asked him. “Make a move or keep taking things slowly?”
Arthur grumbled and then started to purr.
“Not helpful.”
A move had to be made sometime though. She knew that. Someone had to get the ball rolling here, and since she was the one that knew they were destined for each other, it kind of made sense that it would be her.
Charlie was standing by the open front door when Jaye came back, Arthur in her arms.
“Go on then, out you go,” Jaye said, bending to let Arthur down. He trotted off without a look back.
Jaye straightened up and stepped back just as Charlie closed the door and in an instant they were face to face. Jaye froze.
The clinic was completely quiet, dust motes spinning in spears of sunshine. She could hear her heart beating. And Charlie... Charlie's eyes were getting darker, her lips were getting closer and Jaye's body started to thrum. She couldn't help but lean in, closing the distance between them until they were almost, almost touching.
She was so concentrated on the nearness of Charlie's lips that she didn't even think about the question when it was asked. She answered without a single thought.
“Are you sure?” Charlie whispered, mouth curving around the words in such a delicious way that Jaye's legs started to tremble.
“Of course. You're my soulmate.”
Charlie must have moved, but Jaye didn't see her. One moment she was right there, close enough to smell, to touch, almost to taste, the next she was two paces away, eyebrows raised and hands up as though to protect herself with.
“I'm your... what?”
Shit. Shit. Now what? What a stupid, idiotic, foolish thing to say.
“I, you're, we...” Jaye began. She took a breath. Started over. “It's just that, well, CeCe did a reading, tea leaves, you know, and then tarot just to be sure, and she saw you or someone like you, someone that was tall and dark, and that really doesn't matter. What matters is that she saw my soulmate and—”
“And you think that's me,” Charlie said.
“Yes?”
Charlie shook her head. “Jaye, I... I don't even know what to say to that.” She looked around herself as though looking for help. “I— You know what? I think it's probably time that we call it a day. We've got enough done for today and I, I really need some fresh air.”
Her breath was coming faster now and Jaye was afraid that another panic attack was coming and she didn't want to make things worse so she took a step back. And then the door was opening again and Charlie was stepping out, bright sunshine gleaming on her shiny dark hair, and the door was closing and she was gone.
The empty clinic ticked around her.
Why had she opened her mouth?
Why had she said anything?
What a stupid, overwhelming, terrifying thing to say to someone.
Not that it wasn't true. Jaye sighed. Charlie was her soulmate. She just knew it. But it looked like persuading her of that was going to be a lot more difficult than she'd imagined.



Chapter Fourteen
Charlie paced the length of the living room and back again. From the corner of her eye she saw a glimpse of tortoiseshell as the cat leaped onto the terrace and settled down in a puddle of sunlight.
“Calm down, Charlie,” Raine said, her face slightly distorted on the computer screen.
“Calm down? Easy for you to say. You haven't just had a woman basically declare herself your fated bond-mate. Like... like we were swans or something.”
“Swans mate for life?” Raine asked.
“Not my point.”
“Fine. But you're over-reacting. Very much so. Okay, I get that hearing something like that is probably... weird. Overwhelming. Whatever. But she probably had the best intentions. Maybe it just sort of... slipped out.”
“Slipped out,” Charlie said, giving  up on the pacing and flopping down on the couch. “Seriously?”
“I don't know. I don't know the woman,” Raine said. She flipped her blonde hair over one shoulder in a way that was so familiar it made Charlie's heart hurt that she wasn't in the same room.
“I do, and she's superstitious. Doesn't step on cracks in the sidewalk or anything.”
“So?” Raine said. “Haven't you ever just completely fallen in love with someone? A stranger maybe, or a friend, someone that suddenly seems like the perfect person, like your other half.”
Charlie thought back. Her life hadn't exactly been full of relationships, but there had been some. “I suppose,” she said. “College obsessions, that sort of thing.”
“Then maybe that's all this is,” Raine said, reasonably. “In her head she's a teensy bit obsessed with you and then the fantasy just sort of slipped out without her meaning it to.”
“She talked about tarot readings and tea leaves,” said Charlie.
Raine sighed. “Listen, just because you don't believe in something doesn't mean that it's not true. Maybe the two of you are soulmates and you just haven't realized yet.”
“Bullshit.”
“Charlie, you need to learn to open the hell up. That's what this whole... thing is about. You know that. You need to try new things, open your mind to new ideas, find new ways of doing things.”
“Find a new life,” Charlie completed.
“Not necessarily. But you can't argue that your old life was doing you any good. And frankly, a little fun between the sheets could probably do you some good.”
It was Charlie's turn to sigh. “I had considered that,” she admitted.
“So you do like her then? Jane?”
“Jaye,” Charlie corrected. “And, well, she's attractive.”
“Half the battle. So why not have a little thing? Have some fun? Try something new?”
“With someone that thinks I'm her soulmate?” Charlie said. “Great. She'll be boiling my pets and steaming open my mail as soon as I call things quits.”
“You don't have any pets.”
Charlie looked out onto the terrace where the cat was stretching in the warmth. “You'd be surprised.”
“You make this woman sound like she's insane when she's very probably not. You've got plenty of experience making snap judgments on people, Charlie. In the emergency room you did it every day. If there truly was something not-quite-right about her, you'd never have offered her the job.”
“A job I'm starting to think she took just to stalk me.”
Raine rolled her eyes. “Okay, okay. You win. But she is your receptionist.”
“And?”
“And I'm assuming you don't want to go through the whole process of finding a new one. Which means the two of you are going to need to communicate about whatever happened or didn't happen this afternoon.”
Charlie groaned and picked up a cushion, sticking her face straight into it so she could scream. “How did this get so complicated, so quickly?” she said, when her scream was over. “This was supposed to be an easy job, a simple life, some calming and relaxing time for me to figure things out.”
“Life is as complicated as you make it,” Raine said. A tinny beeping started and on the screen Charlie could see Raine pulling her beeper out of her pocket. “And I've got to run.”
The screen flickered off and just for a moment, Charlie could feel the phantom buzz of a pager in her pocket. A vibration that had become so familiar that at one time she was feeling it even in her sleep when her pager was safely in the hands of another doctor.
Raine was always so reasonable.
She had a point though.
She'd really need to clear the air with Jaye, or risk finding herself without help yet again.
THE NEXT morning, Jaye could barely look her in the eye. Charlie itched to say something, but there were patients to see and a job to do and she didn't want to start a conversation she couldn't finish. So she waited, avoiding going into the waiting area or reception, which wasn't exactly difficult.
Which meant that it was close to lunchtime by the time she strode down the corridor and stopped in front of the reception desk.
“Come back to the exam room,” she said, sharply. She wasn't exactly looking forward to this.
“I, uh, I was just leaving,” Jaye said. Obviously she was trying to avoid the conversation too.
“I need to take a look at that rash. A simple follow-up. Come with me, please.”
It was her special doctor voice, the one that didn't leave room for argument, and Jaye got up and followed her down the corridor.
Charlie waited until they were both seated. “We need to talk about yesterday.”
Jaye bit her lip but nodded. “I, uh, I'm sorry.”
“Understood. As am I.”
“I guess I must have overwhelmed you.” Jaye sneaked a peek upward and Charlie could just see the blue of her eyes.
She sighed and sat forward. “Listen, Jaye, you're free to believe whatever you like. Personally, I think all of this, horoscopes, soulmates, tea leaves, the whole thing is complete and utter nonsense. But that's my right, just as it's your right to believe in all those things if you want.”
“I have no problem with that.” Jaye was looking up now, her eyes flashing. “I get that. I don't get how a difference like that should come between us.”
“Jesus Christ, I'm not your soulmate, I don't care who told you I was, I—”
“Stop,” Jaye said. Her voice was calm and Charlie felt her heartbeat slow down. “Fine. I'm not your soulmate. But don't make me out to be some crazy woman. I didn't imagine what almost happened yesterday. We almost kissed. Or are you going to deny that?”
It was on the tip of Charlie's tongue to do exactly that. But Jaye's cheeks were starting to flush and it really did make her look terribly sexy. Like she'd just been... well, like she'd look afterwards, lying in bed, flushed and tangled and sweaty...
“No,” Charlie said with a sigh. “I'm not going to deny it. But I am going to say that it's a stupid idea and we should both back off. We need to work together and... and we're very different people. Plus, I'm here for all of two months. So starting something would be foolish.”
A conclusion that she'd literally just come to. Right up until that moment she'd still been considering kissing Jaye, having more. But the flush on her cheeks, the spike of lust it sent through her, scared her more than a little. It was a big and uncontrollable feeling and she didn't like it.
“You do find me attractive though,” Jaye said.
“Jesus.” Charlie sat back. “Fine. Yes. I do.”
“Then I'll settle for that,” Jaye said. “For now.” She stood up, flashed her forearm. “The rash is gone, see? Oh, and there's mail on your desk addressed to the clinic, so  I thought it best if you opened it. I didn't know whether it was confidential or not.”
For now. She'd settle for that for now. Charlie wanted to continue the conversation, wanted to get a firm agreement, but Jaye was already waltzing out of her office and she was still dealing with the throbbing, pulsing feeling that the woman left her with.
Bad idea.
It was a bad idea.
Getting involved with anyone, especially her receptionist was a very, very bad plan.
And Jaye would just have to reconcile herself to that because Charlie wasn't going to change her mind. Except, her body whispered to her, except maybe you could just make an exception. Just one. Just for a night or so, just to see what would happen...
She shook her head trying to get the thought out and reached for the mail, ripping it open and discarding half automatically as junk.
It was the second to last letter that held her attention.
The one from the local health authority.
The one saying that as of September the clinic would officially close.



Chapter Fifteen
This was tougher than she'd thought. Okay, she hadn't meant for the word 'soulmate' to come out of her mouth. And she could see why it might scare someone as closed off as Charlie. Because, let's face it, exactly how much did she know about the woman? She was like a vault when it came to anything other than medicine.
The universe was testing her, and she was coming up short. Far too short. Which meant that she needed to try again. Jaye closed down her computer and straightened the magazines out in the waiting room before she finally screwed up the courage to go back to say goodbye to Charlie for the day.
“I'm just heading out,” she said, popping her head around the doorway. “What on Earth are you doing?”
Charlie's desk was covered with packages, boxes, papers, brochures and she was making a start on covering the floor too. Her head popped up over her desk.
“This place is a pig sty, I can't find anything when I'm looking for it, so I thought I'd spend the afternoon sorting things out,” she said.
“Uh-huh,” Jaye said, looking around. “Um, do you need help with that?”
“I'm fine, you go off and enjoy your afternoon. I'll probably get half-way through and the emergency phone will go off.” Charlie was shuffling through the things on her desk with a look of dismay on her face.
Jaye grinned and went off to the kitchen, coming back with a roll of industrial trash bags. “These help?”
“Perfect,” Charlie said, tearing one off the roll.
“What is all this stuff anyway?”
Charlie blew her hair off her face. “Pharmaceutical rep marketing stuff, out of date samples, all kinds of junk. Thank the lord I never had to deal with this stuff in the emergency room, far too busy tending to patients. Unlike your Doctor Howard.”
“Do you miss it?” Jaye asked, picking up a random box from the desk, examining it and finding it was for erectile disfunction before dropping it like it was hot.
“Sometimes,” Charlie said, still busily sorting through papers. “I miss the rush of it, I miss the feeling of immediate gratification, my patients lived or died, there was little long term care. But I know that I can't really handle it. I know that it's not, well, it's not great for me.”
Jaye's mind immediately flashed to Charlie's panic attack. The woman was distracted and because of that was spilling more than she maybe intended to. This was probably the longest personal conversation they'd had.
“It's not great for you?” Jaye echoed, trying to keep the tone casual.
“Well, after what happened I suppose I didn't have any choice but to come to that conclusion.” Charlie dropped a whole heap of papers into the trash can.
After what happened? Dare she ask? Or was that pushing things too far?
“Is this the only clinic in the area?”
The question surprised Jaye. “Uh, yes. There's a private doctor service running on the rich side of town. Other than that, this is the closest medical facility. When we're closed, or when the doctor is on an emergency call, everyone else has to go to the new hospital in the next town over. Why?”
Charlie's eyes had narrowed. “No reason,” she said. She stood up. “And what's all that stuff?”
Jaye looked where she was pointing at the long rows of brown bottles lining the shelves of the dresser. Then she laughed. “Sure you want to know? You're not going to like the answer.”
“Tell me.”
“Those are Doc Howard's remedies.”
“Remedies?” Charlie went closer, picking up a bottle.
“That's what everyone called them. They're potions and magic and all kinds of things that you don't believe in.” Jaye stepped toward her to get a better look at the bottle in her hand. “Ah, that one is for sleeping, dreaming more specifically.”
Charlie uncapped the bottle and smelled it. “Jesus, smells like pure alcohol.”
“It could well be,” said Jaye, taking the bottle out of her hand and capping it again.
“What about this one?” asked Charlie, reaching for another.
Jaye leaned in and could feel the heat rising from Charlie's body. Her stomach flipped over and her heart rate quickened. “Um, that's for stomachs, I think.”
“Okay, and this one?” Another bottle, this one long necked and a lighter brown than the rest.
Jaye reached out to turn it in order to see the label, but Charlie didn't let go and their hands brushed and Jaye's mouth dried up and the words came out husky and whispered. “Love potion.”
She looked up and Charlie was looking directly at her and it made her blood pound and her legs shake and their hands were still touching. Charlie arched an eyebrow. “Does it work?” she asked.
Jaye felt herself being drawn closer. “You could try it,” she said, still whispering.
Charlie's other hand came up, moving to cup her cheek, she could feel the closeness of her fingers and her eyes were starting to close and...
And then Charlie was moving away, eyes back on the shelves. “Well, all of these will have to go. Nonsense and potentially dangerous. I'll bag them all up.”
“Right,” said Jaye, swallowing and trying to get her breath back.
“And you go and finish your afternoon off. I started this, I'll finish it,” said Charlie, moving away now, behind her desk as though keeping furniture between them was the smart thing to do. Which it probably was.
It took a long few seconds until Jaye felt like she could move without falling over. But finally, she left, throwing a quick goodbye over her shoulder and escaping out into the sun before she could do or say anything stupid.
THERE WERE more spaces on the back wall of The Farseer. Jaye was eyeing them as CeCe came back with a coffee for her.
“Selling like hotcakes,” CeCe said, following her gaze. “We've got a real art loving crowd this summer, apparently. Which reminds me, Bobby asked you to choose some more canvases to fill the holes.”
“Sure thing,” said Jaye. “I'll bring some over later or tomorrow.”
It was weird. Her art did sell, a slow trickle of income, but this was more than she'd experienced before. Three or four times the normal rate. Maybe she was just getting lucky. It still struck her as strange though.
“How's it going with the doctor then,” CeCe asked, breaking into her thoughts.
“Ugh. Other than me declaring her my soulmate by accident and embarrassing the both of us, oh, and her giving me the 'we really shouldn't, it's not a great idea' speech, it's going great. Thanks for asking. You should be getting your wedding invite any day now.”
“As well as a finder's fee,” CeCe said. “You know, for pointing you in the right direction.”
Jaye sighed. “I'm screwing this up. I don't know how. I mean, this should be a sure thing, and yet I'm getting nowhere. Or whenever I think I am I either declare undying love or she backs off. It's not exactly a romance for the ages.”
“You're relying on fate too much,” Bobby said, bustling in from the back room. “You always do.”
“Meaning?” Jaye asked, cupping her coffee in her hands and trying not to take her aunt's words too personally.
“I mean, that the universe is a place of balance,” Bobby said, levering herself up onto her stool. “Give and take, love and hate, black and white. The universe strives for a status quo, and you don't fulfill your half.”
“Okay,” said Jaye, slowly.
“You think that the universe has a plan for you, which it does. Yet you're not willing to search that plan out. You have to work to deserve what fate will give you, and if you don't, then fate will take her gifts back and hold them out of reach.”
Jaye tried to make sense of that in her head. She was used to Bobby's riddles, but this wasn't making much sense at all.
CeCe reached out and patted her hand. “She means that you need to ask the woman out,” she said helpfully.
“I did!”
“Then ask her again,” Bobby said. “The universe isn't always listening. It's got better things to do than wander around with an ear open to you all day.”
Jaye sighed. But they were right. She needed to be more proactive. Again. She'd asked once, she could ask a second time, she just needed to persevere, because at some point Charlie had to recognize that she was the one for her.
For a second she thought about holding on to Doc Howard's love potion, her fingers brushing against Charlie's, and her heart tried to pound out of her chest.
“Okay, okay,” she said. “I'll ask her tomorrow.”
But as it turned out, she didn't have to wait that long.



Chapter Sixteen
The news had been sitting in her stomach like a rock and Charlie had finally decided she had to do something about it. Okay, so she wasn't from Lanport and she wasn't planning on sticking around. But still, she had some professional obligation to the town.
Which was why, finally, she'd called the mobile number that Jaye had left on file at the clinic. She needed to tell someone about the place closing down, needed to find out what the repercussions would be, needed to know if something should be done.
And, well, Jaye was the only damn person she knew in town.
This has absolutely nothing to do with finding her attractive, her brain strictly told her libido. You're not starting anything with her, you shouldn't, can't, and won't. For a million reasons, not least because the second she started something Jaye would be addressing their wedding invitations.
Charlie walked down to the boardwalk, glad that she'd changed into a dress. The heat was really starting to build up now, it was almost the height of summer, and even though evening was setting in she was still sticky with sweat.
She followed Jaye's directions and pushed through the throngs of tourists until she found the bar with the outside terrace.
“Over here!” Jaye shouted, waving a hand.
Charlie went over, glad she didn't have to battle for a table. She tried hard not to stare. Jaye was obviously fresh out of the shower, her blonde hair slicked back and her cotton dress clinging to every curve of her body.
Crap.
Maybe this had been a terrible idea.
“What's your poison?” Jaye asked, as Charlie pulled out a chair.
“Uh, vodka tonic.”
Jaye called over a harried looking waitress whose expression turned to a grin when she saw who her customer was.
“Evening, Jaye. Haven't seen you out and about on your painting tours yet, you feeling alright?”
“Just busy, that's all,” said Jaye with a smile. “Two vodka tonics when you've got a minute.”
The waitress hurried off and Charlie couldn't help but ask. “Painting tours?”
“Ah, yes, in the summer sometimes I run painting tours. I take tourists out, get them set up, show them the best perspectives to paint from, throw them some advice if they need it.”
“Do you actually know how to paint?” It sounded like a stupid question, but then, with Jaye she had a feeling she couldn't be so sure.
Jaye laughed, showing off white teeth against a face that was already starting to tan. “Yes. I'm an artist. I forget that you don't know everything about everybody around here. I sell some of my stuff at The Farseer. And I've had a couple of pieces in galleries in the city.”
“Wow, a real artist then,” Charlie said, impressed. “You'll have to show me some of your stuff sometime.” Then she cursed herself. That sounded awfully like a come-on, a pick-up line, and she didn't mean it to.
“Drop by The Farseer, my aunt and CeCe will be happy to show you some,” Jaye said. Drinks arrived in a flurry of activity. “What about you? Any artistic desires?” she asked, when the waitress had left.
“I couldn't paint my way out of a paper bag,” Charlie responded.
“What about other hobbies then?”
“Nothing,” said Charlie, sliding her drink closer.
Jaye sighed. “Has anyone ever told you that you're really, really hard to get to know? I'm trying here, but you kind of need to play the other half of the conversation.”
For a second Charlie almost snapped and got defensive. But Jaye's blue eyes were frustrated and she was biting at the corner of her lip and she looked... Ugh. She looked attractive. Too attractive to be angry with.
“I'm notoriously grumpy, as anyone who knows me in the city will attest to,” Charlie said, laughing. “But on this particular occasion, I'm just being honest. I don't have any hobbies. My life has always been about work. I get to the gym when I can, but that's not really a hobby, is it?”
“Probably not,” agreed Jaye. “So why come down here then? You're not here to surf or paint or hike or do anything else. Why come to Lanport for the summer? Why leave the city?”
A cold shiver ran down Charlie's back. Not questions she wanted to answer. “Why not?” she said, lightly.
“Why not indeed,” Jaye responded.
And those deep blue eyes were looking into hers and Charlie's brain was having a really hard time controlling her libido.
How long had it been since the last time she'd been with a woman? Hell, since the last time she'd kissed someone? Too long. And that wasn't likely to change now. She needed to keep the upper hand here.
“So, what did you want to talk to me about?” Jaye asked.
Charlie shook herself and took a drink. She'd almost forgotten why she was here at all. “The clinic.”
“You're doing a fine job, I haven't heard any complaints,” said Jaye. “And I'm working on digitizing the records whenever I get a spare minute. I think once we've weeded out the patients who don't live in the area or who have passed on I should be done by the end of the summer.”
“That's not what I want to talk about,” Charlie said.
Jaye pulled her drink closer, knocking the salt and pepper shakers as she did so. A minuscule amount of salt spilled onto the table. Immediately, Jaye picked up a couple of grains and tossed them over her left shoulder. Charlie shook her head.
The superstitions made her feel close to her mother, she remembered. Perhaps that was a mitigating factor. Perhaps she could overlook some of the oddness here.
“What is it then?” Jaye asked.
Charlie sighed. “I got a letter from the health authority. Well, the clinic got a letter from the health authority. They're, um...” She took another drink, unsure of how Jaye was going to respond to this news. “They, uh, they want to close the clinic at the end of the summer.”
There was a second of still silence and then Jaye burst out: “No! They can't do that, it's ridiculous!”
“They say that with the new hospital being so close and some new road giving faster access to it, that it doesn't make sense to keep the clinic open.”
Jaye leaned forward, eyes flashing. “But there are plenty of people around here who can't get to the hospital, people without a car, for example. And what about during the summer? What about all the tourists? The emergencies? We need a clinic here!”
“I couldn't agree with you more.”
“We need fast access— wait, what?”
“I couldn't agree with you more,” Charlie said.
Jaye frowned. “But you're not even our doctor, you've got no stake in this at all.”
“Agreed. But I am a doctor, even if I'm not your doctor. And easy access to medical care, whether that's emergency care or regular checkups, is important. Anyone can see that having a family physician leads to better outcomes for most patients. Having a doctor that knows you and knows your history is far better than being a number on a bed in a hospital.”
Jaye held her glass up. “I'll drink to that,” she said.
Charlie grinned and clinked her glass against Jaye's. “The real question is, what can we do about it?”
“Um, I guess talking to the health authority would be the first step.”
“Done and done,” Charlie said. “I spoke to a woman on the phone this afternoon that says we're welcome to file our complaints. She didn't sound particularly hopeful, however.”
“Oh,” said Jaye, sitting back again. “There has to be something else we can do.”
“How supportive do you think the good citizens of Lanport would be if we wanted to protest this?”
Jaye raised an eyebrow. “I think we could count on people. We like having our own clinic, we like having our own doctor. Especially now that Doc Howard is gone.”
“Then I think we need to spread the word, get ourselves some support. Petitions, protests, that sort of thing. The last thing we should do is lie down and take this quietly.”
Jaye spun her glass in her hands, looking thoughtful. Then she looked directly into Charlie's eyes and Charlie felt another shiver run down her spine, a hot one this time. Her breath came a little quicker.
“You're using the word 'we' a lot here,” Jaye said.
It was a fair statement, a fair thing to be worried about. It was something that Charlie had been thinking about all day. She wasn't planning on staying, but she was here for now, and she truly did believe what she said, that she had a professional obligation to help the clinic.
“I mean it,” she said firmly. “I'm on your side here. I'll do whatever we need to do to try and keep the place open.”
Jaye nodded. “Alright then.”
“So we should come up with a plan.”
Another nod. “For which more drinks will be necessary. Let's order another round and get down to business.”
Charlie grinned. “Sounds like a good idea.”
Jaye grinned back and Charlie's stomach flipped over and her mind started having some very bad ideas indeed.



Chapter Seventeen
The thought of Lanport without the clinic scared Jaye. It had been bad enough when the clinic had been closed for those few weeks after Doc Howard had gone. She knew damn well that if getting her blood sugars checked was an inconvenience then Bobby was going to let her appointments slide.
“I'll talk to the paper,” she said. “I'll get them to put something on their site as well. Plus, I'll set up a Facebook group for tracking things. If you print out a petition, I'll make sure that every store on the boardwalk gets one.”
“Alright,” Charlie said. “Maybe that'll be enough. If they find out that we're going to make a fuss about things, perhaps they'll back off.”
“And if they don't?” Jaye asked.
“Then we'll deal with that when it happens.”
Jaye nodded. “Then we've got our plan.”
Charlie looked down at their empty glasses and Jaye knew what she was thinking but didn't say anything. Two drinks was enough. The alcohol had left her even warmer than before and relaxed, but she wasn't drunk.
Definitely not drunk enough to tell Charlie to order another one, anyway.
Charlie, with her perfect hair and her perfect long eyelashes and her perfect way of stepping back just at the last moment.
There was a warm thrumming inside her stomach and she wished that she could just reach across and take Charlie's hand, wished that it could be that simple. She knew what she wanted, but asking for it was too hard. Especially when she was ninety percent sure she was going to be turned down.
“I'll get the check then,” Charlie said.
She gestured for the waitress and refused to let Jaye contribute. So Jaye sat in the warmth of the evening, in a little bubble of her own as tourist chatter and laughter washed over them. She wanted this moment to last forever. This little glimpse of normality, having drinks, pretending that maybe something more could happen.
“Come on then,” Charlie said, standing up. “I'll walk with you. Are you really an artist?”
“You seem to find that hard to believe,” Jaye said, as they threaded their way out of the bar.
“Because it's so far from my experience, I suppose. The idea that you can have something creative as a calling rather than something practical. I don't mean that as an insult, it's just sort of... exotic to me.”
Jaye laughed. “It's a calling, definitely. Nobody becomes an artist for the money.”
“What sort of things do you paint?”
“Seascapes mostly, especially in the winter time when the blues and greys all sort of meld together. Everyone comes here in the summer, but it's in the winter that Lanport is truly beautiful.”
“I really would like to see some of your work. I'll go down to The Farseer after clinic tomorrow and take a look.”
“Don't let Bobby scare you off,” Jaye said. “She's lovely really.”
“I'll keep that in mind,” Charlie said.
They turned off the boardwalk and the night became darker and quieter, their footsteps echoing along the street. They were close enough that their arms brushed every now and again and a shot of electricity ran through Jaye's nerves.
She didn't know what was happening, didn't know why they were walking in the same direction, perhaps Charlie lived this way too and that was all there was to it. But in her fantasy she could believe it was all about something else. At least for the next few minutes.
“So, uh, are you planning on moving back to the city when you're done here?”
Charlie sighed and Jaye thought she wasn't going to answer, but she did. “I honestly don't know. I have some decisions I need to make.”
“I see.”
“You never ask, do you?” Charlie said. “You never push things. You haven't asked me about my panic attacks, you haven't asked why I'm really here.”
“It's not my business. If you want me to know, then you'll tell me.”
“Maybe it's the alcohol talking, but I like that about you. It's a nice quality to have. Everyone else always wants me to open up about my feelings but you... You can be discreet.”
Except when I'm telling you that you're my soulmate, Jaye thought. But she kept the thought to herself this time. She stopped.
“What?” Charlie asked, stopping too.
“This is me,” said Jaye, nodding over at the little lit window of her studio.
“Ah. Right. I suppose this is goodnight then.”
She smiled a little as her fantasy came to an end. Yes, this was goodnight. “Night.”
They looked at each other for a long second and then Jaye forced herself to turn away. She took a step up the curb.
“Jaye—”
And as she stepped and as Charlie called her name she turned and tripped and then Charlie's hands were catching her and warmth was shooting down her arms and they were face to face and in an instant that lasted a hundred years someone moved to close the gap.
She wasn't sure whether it was her or whether it was Charlie. But suddenly their lips were together, suddenly warmth was spreading everywhere and her breath was coming faster and it was like she'd run a marathon, heart beating hard and those soft, soft lips on her own as she drank in the taste of Charlie.
“Jaye.” Charlie pulled back.
“I know, I know. We can't, you can't, we shouldn't,” Jaye began.
But light was shining in Charlie's eyes. “We shouldn't, but I want to.”
“Is this you opening up?”
Charlie laughed, a rough, raw sound. “Maybe. A little. I want you.”
“I want you too,” Jaye said. Hearing the words come out of Charlie's mouth made her shiver. Charlie's hands encircling her waist, pulling her in made her shiver more.
“Jaye, I—”
And something inside Jaye snapped.
She couldn't take this anymore. She needed to take control. She pulled out of the embrace, fumbling to find Charlie's hand, to link her fingers in with Charlie's, to pull her along, to fumble again with the keys until the door banged open and then they were inside and she was closing the door and pushing Charlie back against the wall all in the same movement.
“You can leave,” she murmured against Charlie's lips. “Any time you want, you can go. If this is truly a bad idea, walk away. But if it's not, if you're just being closed off and defensive because you're afraid of being involved then...” She didn't finish the sentence. Her lips were too busy searching out Charlie's.
Her breath was coming hard and fast and Charlie's hips were rocking up to meet hers and she felt like she was about to explode with wanting and feeling and touching. Charlie grabbed the hair at the back of her neck, roughly pulling her in to kiss, wanting more of her.
Her hands went to Charlie's hips, but Charlie was there first.
In a tangle of kisses, Charlie reversed their positions, banging Jaye up against the wall and Jaye's legs parted as Charlie insinuated her thigh between them.
Then Jaye let her weight go, leaned down into Charlie's thigh and felt the pressure, against her will she began rocking against the hardness, started to groan, to feel her blood bubbling and heating. All the while, Jaye's lips were on hers, as though she couldn't stand to lose contact.
“Jesus, I want you.” The words spilled out of her.
The pressure from Charlie's thigh wasn't enough. It was turning her on, taking her closer, but it wasn't enough.
And Charlie didn't argue.
Their kiss was broken as Charlie's hands clutched at Jaye's dress, pulling it up and up until it was bunched around her waist and then Jaye groaned again as long fingers gripped her hipbones.
Charlie buried her face in Jaye's neck, nipping and kissing as her fingers busily worked their way downward. Then her underwear was being pushed to one side.
There was no hesitation, no confusion, Charlie seemed to know exactly what she wanted, what she needed. And Jaye had never been so ready so quickly for anything in her life.
Long fingers found wetness and Jaye gasped and then she lost all concept of time and action.
She knew only sensation. The sweet brush of heat as Charlie found her center, the rough pushing against those fingers, the scraping of breath in her throat as air gasped in and out of her.
Her eyes closed and her head went back, arching her back, trying to get closer and closer to the feeling of Charlie, to the smell of her, the taste of her, the feel of her circling and circling and heat was building inside her and she couldn't talk, couldn't think, couldn't do anything but surrender herself absolutely and completely to it.
As she began to shake and gasp, Charlie wrapped one arm around her back and pulled her in close and tight, keeping her safe as she lost all control.



Chapter Eighteen
All her arguments had disintegrated the second their lips had touched. And now, as she held a tremoring Jaye, they disintegrated even further. Whatever this was, there was a connection. She'd never had such an animal reaction to someone.
Which was why, when Jaye straightened up and looked at her with blue eyes clouded with lust, she let herself be taken by the hand. Jaye led her through canvases, past an easel, to where a large bed stood in the far corner of the airy room. The sheets were white and tangled with sleep, but all Charlie could think about was lying down.
Jaye pulled at her hand,  keeping her from the bed. Then, letting go, she pulled her dress up and over her head. Jaye stood in front of her, breasts pink-tipped and full, hips curved, waist outlined against the faint light. And there was nothing Charlie wanted more than to feel her.
Hands shaking, she pulled up her own dress, dragging it over her head so that her hair half-fell out of its bun, and stood there too, white underwear stark against olive skin, as she let Jaye drink in the sight of her.
Then the stillness was gone and they were in each other's arms again and Jaye was pushing back until they both fell into the bed in a frenzy of warm, soft skin and shuddering breaths.
Jaye's hands were everywhere, skimming across her skin, and a sweet mouth was suckling at her breast, sending a jolt of pleasure downward until Charlie couldn't control it anymore. Her hand slipped down between her own legs, prying the elastic of her underwear, sliding down over wiry hair until she found wetness.
“Allow me,” Jaye drawled, raising her head, eyes still clouded and face so beautiful that Charlie almost forgot how to breathe.
“Please, let me,” she whispered. “Is that okay?”
Jaye studied her for a second, then grinned. “More than okay,” she said. She moved pulling down Charlie's underwear, seeing the busy-ness of Charlie's fingers and gasping in pleasure.
Then she settled down, taking Charlie's nipple in her mouth again, half an eye on the show in front of her as Charlie began to coax herself further and further along the edge.
Jaye's fingers were soft and tickling as they drifted over her inner thighs. Charlie was already moaning, was already swollen and ready and her hand was pressing tighter and tighter against herself. And then Jaye's fingers found wetness too, dancing around her entrance until Charlie couldn't even think straight.
She was so close now, breath coming in quick gasps as she ached to push herself over that ledge. Then Jaye's fingers slid inside her and the fullness thrust her without warning well over the chasm. Her back arched and her mouth opened in a silent scream as wave after wave of it came crashing over her and she couldn't catch her breath but it really didn't seem to matter.
And when she came down again, Jaye was smiling at her and raising an eyebrow. “Not bad for a first attempt.”
“First attempt?” Charlie asked, voice hoarse.
“That was just a warm up,” said Jaye, pulling her in closer.
Charlie's center contracted and a throbbing started again and then she was kissing down Jaye's body, following the curve of her waist and smelling the musky scent of her and wanting this to never, ever end.
IT WAS the deepest, darkest part of the night and Charlie was wrapped in a sheet, wandering among Jaye's paintings. The elegant curves of the shoreline and the deep colors of the ocean soothing her and helping her think.
“Penny for your thoughts.”
“I love them,” Charlie said, simply. “They're amazing, simple but complex,  I don't know how to explain it.”
Jaye took her hand, lacing their fingers together. “Come back to bed. We need to talk about this.”
And Charlie shook inside because Jaye was right, they did need to talk about this, but she really, really didn't want to shatter the illusion right now.
“What is this?” Jaye asked, sitting cross-legged on the bed.
“There are a million reasons this can't be anything,” said Charlie. “We've talked about them.”
“I like you, you like me.”
“You think I'm your soulmate,” pointed out Charlie, the word making her insides shake even more.
“Putting that aside,” Jaye said. “You like me.”
“How can I put that aside? It seems pretty important!”
Jaye laughed. “Look at it this way: one of us is going to be right and the other isn't. So why avoid having fun? Tell me what you're looking for. Be honest.”
Charlie sighed and crossed her own legs. “I guess fun. I like you, I do. But my life  is complicated right now and I can't do a relationship and I definitely can't be anyone's soulmate.”
“Understood,” Jaye said. Her blonde hair fell to her shoulders, dancing there in the soft light. “So why don't we just do this.”
“What?”
“What we're doing? Like a... I guess a friends with benefits kind of thing.”
“But you want more.”
Jaye leaned back against the wall. “Look, if you are my soulmate then things will work out because they have to. If they're not, well, we both get to have some fun. Because this, what we just did, it's amazing and I don't want it to be just one night.” Her face darkened a little. “Unless you do, I suppose.”
“No!” The word came without her thinking about it. “No. I don't want a one-night-stand with you. I never intended anything to happen at all. I know I'm complicated and grumpy and hard to get to know. And I know that I'm leaving town and that I'm kind of your boss. I know that we couldn't make anything work between us.”
“Control is a big deal for you, isn't it?” Jaye said. “That's why you wouldn't let me touch you, the first time, why you did it yourself. And now you're feeling bad about losing control, about stepping over an imaginary line you drew for yourself.”
Charlie bit her lip. She didn't like being analyzed, but there was no denying that Jaye was right.
“You don't need to feel bad about being human, about wanting contact, about wanting to be touched. And I don't want a one-night-stand either. So friends with benefits seems like the compromise we're looking for right now.”
The thought of touching her again, of other nights like this, was very, very tempting.
“Things change, Charlie. By the end of the summer we might be over this. Or we might be planning a wedding. Or you might be saying a regretful goodbye. Nothing is static. But I don't see why we should both deny each other happiness just because tomorrow things might be different.”
“How did you get so wise?”
“Wise? Or persuasive?” Jaye laughed.
“A little of both, I guess. And you're right. About everything. If you can handle this being friends with benefits, then so can I. I'd like it, in fact. I'd like more of this.”
Jaye laced their fingers again. “Me too. But there is something else.”
Charlie's stomach sank. “Yes?”
“You don't like opening up, I understand that. You don't like people being concerned with your feelings and all that jazz.”
She took a breath. “I'm a doctor. Things... happen. Sad things, bad things, terrible and horrible nightmare-ish things. Compartmentalizing is the only way I can deal with those things.”
“In your professional life, sure. But in your personal life?” Jaye squeezed her hand. “People love you, they want to make sure you're okay, they want to get to know you better. Opening up is how we do that, it's a little sacrifice that we make to show that we trust someone else and that lets us build bigger trust until eventually we have a relationship.”
“You're sounding like a self-help book,” Charlie pointed out.
“I'm saying that I'd like to get to know you better. I'm not saying you need to pour your heart out to me, but I like you, I like spending time with you, but as of right now I know about three facts about you and one of those is your name.”
Charlie couldn't help but laugh. “Okay, I need to be more open. Got it. But slowly, because seriously, I'm really not the 'pour your heart out to a stranger' type.”
“Hmm. One question?”
“Alright, one personal question.”
“A day.”
Charlie sighed but Jaye's fingers had started to tickle at the skin of her thigh again and a shiver was running up her spine. “Fine, fine. That's blackmail. But one question a day. Better be quick though, because I'm rapidly losing focus.”
Jaye removed her hands and thought for a second. “Alright. One question. I know you were an emergency room doctor and I know you left the city. My question is: why?”
It was suddenly a little colder in the studio. One question, she'd promised one question. And Charlie did want this, she honestly did, the contact, the sex, had made her remember what she was missing. Hell, she liked Jaye, as much as she'd tried not to. She really liked her. Yes, she was weird and superstitious and an employee. But she was also funny and smart and attractive and very, very good in bed.
One question was the price she had to pay. One question a day.
She took a deep breath.
“I made a professional mistake.”
That was her answer in its entirety and Jaye looked thoughtful but didn't say another word.
One question a day. As Jaye's hands came back to her skin Charlie couldn't help but worry about what tomorrow's question would bring.



Chapter Nineteen
Friends with benefits. Okay, it wasn't what she wanted. But it was a start. Jaye knew she'd been far from transparent when agreeing to the deal, but how could she resist? How could she risk not holding Charlie again, not tasting her, not feeling her?
Besides, this was her soulmate. At some point, Charlie was going to realize that too, and then, well, and then their relationship would morph into something entirely different. That was the plan anyway.
Her legs burned as she walked down the boardwalk in the milky morning sun. Her stomach ached. Her back carried the memory of arching in desire. She felt light and airy and every movement reminded her of her night spent with Charlie. A night that had proven her point.
How could sex that good just be a friends with benefits deal? They were perfectly matched. She saw a flash of memory, Charlie's lean body stretched out on her bed, and felt a rush of warmth to her core.
“Morning, Jaye!”
She blinked, then smiled. “Morning, Moira. How's business?”
“Booming,” the older woman said, putting down the sandwich board sign in front of the cafe. “Can't complain at all. What about you? Getting the tourists in and getting 'em painting?”
Jaye paused. “Actually, I've been working at the clinic for a couple of weeks.”
“What? With that new doctor? I've heard she's quite good actually. I was thinking of getting her to look at my bunions as soon as I get a minute to myself.”
Jaye grinned. “She's brilliant. Great bedside manner.” She felt herself flush as the words left her mouth. She hadn't meant that to be an innuendo. She hurried on. “But we've got a problem.”
“What's that then?” Moira said. She lit a cigarette out of a battered pack.
“They want to close the clinic.”
“You what? Who does? Why?”
Quickly, Jaye explained.
“No,” Moira said, blowing out a stream of smoke. “Not on my watch.”
“Can you put one of these in your window then?” Jaye said, handing over a poster that she'd quickly knocked up on her computer. “There'll be a petition going around, or you can drop in at the clinic and sign it.”
“Absolutely. What else can I do?”
“It's all on the poster. There's an address there for the health authorities, if you could write a letter or send them an email, that'll help the cause.”
“Right then,” Moira said. “Let's get that up in the window.”
“Thanks,” smiled Jaye. And she bid Moira goodbye, continuing down the boardwalk.
“You're early,” Bobby said, as Jaye pushed open the door of the shop. “And we're not open yet.”
“I come bearing news.”
“Bad tidings,” CeCe said, coming out of the back room with two cups of coffee.
“Those clairvoyant skills are really improving,” Jaye said.
“Ha ha,” said CeCe. “You want a coffee too?”
“No time,” Jaye said. And she began telling them both what was going on.
“They can't do that,” CeCe said.
She and Jaye shared a look and Jaye knew that CeCe knew what she was worried about. No doctor's surgery would lead to Bobby not taking care of herself properly, they both knew that.
“So start your protesting,” Jaye said. She handed over a poster to Bobby who took it and then went off looking for tape to stick it in the window.
“You got laid,” CeCe hissed, the second Bobby was gone.
“What?”
“Don't even try to deny it,” said CeCe. “You look like there's a light inside you. You got laid. Was it the doctor? Tell me everything.”
“I'm not telling you anything with Bobby's sharp ears lurking around the corner,” Jaye said. Then she grinned. “But it was the doctor.”
CeCe grinned back.
“What was the doctor?” Bobby asked, bustling back in.
“Oh, uh, nothing,” said Jaye quickly. “Pictures still going then,” she hurriedly added, changing the subject.
“Still selling like hotcakes,” Bobby said.
“Yeah, there's something going on there,” CeCe put in. “Not that you're not a great artist, you are. But seriously, we're selling a picture a day at least. And one man yesterday bought two. Have you put an ad out or something?”
“No,” Jaye frowned. It was weird. She couldn't remember selling so many paintings, even in the height of tourist season.
“It's almost eight o'clock,” Bobby said, carefully taping the poster in the window.
“Crap,” said Jaye.
The paintings were a mystery, but one for another day. She was in serious danger of being late.
SHE OPENED the front door to the clinic, old lock creaking as it turned.
“Go on then,” she said, as Arthur slinked his way around her ankles. “But don't let the doc catch you.”
He gave a brief meow and then wandered off and Jaye grinned again. She couldn't seem to stop it. Grinning was becoming her default state. Her cheeks were starting to hurt with the strain of it, but whenever she stopped paying attention, that grin just snuck back onto her face.
“You're looking pleased with yourself.”
She raised her eyebrows as Mrs. Mason shuffled into the clinic. “You're a little early Mrs. Mason.”
“Well, I can wait in here as easily as I can wait outside,” the old woman said.
Jaye sighed and pulled her file. Then she switched on her computer. Might as well start digitizing that file while she waited for the doctor to arrive.
It was two minutes to eight when Charlie walked through the door.
Sunglasses were pushed up on top of her head, her cheeks were pink from the hurry of getting to the clinic on time, and she was wearing a light linen dress that hid the outline of her body. And Jaye blushed furiously.
Because all she could think about was throwing Charlie down on her desk and having her way with her again.
“Busy morning?” Charlie asked, stopping to pick up the mail and barely looking at Jaye.
“Five patients waiting already.”
Charlie smiled and Jaye's stomach turned a somersault. “Better get started then, hadn't we?”
She walked off down the corridor and Jaye's legs were jell-o and her voice was shaking as she called to tell Mrs. Mason that she could see the doctor now.
IT WAS a long morning. Knowing that Charlie was just down the corridor. Knowing that soft lips and smooth skin and long legs and all the rest were just a three second walk away. Hearing the crackle of Charlie's voice over the intercom, business like and brisk.
Jaye spent most of the morning trying hard to concentrate on her computer and failing miserably because every time her attention wandered she found herself shivering with desire.
When the last patient finally walk out of the door, Jaye could barely stand up her legs were shaking so badly. But she did stand, and the walk down the corridor was longer and shorter than she needed it to be, and when she opened the door Charlie was already standing up and suddenly she felt shy.
“Are you alright?” Charlie asked, face creasing into a frown of worry.
“Yes. No. Screw it.”
Jaye practically ran the couple of steps to Charlie, pulling her into a desperate kiss and feeling the heat of her body. On and on, it went, Charlie's body molding against hers, desire building in her stomach, until she had to drag herself away.
“Sorry, I've been thinking of doing that all morning,” she said breathlessly.
“Then you're a lot more restrained than I am. I've been thinking of doing far more... adult things to you all morning,” Charlie said, voice husky.
“Have you?” Jaye could hardly speak, all her energies were going to another part of her body.
“I have.”
“Like, um, like what?” she hardly dared to ask.
In response, Charlie twirled her around, pushing her down into the old creaking leather desk chair. “Like this,” she said, eyes dancing and dangerous.
“Charlie, we...”
She didn't finish the thought. Charlie was already on her knees, pushing up the skirt of Jaye's dress, sliding it over her knees and parting her legs and Jaye's breath was coming in short gasps.
Delicate fingers traced patterns on the sensitive skin inside her thighs and Jaye's blood ran hot as Charlie's head bent to kiss and then nibble gently between her legs.
She made one last attempt. It was only lunchtime. This was the doctor's surgery. Not that she really wanted Charlie to stop. “Charlie, we shouldn't, not here.”
Charlie looked up at her and desire was very, very plain on her face. “We shouldn't?”
Jaye shook her head.
“Are you sure about that?”
There was a momentary pause where Jaye was torn between being honest and being modest, and then Charlie laughed.
“You're just going to have to trust me,” she said. “I am a doctor, after all.”
And her head bowed again and Jaye's eyes closed and a second longer and Jaye knew that she couldn't have stopped this even if she'd wanted to. And she definitely didn't want to.



Chapter Twenty
The thrill of the risk of taking what she wanted right when she wanted it was enough to propel Charlie straight over the edge of the chasm. She gasped and shook, clinging onto the edge of the desk with white knuckles, until she could finally breathe again.
Jaye pulled back, looking up from between Charlie's legs with a devilish grin on her face. “Was that the treatment you'd prescribe, doctor?”
Charlie laughed and pushed back Jaye's desk chair with one foot, letting it roll away so that she could close her legs and make herself somewhat presentable again.
“You're incorrigible.”
“You started this,” Jaye pointed out. “I tried to stop you. I was going to tell you that I hadn't locked the front door and that anyone could walk in at any minute, but you weren't about to listen.”
“Ah.” Charlie bit her lip. “Yeah, maybe we should have been a little more careful.”
“It's a small town. Small towns have big mouths,” said Jaye. “But maybe you're ready to announce our friends with benefits relationship to the entire neighborhood?”
Charlie took a breath then glanced at Jaye. She wasn't sure if Jaye was teasing or not. “I, um...”
“Relax,” Jaye said, leaning back in the chair. “I'm not pushing you into anything, I swear. I was just kidding. And there is one benefit to small towns having big mouths.”
“What's that then?” asked Charlie, ashamed of the relief she felt that Jaye wasn't going to try and talk her into anything more serious.
“The word is out about the clinic closure, and people are pissed. The health authorities aren't going to know what hit them. They're going to be getting sacks of mail, and I'm pretty sure their email server's going to crash.”
“Wow, there's that much support?”
“People have been coming into the clinic all morning to sign the petition. I only put up a couple of posters before I came in. Word's definitely getting around.”
“It sure is,” Charlie said. “I just hope that it's going to work. I have no idea what we'll do if it doesn't.”
“We'll think of something,” Jaye said. “But for now we're free for the afternoon. Feel like going to the beach? Or maybe for a walk? I could show you a few more of the sights?”
The sun was streaming in through the window and Jaye's hair was lit up like a halo and Charlie could see the wanting on her face. She was kind, she thought. That was Jaye. There was something kind about her face, about the way she moved, which sounded ridiculous. Except it was true. For want of a better word, there was an aura about her.
Which was why she shook her head. “Not today, I'm afraid. I've got some things to take care of.” Not exactly true. “And I need to get an early night, after the exertions of last night.” She hoped that her smile would take the edge off her words.
“Hmm, you're sending me on my way, aren't you?”
She took a breath. Make or break. If Jaye couldn't handle friends with benefits then this all needed to stop right now. “Kind of.” She paused, then added: “My life is complicated, Jaye. There are... There are complications. I can't tell you that there aren't. I need... I need some time.”
Jaye looked away for a second, then turned back, eyes blue and bright. “Sure, no problem.”
Charlie risked a smile.
“Don't forget though, there is something that you owe me.”
“I do?”
“One question a day, remember?”
How could she forget? “Didn't you already have today's question? You asked me why I left the city at about two o'clock this morning.”
“Psh, that was yesterday's question.”
Charlie steeled herself, then nodded. “Go on then.”
Jaye tapped her fingers on the desk. “The day I found you in here, when you couldn't breathe properly. You were having a panic attack, weren't you?”
“Is that your question?” Charlie asked, relieved that she was about to get off so easily.
“Not quite,” Jaye said. “Where do those attacks come from?”
A smart question. Not one with a short or easy answer. But she'd promised. This was her half of the bargain. Jaye had agreed to a relationship that was less than what she'd wanted, and in return, Charlie had to be honest with her. Had to try to open up.
She cleared her throat.
“I'm a controlling kind of person. Controlling of myself, I mean, rather than others. I live life a certain way. Or I lived it a certain way. I had a certain picture of myself, I suppose. When that picture changed, when I was forced to change it, there were... consequences. Panic attacks are one of those consequences.”
“They started after you made this professional mistake that you talked about?”
Charlie forced herself to laugh. “One question a day, Jaye.”
“Okay, okay.”
There was a silence, and Charlie needed to fill it with something. “They've been happening for a while now. I suppose I'm not as... Not as perfect as I thought.”
“Not as perfect?”
Charlie's heart was beating hard as she looked up and the words just sort of spilled out of her. “I'm not sure I can ever go back to the life I had before, that I can ever be the person I was, that I can walk into a hospital again and... And it terrifies me.”
She should be panting by now, her pulse should be racing, her mouth should be drying. She should be having an attack right this second, thinking about her fears was enough to provoke an attack, let alone talking about them.
Discreetly, she put a hand on her wrist. Her pulse was a little fast, but normal.
Jaye was still looking at her, face a blank. In a flash, Charlie realized that Jaye was the reason she was calm. She wasn't freaking out, she wasn't having a panic attack, because Jaye was right there. A comforting, calming presence.
That kind aura.
And then the tinny sound of the ancient Nokia sounded and Charlie was dragged back to her responsibilities.
CHARLIE GROANED as she opened the front door to her apartment. She was exhausted. She'd spent an hour and a half on the beach in blindingly hot sun with another patient having an asthma attack. It had been touch and go for a little while there, and she'd stayed even though the paramedics had arrived thirty minutes after she had.
The patient was fine now, on his way to hospital, and she was starving and tired and wanted nothing more than a big meal and a long nap.
“God dammit!”
The sight of a tortoiseshell ball of fur curled up on the couch stopped her in her tracks. The cat opened one eye and then closed it again, ignoring her.
With a sigh of exasperation, Charlie noticed that she'd left the terrace door open to let the air in. The cat had obviously just made himself at home.
She looked around.
What were her choices here?
She was loathe to pick the animal up. It might scratch or bite, and cat scratches easily got infected.
In the end, she did the only thing she could do. She left it where it was while she made herself pasta. When she took her meal out onto the balcony, the cat followed her out. She'd just have to be careful to shut it out when she went back in.
There was plenty of time to think as she ate in the shade of the terrace.
She was playing with fire, she knew that much. Jaye wanted more than friends with benefits, but had said she could settle. Well, she'd see how that turned out. But she couldn't deny that they were a good match, at least physically.
Her thigh muscles burned with the memory of their encounter.
She felt more relaxed, calmer, she had avoided another panic attack. All good things. All reasons she should be sure that she'd made the right decision.
Opening up like that though... She'd said more than she'd meant to in the clinic. She should be more careful with her thoughts, with her feelings. There was no need for Jaye to know how afraid she was that she'd never have her old life back.
She would be more careful, she vowed, as she carried her plate back to the tiny kitchen. She'd guard her tongue.
This was fun, nothing more, and she didn't want the complication of making it any more than that.
Her phone beeped as she was drying off her plate. She picked it up, Raine. She grinned just as she saw the cat slinking through the curtains again.
“Hey! You! Pssss!”
The cat stopped, stared at her, then seemed to shrug as it made its way back out to the terrace. Charlie shook her head and read Raine's message.
Get ready for a surprise!
Her stomach flipped. Oh God. What was Raine planning now?



Chapter Twenty One
“Friends with benefits?”
“Yes,” Jaye allowed.
CeCe raised an eyebrow. “So how's that working out for you?”
Jaye pouted. “Not as bad as you're thinking. The way I see it, it's all part of the plan, right? I mean, if she's my soulmate then she's my soulmate, so anything I do that means we spend time together is a winner.”
CeCe sighed. “Jaye, I told you...”
“Yes, yes, I know. She might not be. But then again, she probably is.”
“Jaye—”
Jaye leaned in. “Listen, not to go into too much detail here, but the sex is... amazing. Like, really amazing. And that has to mean there's some kind of connection.”
“I guess,” CeCe said, still looking doubtful. “I just don't want you to get hurt. You're banking so much on this being your happy ending that I'm worried about what will happen if it's not.”
“If it's not, it's not,” Jaye said with a shrug. “It's not like I can control it one way or the other. The universe will decide.”
“You say that like it's normal.”
“You're the clairvoyant.”
“Do you let the universe decide what you wear in the morning?”
Jaye rolled her eyes. “Obviously not.”
“Right. Because you have free will and there are things you need to decide and control for yourself. You can't just wander through life expecting that everything will turn out alright. It's like... driving a car. The car does all the heavy lifting, but you're the one in the driver's seat deciding which way to turn.”
Jaye poured them both more beer from the pitcher. “Okay, okay. I'm being careful, I promise. And soulmate or not, Charlie and I do have a connection and... and I'm not counting on anything. I haven't given up my apartment or deleted Tinder.”
CeCe laughed. “Good. She seems nice. I'm sure she is nice. I just want you to be happy.”
“You can read my beer foam if you like?” Jaye said.
Another laugh. “Yeah, not as accurate as tea leaves, unfortunately.”
They sipped beer, a little oasis of calmness in the middle of the tourist hype. It was easy to tune out the noise once you were used to it. And Jaye was very used to it. She was also used to CeCe being the oddly logical and sensible one, despite the whole connection to the other side business.
CeCe was trying to protect her, and that was kind. But Jaye wasn't so sure she needed protecting. Yes, Charlie had complications, as she put it, but they were getting closer and closer, weren't they?
“Where's Finn?” she suddenly asked. Normally, he'd either be there sitting with some fair workers in another corner, or CeCe would be hurrying off to meet him somewhere.
CeCe shook her head. “He's working too hard.”
“Are you guys okay?”
“Yes, of course. We're as solid as ever. But the fair is down on workers and Finn's filling some of the gaps. He's out at seven every morning to do maintenance and he's not getting home until midnight or even later. I'm starting to worry about him.”
“It's only for the next few weeks. Once tourist season's over he'll be home all the time.”
“So he keeps telling me,” CeCe said. “I just hope that he's not working himself too hard. I worry about him. He's not the type to complain, he bottles things up and doesn't want to talk about anything.”
Much like Charlie, Jaye thought, but didn't say. “Just as well you're a mind reader then,” she joked.
“As if. Although, that would be a very marketable skill.”
“You're in search of marketable skills? I thought the shop was doing okay? Is Bobby in trouble?”
“No, the shop's fine. Honestly, your mom was a genius, it's a real money-maker. I just meant that it would probably help if I worked more so Finn could work less. And speaking of the shop, I got a phone call about you this morning.”
Jaye put her beer down. “Seriously?”
“Yep. This lady wanted to know if we could send her your catalog.”
“My catalog?”
“I told her the only catalog you were likely to have was an old Sears Roebuck next to the toilet and she hung up.”
“You didn't!”
“I didn't,” CeCe said with a grin. “But I could have. So you should probably get yourself a catalog.”
“I don't understand.” Not that she wasn't happy to be popular, she truly was.
CeCe shrugged. “Me neither. We both know you're good at what you do, but this popularity seems to have come out of nowhere. If I were you I'd do an internet search, see if some blogger name-dropped you or something. Someone's obviously done something to make you the center of attention.”
“Yeah, I'll try to remember.” She drank down the rest of her beer. “I really need to get out of here. I could use a decent night's sleep.”
“That's what you get for spending all night in the throes of passion,” CeCe said. “Before you go though, how's the thing with the clinic? They're not really serious about it, are they?”
“Looks like they are. The health authorities are saying that with the new road giving easy access to the hospital we don't need the clinic anymore. So they're not going to fund it.”
“That's ridiculous.”
“Tell me about it,” Jaye said, pulling a bill from her purse and putting it under the salt shaker. “We'll see if the petition persuades them otherwise. If not, well, I'm not quite sure. I guess we could try and find a way to fund the clinic ourselves. Through donations, or maybe the town council will have some ideas. But it's going to be tough without the health authorities on side.”
CeCe nodded and Jaye kissed her on both cheeks before she left. Walking home along the boardwalk she was so tired that she thought she could curl up and sleep right there. But her mind was still twirling with thoughts. The clinic. Charlie. CeCe and Finn. The shop. Bobby. Her paintings.
It took a long, hot bath before she could finally sleep.
THE MORNING was slow and the waiting room was only a quarter full. The summer had arrived in full force and heat oozed through every crack in the building. Even Arthur couldn't stand being outside. Jaye could hear him snoring in a cool patch of shadow behind the filing cabinet.
She was inputting data, the clicking of keys hypnotizing her, when the front door opened with a chime.
The woman that walked in was tall and graceful. Her cheekbones were sharp and her long, blonde hair was expensively cut. She was dressed casually, but even Jaye could see that it was the kind of casual that cost more than her prom dress had.
She opened a drawer and pulled out a new patient chart. Clearly, this woman was a tourist. She definitely wasn't from Lanport. In fact, from the way she looked she should probably be ordering the private doctor service from the other side of the bay.
Or maybe she was just looking for directions.
Jaye managed to arrange her face into a smile just as the woman reached her desk.
“Good morning,” she chirped.
“Morning,” the woman said. She wasn't unfriendly. But she wasn't friendly either. Sort of neutral. Guarded almost. “Is Charlie in?”
“Charlie?”
“The doctor?”
Charlie. She knew Charlie's first name. Which meant that she knew her. Jaye took a breath and found that it wasn't big enough. Her chest felt full and heavy.
“I, uh, I'm afraid she's still on duty. The clinic closes at eleven though.”
“You must be Jaye?”
She nodded, not trusting her mouth to speak.
The woman smiled and she honestly couldn't tell if it was genuine or not.
“I've heard a lot about you. I'll entertain myself. I'll be back at eleven.” She turned to leave before turning back. “Oh, don't tell Charlie that I'm here. I'm planning on surprising her.”
Jaye nodded dumbly again.
And the woman left.
She was beautiful, elegant, well put together. Qualities that Jaye had never had, and had never aspired to, not until right then. She was beautiful and she knew Charlie and who the hell would come all the way from the city to a tiny coastal town just on the off chance of seeing their friend?
Jaye swallowed and the heat made her skin prickle.
Charlie had said that her life was complicated. She'd said that there were complications.
What if this woman was the complication?
What if this woman had come all the way from the city to persuade Charlie to come home? What if this woman wasn't just a friend? What if this woman was...
Jaye couldn't finish the thought. Her mouth was dry and her hands were shaking and she was trying not to jump to any conclusions. But she couldn't focus on her computer screen.
The clock ticked behind her and Arthur snored and the sun shone and all she wanted to do was leave.



Chapter Twenty Two
Charlie peered around the corner, then stepped fully into the waiting room as though she couldn't quite believe what she was seeing.
“I told you she wasn't there,” Raine said from behind her.
“But Jaye's always here. She...” Charlie swallowed.
Jaye had hardly spoken to her all day. Okay, there hadn't exactly been time to chat, but there'd been a distinct lack of coffee on her desk. What had changed?
“What?” Raine asked.
“Nothing, it's just...” Charlie sighed. It was stupid. “I told Jaye something yesterday and now maybe she's avoiding me.” That was the only thing that had changed that she could think of.
“What on earth did you tell her?” asked Raine.
“I told her about the panic attacks and about not being in control and, well, I guess maybe that changed her perception of me.”
Raine snorted a laugh. “Bullshit. Have you really become that touchy-feely since you left? I don't think even you believe that.”
“I'm not the same person I was,” Charlie began.
“Which was the whole point of you taking a sabbatical and coming out here.”
Charlie slumped into one of the waiting room chairs. “This isn't a sabbatical. I quit, I told you.”
Raine gave her an eye roll. “And I told you that as chief administrator I'm not accepting your resignation until I know it's the right thing for you. So checkmate. As for Jaye, I think that the problem might be a little more me and a little less you.”
“The problem is you?”
Raine sat down on the seat opposite her. “Did you tell her about me?”
Charlie shrugged. “I don't think so. You never came up in conversation.”
“So see things from her point of view,” Raine said. “A beautiful, nay, gorgeous, sophisticated city woman walks into the surgery and asks for you by name. What do you think your girlfriend thought about that?”
“She's not my girlfriend.”
“Not my point.”
Charlie screwed her face up. “I guess, um, she could have thought that maybe you weren't my best friend.”
“That would be my guess,” Raine said, standing up and dusting herself off. “I accept full responsibility. I didn't introduce myself properly. I should have, but it seemed a little strange without you there to do the introductions. Like I was checking up on you or something. And I thought I'd have time for the real deal when I came back.”
“But Jaye made a run for it.”
“I am quite intimidating,” Raine said with a sniff.
“Only if someone has no idea who you are,” Charlie said. “So what the hell am I supposed to do now?”
“Invite your girlfriend to dinner. With both of us.”
“She's not my girlfriend.”
“Still not my point,” Raine said. “Send her a text, invite her to your place tonight, and I'll take care of dinner. After that, I want a full tour of the town. I'd like to know what my competition is if you're thinking of staying here rather than coming back to the hospital.”
“I'm not thinking of staying here!”
“Not my point.”
“Seriously, Raine, you seem to think that you'd do a better job running my life than I do.”
“Get your phone and text Jaye. Then it's tour time,” Raine said. “I'll be waiting outside.”
THE DOORBELL rang and Charlie hurried to answer it. Jaye was standing there, a cake box in her hands, and a look of anxiety on her face.
“Come in, come in,” Charlie said, feeling strangely wrong-footed by having Jaye in her personal space. “Put the cake on the table and come on out to the terrace. It's far cooler out there.”
Jaye did as she was told, stepping out onto the terrace and then giving a cry of surprise. “Arthur!”
“He seems to think he lives out here,” Charlie said. “And you need to sit down because I think you might have gotten the wrong end of the stick. Full disclosure. The woman that came into the clinic this morning was Raine, and she's my best friend. Nothing more than that.”
Jaye sat down. “So your message said.”
“Why did you leave?”
Jaye sighed. “Because I thought, well, I thought that she might be one of your complications. You keep telling me that your life is complicated and then she walks in and, well, I thought maybe it'd be better if I wasn't there when she came back.”
There was a bottle of wine on the table and Charlie poured them both a glass. “Did you really think that I'd keep a secret like that? That I'd sleep with you and have someone else on the side?”
“I didn't know what to think,” Jaye asked.
It hurt a little that Jaye could see her as that kind of person. But Charlie tried not to get defensive. “I wouldn't do it. I'm not like that.”
Jaye cradled her glass. “How am I supposed to know that? You're so closed off, Charlie. I get that you don't want to have a relationship, I get that you just want to be friends with benefits, but you're so secretive about yourself that of course people are going to make assumptions about you.”
“You want me to be more open. I promised that I'd try. I've been answering your questions, haven't I?”
Jaye put her glass on the table. “Okay then, here's today's question. What happened?”
“What happened when?” Charlie asked, putting her own glass down as her hands started to tremble.
Jaye raised an eyebrow. “You know what I'm talking about. Tell me.”
Charlie looked out to the ocean. The sun was balanced on it, turning the waves orange and yellow and she was reminded of Jaye's paintings. What were her choices here? She could refuse to answer. But that seemed petty and foolish and would almost certainly mean losing Jaye. She didn't want to lose her. Not yet.
Or she could answer and open up and... And what? What was she so afraid of? It wasn't like Jaye was going to tease her or think less of her or get her fired. Though she could, Charlie supposed.
So she took a deep breath.
“I worked in the emergency room.”
“I know,” Jaye said, picking up her wine again.
“It was... everything to me. Everything I'd worked for. It was exciting and exhausting and challenging and every day was different. I worked more hours than you could imagine and I loved it, even though when I finally walked out at the end of a shift all I could do was crawl into bed.”
The sun was lower now, the shadows growing. Charlie wasn't shaking anymore. She was back then, back there.
“It had been a long shift. A long double shift, if I'm honest. A colleague had gone home sick and I picked up the slack like I always did. And a patient came in.”
She closed her eyes and could smell the hospital.
“It was nothing special, nothing hard even, I knew immediately what was wrong. There was no challenge at all. The patient was shaking and pale and was a known diabetic and the diagnosis was simple enough that a child could have done it.”
“Hypoglycemia,” Jaye said.
Charlie opened her eyes to look at her in surprise.
“My aunt is diabetic.”
“Right,” Charlie said. “The patient was hypo. She was conscious, but losing it rapidly, so I drew up a dosage of something called glucagon, it's sort of an antidote to insulin. I had a million other things to do that night, and I could hear a patient struggling to breathe in the next cubicle and one of the other doctors was calling a code.” She closed her eyes again, remembered the hand reaching out to her. “I was about to inject it, when the patient's hand reached out and stopped me. I shook her off and tried again, but the hand came out again.”
“The patient didn't want the shot?” Jaye asked, confused.
“The patient was trying to tell me what I was too distracted and busy to notice. That I was on the verge of giving her a massive overdose of glucagon. Ten times what she needed and more than enough to kill her.”
Charlie opened her eyes again, watching Jaye, daring her to say something, anything.
“It was sort of a breaking point, I suppose. All that stress, all the keeping it inside, it all broke at once, like a flood washing over me. I had to go home. And the next day, when I came back, I had a panic attack.”
“At the hospital?”
“Yes. Every time I tried to work I couldn't. I'd... lost confidence in myself maybe. I don't know.  It's hard to unravel. But that's what happened, and that's why I'm here and that's why, sometimes, I have panic attacks.”
Though not since Jaye had been around, a voice in her head told her.
“But the patient lived?” Jaye said.
“You're damn right I did,” Raine said, stepping out onto the terrace holding two large paper bags. “Who wants food?”



Chapter Twenty Three
Jaye looked back and forth between Charlie and Raine. “You were the patient?” she asked, finally.
“Let's get plates first. Or do we eat out of newspapers?” Raine said, putting the bags on the table.
“Newspapers?” asked Charlie.
“Real English fish and chips,” Raine said, opening up a bag. “That's what the sign said. I gotta say though, the woman didn't sound especially English.”
“That's because she's not,” Jaye supplied. “Moira was born and bred in Lanport. I'm pretty sure the fish and chips are just regular American, but they are delicious.”
Raine sighed. “Oh well, I was shooting for exotic, but I guess I'll settle for tasty. Here, you take this one.”
Jaye took a box and Charlie pulled up a new chair for Raine. Arthur stretched and yawned, his attention now focussed on the fact that there was fish around.
“So, you've told her everything,” Raine asked Charlie.
“Mostly.”
Raine turned to Jaye. “Maybe we should be properly introduced. I didn't mean to freak you out at the clinic this morning. I'm truly sorry about that. I'm Raine, I'm Charlie's best friend, I'm the administrator at the hospital Charlie insists that she no longer works at, and I'm the patient she nearly killed. I think that about covers it.”
Jaye nodded. “Sounds like it more or less does.” She tore open a tiny packet of salt, sprinkling some on her fries and automatically throwing a pinch over her shoulder.
“Ah, blinding the devil,” Raine said.
“What?” asked Charlie.
“Blinding the devil. That's why you throw the salt over your shoulder. My grandmother used to do it,” said Raine.
Jaye grinned. She was starting to like Raine more. Yes, she was elegant and sophisticated but she seemed perfectly down to earth and not stuck-up at all. “So, Charlie tried to kill you,” she said.
Raine laughed. “Not deliberately, I'm pretty sure. I was doing a fine job of trying to kill myself that day. I'd screwed up and not eaten lunch, which is fairly easy to do in a busy hospital, trust me. And I mixed up my insulins, took too much of the fast acting one and not enough of the slow one. It's complicated.”
“My aunt is diabetic, I get it.” The fries were hot and salty and tasted amazing, Jaye had forgotten how much she liked them.
“And Charlie wasn't trying to kill me, obviously. She made a mistake.”
“A mistake that could have killed you,” said Charlie, who was looking pale in the dimming light.
“A mistake that was bound to happen given how tired and stressed you were. All doctors make mistakes. I know that's something that no one wants to hear, but it's true. Trust me, I'm the one that deals with medical mistakes. And every single one of you, no matter how amazing or well-trained or anything else, has screwed up.”
“There were no lasting consequences,” Jaye said. She was feeling more and more at ease. Partly that was because Raine was funny and smart and easy to talk to. And partly because she was starting to understand Charlie just a little more.
“At the hospital?” Raine said. “No, there weren't. But for Charlie there were. She hasn't worked since. Well, not really worked, not in an emergency situation. So this whole sabbatical thing was my idea. Maybe a little time away will do her good.”
“It's not a sabbatical,” Charlie said. “I quit.”
“And I'm still not accepting your resignation. Not until I believe in it,” said Raine.
Charlie rolled her eyes.
“And if this is going to be a party,” added Raine. “We're going to need another wine glass and maybe some water as well.”
“I'll get it,” Charlie said, pushing her chair out and disappearing inside.
“She's a perfectionist,” Raine said, feeding Arthur a piece of fish. “She's always been the best at everything and can't handle the fact that she made a mistake.”
“A potentially disastrous mistake,” said Jaye.
“But a mistake nonetheless. It shook her, it still shakes her. Her confidence is gone and she thinks that she can't function as the kind of doctor she wants to be anymore.” Raine sighed. “The truth of the matter is she is the best ER doc we've ever had. She was stressed and tired and the dam broke. But we need her back.”
Jaye leaned back a little in her chair. “Do you really need her? Or do you want her back?”
Raine grinned. “A little of both probably. But more to the point, Charlie needs to come back. This job is her calling, it's all she's ever wanted, and now she thinks she's too broken to do it.”
“Are you sure she's not?” Jaye remembered the panicked look on Charlie's face as she struggled to breathe.
“It's just a matter of confidence,” said Raine. “She needs to step back into the ER. I don't care if she stays or not, but she has to prove to herself that she can still do it so that she can move on and do something else, if that makes sense?”
“It does.”
Raine smiled a little. “And if you could see her in her element then you'd understand. There's a glow about her, a smoothness, like she's doing something she was designed to do. It's hard to explain.”
“She's a great general doctor too though.”
“I'm sure she is, and if that's what she wants to be, that's fine by me. I'm just not so sure it is. And I'd like to see the old Charlie back, the one so full of confidence that she can practically bounce.”
“Alright, enough talking about me,” Charlie said, coming back out with not just another wine glass but another bottle as well. “There are a billion other things to talk about, so let's move on.”
“Yes, tell me all the latest juicy Lanport gossip,” Raine said, wiggling her eyebrows.
Jaye laughed. “There's not much of that at the moment, other than the fact that the clinic might have to close down.”
The conversation moved on to what could be done to save the clinic. Arthur wandered from person to person, snagging morsels of fish wherever he went. And Jaye settled into the conversation. She liked Raine, she decided, despite the awkwardness of their first meeting. It was obvious that Raine adored Charlie, that she wanted to help, and Jaye couldn't help but wonder if Raine was right in what she thought.
Maybe it would be good for Charlie to go back to the hospital at the end of the summer. Or maybe that was just what Raine wanted. On the other hand, maybe it would be good for Charlie to be out of the eye of the storm, to stay somewhere quiet and healing, like Lanport in the silence of winter. Or maybe that was just what Jaye wanted.
As for Charlie, she didn't seem to know what she wanted in the slightest. Which made Jaye sad.
SHE WAS blurrier than she'd intended to be the next morning. With a yawn, Jaye unlocked the door to the clinic and let herself into the cool quiet.
Raine had been entertaining company. And after a bottle of wine, she and Charlie had started regaling Jaye with stories about the hospital that had her in stitches. No pun intended. And the evening had ended later than she'd meant it to, but she'd been happy and full and content when she left.
Charlie had closed the door behind them and kissed her hungrily in the hallway before she left, and Raine had said that she was sticking around for at least a week and that they should definitely repeat dinner and drinks before she left.
More importantly though, Jaye felt like she had a better understanding of who Charlie was, of why she was closed off, of why she could seem spiky and defensive.
Losing your calling must be hard. She couldn't begin to imagine not painting. Having said that, this whole receptionist job was seriously cutting into her painting time. She needed to get outside with a brush in her hand, needed to capture the ocean in the bright light of summer. She'd make time for that, she promised herself.
Charlie came in at the last minute, looking tired but happy, and so distracted by almost being late that she didn't notice Arthur sliding in behind her.
“Coffee's on your desk,” Jaye said.
Charlie grinned. “You're an angel.”
And the morning began. Patients came in and out and Jaye's finger tapped on her keyboard and she was heavy with tiredness but not exhausted. Maybe she'd go home and take a nap later, then go out to paint as the light was changing to the orange of sunset.
The phone rang.
She picked it up automatically, listened, then muted the call, her heart thudding in her chest. Just as she was wondering whether to knock on Charlie's door or not, a patient came out of the exam room. So she picked up the intercom.
“There's a call on line one,” she said, voice stuttering only a little. “It's the health authority.”



Chapter Twenty Four
Charlie patiently waited while the woman in front of her buttoned up her blouse.
“It's really nothing to worry about,” she said, keeping her voice calm. “I'm going to send you for a mammogram at the local hospital, and they're going to set you up with a schedule to keep an eye on things. I don't feel any lumps though.”
“Better safe than sorry,” Mrs. Knight said, her face flooded with relief. “I feel like a fool for putting it off now. It was just... Doc Howard, he never felt right to me, you know? He was a fine doctor, I'm sure, but I didn't like going to him with something like this.”
Probably for the best, Charlie thought, but didn't say. “I understand. But in the future, if you think there's a problem you should come to the clinic as soon as you can.”
For as long as the place is open, she thought again and didn't say. Again.
“I will. Thank you doctor.”
Charlie sat back down in her leather chair as Mrs. Knight let herself out of the consulting room. It was a matter of seconds before she heard footsteps. She knew it was going to be Jaye. For just a second she felt a pang of longing.
No more sex in the office, she told herself sternly. It wasn't professional and it was definitely unhygienic, and there was no guarantee that some nosey tourist wouldn't peek through the windows. Plus, Jaye was unlikely to be in the mood for anything once she heard what Charlie had to tell her.
“So?” Jaye said, bursting in. “What did they say?”
Charlie sighed. “Sit down, Jaye. It's not good news.”
Jaye sat on the edge of the chair in front of the desk. “Well then?”
“The woman was very nice,” said Charlie. “Very understanding and everything. She made multiple apologies and stated clearly that she understood that the clinic was a part of the town.”
“But...”
“But the authorities have made their decision. It's a financial concern. There's little point in them keeping the local clinic open if there's a major hospital fifteen minutes down the road.”
“Fifteen?” Jaye burst out. “It's more like thirty in traffic.”
“Regardless, unless we can prove that there's a vital need for a doctor here then the clinic has to close at the end of the season.”
Jaye frowned. “How do we prove a vital need?”
“Your guess is as good as mine,” Charlie said, drily. “A few dead bodies would do the trick I think, but that seems like an over-reaction.”
“Not helpful,” Jaye said. “What about some kind of protest? We could demonstrate outside their headquarters or something, isn't that what people do?”
“I doubt it would have much of an impact.” Charlie leaned in, her elbows on the desk. “It's time to think of more practical solutions, Jaye. The important thing here is that people have access to medical care, not that the clinic stays open. You have to get your priorities straight.”
Jaye looked disgruntled, but nodded.
“I think going to the town council is probably the next step. Perhaps they'll be willing to budget for the clinic to stay open, or to open it a couple of days a week rather than having a full time doctor. There are compromises here.”
“I suppose,” Jaye said. “A doctor twice a week would be better than no doctor at all.”
“And we should bring up the issue of transportation. Perhaps some kind of bus or shuttle service could be set up to run to the hospital and back daily. Failing that, we could organize a volunteer group who are willing to take those who need care.”
“Good idea,” Jaye said. She was looking less angry now, was warming to the idea of solving the problem.
“I'm sorry.”
“It's not your fault.”
“I'm still sorry though.” Charlie leaned back again and Jaye got up, coming to perch on the edge of her desk. “It's strange to think that I might be Lanport's last doctor.” She looked up at the row of love potions and quack remedies on the dresser by the wall. She hadn't gotten around to throwing them away yet. “Still, at least I'll be leaving a good impression. Better than Doc Howard.”
Jaye smiled. “You know, I haven't heard his name for at least a week. I think people are starting to like you. Or at least they're beginning to stop comparing you to him.”
“Thank heaven for small mercies,” Charlie said.
“I think it's time for my one question.” Jaye moved so that her leg was touching Charlie's and Charlie felt a buzz of energy.
“Go on then.”
“Okay, today's question is this: If the clinic were staying open, would you consider staying in Lanport and being our doctor?”
Charlie closed her eyes. She should have guessed that this would be a question at some point. She had to answer honestly, but she didn't quite know how to do that without offending Jaye, or without promising her something or leading her on.
The truth of the matter was that the longer she stayed the more comfortable it was here. There was no stress, or little of it, she was at least involved in medicine, and the town was pleasant, the people friendly enough.
Would that be enough though, in the long run? Charlie could see how easily she could get bored here, could see how this kind of medicine wasn't challenging enough. And yet... Wasn't it better than nothing?
She opened her eyes again and saw Jaye looking intently at her. “Honest answer. I don't know.”
For a moment it looked like Jaye might not accept that, but then she nodded. “I guess I can't ask you to be black and white if you haven't made your own decisions yet.”
Charlie smiled and Jaye leaned in and the kiss that came was almost enough to make her want to stay. Almost.
As she felt Jaye's body slide into her lap, she wondered just how she could think about leaving. But she didn't have to leave yet. And who knew what would happen? She'd probably grow bored of Jaye too, that had happened before. This was no relationship. It couldn't be.
RAINE PUT the jug of ice water on the table, then sat down. “I like her.”
“Jaye? She's lovely. Pretty, smart, talented, kind, there's a lot to like,” Charlie said, picking up her fork.
“Yes, but I like her, like her. Like, I like her for you.”
“Way too many likes in that sentence,” Charlie said.
“You know what I mean.”
“I know what you're implying, and I'm not sure I like it.”
“What's wrong with her? What's wrong with a relationship, for that matter?” Raine asked reasonably. “If she's all the things you say she is then she seems ideal. Unless... unless you don't have feelings for her.”
“I have feelings for her! I'm not that callous.”
“Then why is this just a dalliance for you then?”
“Because I'm in no state to start anything serious,” Charlie said. She chewed a mouthful of salad and swallowed. “I don't know what I'm doing or where I'm going or what my life is going to be like.”
“Are you saying that if you did know those things then you would start dating her seriously?”
Charlie sighed. “Everyone's so full of hypothetical questions today. It's kind of exhausting.”
Raine was watching her carefully. “What about those panic attacks?”
“I haven't had one for a while now.”
“Since Jaye came on the scene?”
“Since I stopped working in the stressful environment of the hospital,” Charlie snapped, then regretted  it.
Raine raised her fork. “You won't be happy here long-term, Charlie. You know that. Whatever it is that's going on here, you need to figure yourself out and decide what you want. I get that you need the space, but you're starting to play with someone's feelings.”
“How exactly?”
Raine put her fork down again. “You need to come back to the hospital, Charlie. Maybe not forever, but you need to come back. You need to prove yourself, you need to put all of this to rest.”
“I can't,” Charlie said. She was almost whispering now and she could feel the prick of tears behind her eyelids. “I can't, Raine. I want to. There's nothing I want more. But I can't do it. I can't risk not being able to do my job because I'm paralyzed with fear. I can't do it.”
“You need some time. Maybe after the summer.”
Charlie shook her head. She didn't want to admit it, but she had to. “I don't think so. I think I'm done, Raine.”
Raine reached out and squeezed her hand. “I don't. I know it might seem like I'm bullying you, but I have all the confidence that you've lost. You will find yourself, you will come back, I know it.”
“You're sounding like Jaye with all her soulmate nonsense. Don't tell me that you've got a crystal ball too,” Charlie said, sniffing and blinking away the almost-tears.
“I wish I did,” Raine laughed.
Charlie picked up her fork again. “And you didn't answer my question. What do you mean that I'm playing with people's feelings? I've never promised Jaye anything. She knows that this is just friends with benefits?”
“Does she though?”
“Of course. Why?”
Raine squeezed her hand again. “It's very obvious, Charlie. Jaye's in love with you.”



Chapter Twenty Five
Jaye leaned up against the shop counter. CeCe was seeing out the last of the tourists, and finally, there was the snick of the door lock.
“Another day done,” CeCe said, sounding exhausted.
“You shouldn't complain,” Jaye reminded her. “Another couple of weeks and this place will be dead.”
It was a fair point. The summer had moved fast and it was almost time for schools to start up again. Jaye looked down at her tanned hands. Where had the time gone? But she didn't really need to ask. She'd been subsumed with painting and work and, mostly, Charlie.
When Raine had left, a couple of weeks back now, she and Charlie had settled into an almost comfortable arrangement. A couple of days a week, Charlie would turn up on her doorstep. A couple of days a week, Jaye would turn up on Charlie's doorstep. The rest of the time, they pretended they were free and weren't missing each other.
And Jaye was trying very, very hard not to think about Charlie leaving.
Charlie hadn't mentioned it, but time was running out.
Jaye was too scared of the answer to ask the question, so they both were pretending that their lives could never change. Even though Jaye couldn't imagine a life without Charlie in it now.
“I could do with a day off,” CeCe grumbled. “Seriously, six weeks of this nightmare? I'm exhausted. Not as bad as Finn though.”
“He's still working like a maniac?”
CeCe nodded. “The fair is still short-handed. But he's been worse since Lee started badgering him about buying a bungalow. He's got it into his head that he needs to provide for me.”
“Does he?” Jaye asked.
“Not yet,” CeCe sighed. “Yes, we're talking about the baby thing, but nothing's decided yet, and we're not in a hurry.”
“Maybe he's just trying to do the right thing.”
“Well, it'd be nice if he'd ask me first. I'd kind of prefer to actually see him every now and again.”
“There's nothing worse than a man trying to do the right thing,” Bobby said, coming in from the back. “Half the time they don't know what the right thing is, the other half they screw it up anyway.”
“What would you know about it?” Jaye teased.
“Oh, I'm perfectly comfortable with my identity,” said Bobby, heaving herself up onto her stool. “But the thing that being asexual really does for you is give you a nice, objective viewpoint. And that's my objective viewpoint. Mind you, that Finn is a nice boy, and you're lucky to have him.”
“I know, I know,” said CeCe, opening up the cash register and starting her count.
Jaye grinned. Bobby had always been very open about her identity, which was probably why Jaye had had no grand coming out story. Telling her aunt she was bi had been as simple as asking what was for dinner. Bobby had unwittingly taught her to be comfortable with who she was before she even knew who she was.
“Here you go,” Bobby said now, sliding a check across the counter.
Jaye looked at it then blinked and looked at it again. “What's this for?”
“Your art,” Bobby said, opening up a Mars bar and taking a bite.
“But...” She looked down at the number on the check again. Too much. So much. More than double what she'd ever made in a summer before.
“I raised your prices,” Bobby said, through a mouthful of chocolate. She was looking a little pale.
“You did?”
“It seemed like the right thing to do, what with so many sales.”
“Right,” Jaye said, still not knowing quite what to think about the money.
She folded the check and put it in her pocket. She'd searched the internet and found no mention of her name. Whatever had happened this summer had been some kind of cosmic alignment, she guessed. She'd touched a nerve or accidentally painted something fashionable.
Still, she shouldn't complain. The money would definitely come in handy.
“We're about a dollar twenty five down,” CeCe said, starting her count of the cash register again.
“S'not a problem,” said Bobby.
“Of course it is. We run a business, not a charity,” said CeCe.
And Jaye was about to laugh, taking pleasure in the way that her aunt and her best friend could banter and tease, when some instinct told  her to look at her aunt.
Bobby was smiling, but the smile was lopsided and she was so pale she was almost white and the chocolate bar was melting in her hand and Jaye's heart stopped beating for a full second before she could form the words.
“Call the doctor.”
CeCe didn't hesitate. One look at Bobby was enough. She pulled out her phone and made the call as Jaye carefully stepped around the counter, ducking her head under Bobby's arm and supporting her.
“She'll be two minutes,” CeCe said, throwing her phone on the counter.
“Help me get her down,” muttered Jaye.
CeCe took Bobby's other side and slowly, carefully, the two of them lifted Bobby off the stool and lowered her to the ground.
By the time Bobby was settled and Jaye was cradling her head, CeCe was already unlocking the door to let Charlie in with her big medical bag.
“Back here,” Jaye said, voice tight and anxious.
Charlie appeared and put a hand on Jaye's shoulder. “Take a step back, let me get some room here,” she said.
Jaye did as she was told and watched as Charlie bent over her aunt. She worked fast, her hands weaving in and out as she checked vital signs and pulled equipment from her bag. Her eyes never strayed once from Bobby, and she kept up a constant stream of chatter aimed more at the patient than at Jaye or CeCe.
And for the first time Jaye could see what Raine had been talking about. This was Charlie in her element, Charlie figuring things out, Charlie doing what she'd been born to do. Even through her nagging worry about Bobby, she could see that Charlie was far more than the average small town doctor.
“Okay, okay, open your eyes up now Bobby, there we go, don't try to sit up too fast.”
Jaye pushed forward and saw Bobby starting to sit. Her heart began beating normally again.
“Okay,” said Charlie. “Did you take your insulin today?”
Bobby nodded, then wet her lips. “A little late maybe, but I took it.”
“Have you been feeling at all sick?”
“No more than normal, not until just now anyway.” Bobby was starting to get her sharp tone back.
Charlie pouted in thought. “Missed any hospital appointments?”
Bobby looked down at the ground and CeCe sighed. “You did, didn't you?” CeCe said. “That doctor told you to go back in a month.”
“And I didn't,” said Bobby.
“Not a problem,” Charlie was still cool and confident and calm, there was no judgment in her voice. “I think your dosage is a little off, that's all. Come by the surgery in the morning and we'll do a blood test and see what we can do about it, okay?”
“Sure, of course,” Bobby said.
Jaye shared a look with CeCe and they were both thinking exactly the same thing. Bobby wouldn't be agreeing so readily if she had to go all the way to the hospital. And soon, popping into the clinic wasn't going to be an option.
Together, the three of them helped Bobby up the stairs. Half way up, she batted them away. “I'm not a cripple, I can manage just fine by myself, thank you.”
Jaye rolled her eyes, but relief was light in her chest. Bobby was recovering quickly, which she supposed was to be expected after the shot Charlie had given her.
When Bobby was settled on her couch, CeCe headed out and Jaye went into the kitchen to make her aunt a sandwich while Charlie talked to her aunt about dosages and losing weight, never a safe subject when Bobby was around.
When she came back, sandwich in hand, Bobby nodded. “Thank you. Now you two get on out of here.”
Jaye looked at Charlie, who shrugged. “I think it might be better if I stay here tonight.”
Bobby snorted. “Ridiculous. Out you go. I don't want lovesick teenagers cluttering the place up. I'm just fine, thank you very much.”
Jaye was horrified. “I'm not a teenager, and I'm certainly not lovesick!”
“We'll see about that,” Bobby said, turning her attention to the TV.
“Is it okay to leave her alone?” Jaye asked.
Charlie nodded. “She should be fine now, so long as she doesn't go on a sugar binge or anything.”
“Told you, I'm fine. Now leave me in peace. You two go and have fun and let me watch my shows.”
Jaye took one last look around the apartment making sure that everything was in order and that Bobby's cellphone was in easy reach, then she kissed her aunt goodbye.
“What do you say?” she asked Charlie. “Want to go have some fun?”
The grin Charlie gave her was almost enough to stop her heart all over again.



Chapter Twenty Six
Jaye arched her back and Charlie pressed closer against her as she shuddered and cried out and then collapsed back onto the bed.
“Thank you,” she murmured sleepily.
“You don't have to thank me. Or if you do, I think you already did,” Charlie said, with a grin.
Jaye's hand crept down between Charlie's legs. “I could thank you again.”
“You look like you might fall asleep in the middle,” Charlie pointed out. “Besides, I do kind of need to be able to walk in the morning.”
“If you're sure.” Those fingers were tickling up the inside of her thigh.
A stab of lust made Charlie groan. She did want more, she always wanted more. Despite all predictions to the contrary, she had not grown tired of Jaye. Far from it. She could try to pretend otherwise, she could enforce the rule about spending some nights each week apart, but in reality she couldn't wait to get back to her.
“I'm sure,” she whispered, because Jaye really did look exhausted. She'd been up since four painting and had then gone into work.
Jaye snuggled down and Charlie wrapped her arms around her and waited until Jaye's breaths were coming slow and deep.
These were some of the best times. Some of her favorite times of the summer. Even, perhaps, said a sneaky voice inside her, some of the best times of her life. Lying in Jaye's bed, listening to the calmness of her sleeping, surrounded by paintings of the ocean in all its forms.
Charlie could lie awake for hours just watching the paintings, imagining the sea rolling around her. They were very good, excellent even. And she wondered why Jaye hadn't pushed harder to make something of herself.
Once, over dinner, she'd asked Jaye why she hadn't become better known. Perhaps there were things about the art market that she didn't understand. She'd fully expected to be told off, to be lectured about how things weren't as easy as she thought, or about how she didn't understand art and that the pictures were actually terrible.
But Jaye had just smiled and shrugged and said: “The Universe didn't open that direction to me.”
Which made little sense to Charlie, but she'd grown used to Jaye's strange superstitions by that point and no longer commented when Jaye threw salt over her shoulder or walked around a ladder or said things she didn't really understand.
Raine had shocked her the night that she'd said Jaye was in love with her. Charlie had spent days studying Jaye, looking for a sign, nights worrying that Jaye was going to push her for more. But they'd just continued the way they'd been going and Charlie had thought for a long time that Raine had been wrong.
Except now she wasn't so sure.
Perhaps it was Charlie herself that had been wrong.
Because all this, the comfort, the calm, the intimacy, this could be love, couldn't it? Or it could turn into love? And she was starting to think that maybe love wasn't what she'd expected it to be.
Would it be so bad to live here?
Yes, she wanted to go back to the hospital. Badly, in fact. But she just had to face facts. She couldn't. There was no way she could let people, colleagues and patients alike, depend on her and then fail them by panicking.
It hurt like she was cutting her own heart out, the idea of not going back to do what she'd loved and wanted for as long as she could remember.
But, and here was the thing, it hurt slightly less now. Slightly less because for the first time she could see other options. Okay, maybe they weren't the options she would have chosen for herself, but there were other things that brought her happiness.
A breeze blew in from the ocean and Charlie could taste the salt of it.
The summer was coming to an end. It was still burning hot during the day, but the evenings were starting to have a glimmer of coolness to them, enough that the tourists were starting to carry shirts and light wraps with them to dinner.
And it was almost time for her to leave, to walk away from Lanport, from what Raine was still insisting was her sabbatical.
Would it be so bad though, to stay here?
Would it be so bad to set herself up in a little seaside town with a woman that she couldn't get enough of?
As the night stretched out in front of her, she was really beginning to believe that it wouldn't be. She could live this life. Better, she could live this life and be happy.
Jaye turned over in her sleep and Charlie shifted.
Blonde hair spilled out over the pillow and Jaye's features were outlined in the soft light of the lamp. Her body was bare, her legs tangled in the sheets. A feeling welled up inside Charlie. One that it took her a moment to analyze.
Protective, she felt protective, and lustful, that too, but more than that, she felt love. The seeds of it were growing inside her and she wanted to hold onto Jaye forever.
It was terrifying.
Her heart beat loud and hard in her chest and she was scared, scared enough that her breath began to come faster, started to scrape in her throat until she thought she might be choking. Her hands were sweating.
Not now.
Please.
The process. Start the process.
One thing she could smell. The soft perfume of Jaye on her skin.
Two things she could feel. The warmth of Jaye's leg against her own, the brush of her hair against her arm.
Three things she could hear. The hush of Jaye's breathing, the breeze through the window, the soft rolling of the ocean.
Four things she could see. Jaye's face...
And that was all it took. One look at Jaye's face and the feeling was gone and she was there, in the moment and yes, she was sure.
She could do this.
It wasn't the life she had planned for, but it would be a good life, a great life even. And suddenly she was so excited that she moved to wake Jaye up, to tell her everything.
“Mmm?” Jaye moaned sleepily.
“Wake up,” Charlie whispered.
One of Jaye's eyes flickered open. “So you do want more then?” she said. “I thought you might.” Her hand started to drift downward again and Charlie stopped it.
And that was all that happened.
Because the next moment there was the tinny, metallic ringing of a phone and Charlie was throwing clothes aside, desperately searching for the old Nokia.
Jaye sat up and Charlie emptied her bag onto the bed and finally, thankfully found the phone. She answered it, the voice on the other end anxious and loud, almost screaming and full of tears and she didn't need to hear more than that and the location before hanging up.
Jaye's hand shot out and gripped her arm. “That was CeCe.”
Charlie nodded as she started to pull clothes on.
“Charlie. Tell me. Is it Bobby?”
She'd almost forgotten about Jaye's aunt's attack that afternoon. Her fingers were hurriedly trying to button her shirt and in the intervening milliseconds, Jaye too had started to pull her clothes on.
“Charlie, tell me!”
Charlie stood up, pulling her jeans up, eyes darting around, looking for where she'd left the medical bag, trying to get everything in place, trying to make a logical plan even though she knew nothing about what she was about to see. Except that it was going to be bad.
Voices don't get that high and aching with pain unless things are bad.
“It's not Bobby,” she said, grabbing her bag.
Jaye paused. “It's not.”
“I'm going now. Right now. You need to come.”
It occurred to her that Jaye had a role to play here. She'd know the fastest way to get to the fair at the end of the boardwalk. And she'd be able to comfort CeCe, to hold her tight, to keep her out of the way, which sounded harsh and unfeeling, but it was necessary. Frightened relatives got in the way, that was the long and short of it.
She was out of the door, hearing it slam behind her and then the rapid sound of footsteps following her as she broke into a run.
“What is it?” Jaye asked, catching up with her.
“What's the quickest way to the fair?”
“Down here,” Jaye took off and now it was Charlie trying to catch her up.
The lights were still on, the music still playing, she could see the fair right up ahead and now she was praying that they were fast enough, that she wouldn't have to blame a patient's death on her inability to button her shirt faster.
“What is it?” Jaye asked again as they neared the entrance.
“There's been an accident,” said Charlie.
She could see CeCe now, running toward them, wanting to guide them, practically hysterical. And she didn't have to say any more, because Jaye already knew.
“It's Finn,” Jaye whispered.
“It's Finn,” CeCe screamed, catching them with bloody fingernails and pulling them into the fair. “It's Finn!”



Chapter Twenty Seven
Jaye's stomach rolled as a sobbing CeCe dragged them into the fairground.
“He was working. I was picking him up. It just happened. Oh my God.”
It obviously wasn't the time for questions, and the lights and music didn't make things any better, though at least the place was fairly empty at this time of night. A small crowd was gathered next to the bumper cars, and Jaye saw Charlie's step quicken.
“Everybody clear, give me room,” Charlie boomed.
The crown muttered and moved back and then Charlie froze.
Jaye steeled herself before looking over.
When she did, she wished she hadn't.
Finn was surrounded by blood. So much that she didn't know how he could have any left inside him still. Even the air smelled metallic and wrong. Bile rose in her throat and Finn moved weakly. An older man knelt next to him, hand clutched around Finn's thigh, holding on so tight that his knuckles were turning white.
“Thank Christ you're here, doc,” he said through gritted teeth.
But Charlie didn't move.
Jaye pushed forward.
Charlie had to do this. She had to get herself together and come back to life, come back to her old self, her old life. If she didn't, Finn was going to die. Finn was already dying. She wasn't sure that even a full-on ER doctor like Charlie could save him. But she knew that Charlie had to try, she just had to.
She cleared her throat and Charlie turned to look at her, face white and eyes hollow and Jaye filled with fear cold and pumping through her veins. Then something changed, like a switch being turned on.
“Get back,” Charlie barked. “You, call the paramedics. You, get me water as hot as you can make it. You, bring me light, lots of it. Go!”
And she was kneeling beside Finn and muttering to him and Jaye's heart finally started to beat again. She turned back to CeCe.
“What happened?”
CeCe's eyes were wide with horror. “One of the cables from the cars snapped and whipped back at him. I thought he was fine. He was just standing there and I was going to laugh at him, I thought everything was okay. And then, and then...” She started hiccuping with sobs and Jaye pulled her in tight.
“It's okay, it's okay.”
“The ambulance is coming,” someone shouted. “Seven minutes.”
Jaye could see Charlie's face, could see a streak of blood on her forehead, could see her eyes sharp and bright. “He won't make it that long.”
It was a statement of fact, nothing else. Maybe it was meant to prepare them all for what was going to happen next. Because without a second thought, Charlie was ripping open her medical bag, grabbing gloves and then pushing her hands deep inside Finn's leg.
There was a howl of agony that diminished to a moan and CeCe shook against Jaye's body, not able to look.
But all Jaye could do was look.
Because Charlie's hands were moving fast and her face was concentrated and, just as Raine had promised, there was a glow about her, a smoothness in her actions. Every movement was efficient. This was Charlie in her element, this was Charlie doing what she was designed to do.
And in that moment, as the fair lights shone around her and the music screeched tinnily and Finn bled out onto the ground, Jaye knew that she had lost her.
Charlie was working, really working. She wasn't panicking or freaking out. She was calmly and professionally dealing with a problem and she looked more right than Jaye had ever seen her look before.
And when this was over, whether Finn lived or died, Charlie wouldn't come back.
She could see that now. She could see how much the work mattered, how good Charlie was, how fulfilled she was to be doing what she'd been trained to do.
This was what Raine had been talking about. Charlie had needed to be pushed into a situation where she had to overcome her fear, and now... And now she would be moving on.
Even as CeCe's pain leaked out onto her shirt, Jaye felt a crackle of breaking within herself. She felt selfish for crying, but she couldn't help it.
She wasn't going to be selfish though. No. She would let Charlie go. If that was what Charlie needed, if that was what the universe demanded, well, she didn't have any choice.
For the first time, Jaye looked down at the dark-haired doctor and wondered if perhaps, just perhaps, Charlie wasn't her soulmate.
The sirens of the ambulance wailed in the distance and Jaye closed her eyes, pulling CeCe closer to her so that neither one of them had to watch the loss of someone they loved. And the night breeze blew in off the ocean and clouds gathered and the rain began to patter lightly down and the summer was over.
✽✽✽
 
That first moment she had frozen, smelling the blood and seeing the red spilled over the ground she hadn't been able to move. How could she do this? How could she pretend that she knew what she was doing and risk everything if she panicked?
Her breath had started to come fast and her chest had started to tighten and then...
And then she'd seen Jaye and a lightness had come on her and she knew, right then, that she was going to do this.
Which was just as well, because if she hadn't acted, Finn would have been sure to die.
The cable had slit right through his thigh, slicing through the skin and muscle and through the artery that lay beneath them and with every second more and more of Finn's life-blood was pumping out onto the cracked asphalt.
Charlie mentally noticed the cracks and wondered if Jaye had seen them and if she had, where she was standing and how she could walk on the asphalt without dancing like a fairy to avoid the cracks.
But then she had no time to think about it because she was already disappearing into the zone. She was already taking in vital signs and clues, making a hundred decisions, small and big, in her mind as she looked at her patient.
The zone was what she'd always called it. That special place where she was divorced from emotion and depended only on logic to make decisions that could determine life or death. In the ER she could disappear into the zone for hours at a time, never emerging as she made decision after decision and treated patient after patient.
And it was a nice place, a comforting place, a place where everything made sense, a place that she'd missed so much that her heart ached to be in it now.
After seconds had passed and her decisions were made, she knew exactly what she had to do and she did it without further thought, her gloves getting slippery with blood as she worked.
“Ma'am, ma'am, can you step back please?”
“She's a doctor,” shouted out a voice that Charlie knew belonged to Jaye.
A bulky figure kneeled opposite her. “What have we got, doc?”
“Patient experienced femoral artery injury, GCS 5, vital signs are weak,” it came back to her like she'd never left.
“We need to buzz him out now.”
“No, well, yes, but the worst of it's over. He needs fluids.”
The paramedic shouted to his colleague and then got to work putting a line in. “You've repaired it?”
Charlie looked down at the wound. “Temporarily. I clamped the artery and stitched it. It'll hold for now, but he needs a permanent repair. Be gentle with him, don't move that leg too much, I don't want you to bust the stitches I've just put in.”
She got up, stretching out her kinked back and the paramedics were loading Finn up and CeCe was holding his hand and going with them and then the ambulance rushed off, sirens blaring into the night. And everyone was silent.
“Is he going to die?”
Charlie felt Jaye by her side. “I hope not. Probably not. As long as those stitches hold long enough to get him to the hospital.”
“But he would have died without you being here?”
It seemed pointless to deny that. Charlie nodded.
She felt stronger, taller, bigger than before. She understood now why Raine had pushed so hard to get her back to the hospital. It had, after all, been like riding a horse. She'd fallen and all she'd needed was to get back on, to reach the zone again, to remember how it had all been before.
Yes, accidents happened. Mistakes happened. But then, so did things like tonight. Because for every accident, for every mistake, there were a thousand Finns.
Finn would make it.
And so, Charlie realized, would she.
She could do it. She could go back. And the relief was like a mountain had been lifted up off her shoulders. Jaye shifted next to her and she could feel the warmth of her. Jaye. The last tie. She'd have to tell her, she'd have to find the words.
But Jaye was already linking her arm through Charlie's as they both watched the glow of the ambulance's lights disappear into the distance.
“I know,” Jaye said. “It's alright, I know.”
And then Charlie was crying. Something she never did. Someone had turned the bright fair lights off and the music was silenced. Charlie didn't know if she was crying from relief that she'd found herself again or because she was losing Jaye. But at least it was dark enough that no one could see her tears.



Chapter Twenty Eight
The mornings were getting mistier, cooler, and the light was starting to change. Jaye would have known that fall was coming just from the way the sun hit her window in the morning. She didn't have to be out so early, but how could she not be?
Charlie had told her not to come, had told her that she wanted to get an early start, that they could say their goodbyes the night before. But Jaye had been awake all night anyway, so what difference did it make?
“You won't be able to see out of the back window, if you do that,” she said as she walked up to the car.
“I know, I know,” grumbled Charlie, pushing the bag down as hard as she could. “My possessions seem to have multiplied over the last couple of months. I've no idea how the hell that happened.”
Jaye snorted and then her legs started to shake at the thought of what was happening.
It was like that. Just hitting her suddenly every now and again.
They'd ignored it, for the most part. They'd continued on with the way things were for the last couple of weeks, pretending like nothing was going to change and knowing that it had to. Maybe that had been the right thing to do. There had been glimmers of happiness.
“Now, don't forget that the new doctor will come in on Tuesdays and Thursdays, starting next week. You'll need to unlock the doors for her.”
“It's a her?” Jaye asked, leaning up against the car.
“Apparently,” said Charlie, pushing another bag into the back seat.
There was one of the glimmers of happiness.
Finn had survived. But only because Charlie had been there to save his life. Jaye's heart had filled up when she saw CeCe at the hospital, when she'd realized just how close they'd come to losing him, and when she'd known that CeCe was bursting with happiness.
And the accident had been enough to persuade the health authorities to keep the clinic open, if only for two days a week during the off-season. Once the summer rolled around again, there'd be a full time doctor.
But it wouldn't be Charlie.
Charlie slammed the car door, then sighed and opened it again, picking up a squirming Arthur and depositing him back onto the street.
“He likes you,” Jaye said.
“God knows why. And he's definitely not coming to the city with me.”
Jaye bent down to pat Arthur, letting his silky fur rub through her fingers.
She shouldn't have come, after all. This was too hard. Too real. It had been better just to pretend.
They hadn't really spoken about it. There had been no need. It had been obvious to both of them that Charlie needed to go back to her old life and that Jaye couldn't and wouldn't stop her. What else was there to say?
“You can come and visit, you know,” Charlie said.
“Yeah, maybe I will.” Or maybe she wouldn't. Maybe seeing Charlie again outside of Lanport would be more than she could handle.
Charlie leaned on the car next to her and a hand reached out, taking her own.
“I'm sorry.”
Jaye squeezed the hand. “Sorry for what?”
“Sorry for not being who you thought I was, what you thought I was.”
“It's not your fault,” Jaye said.
She wasn't crying. She was blinking a lot, sure, but she wasn't crying.
“This, all of this, it was...” Charlie sighed. “I don't know how to say this, Jaye. I don't know what to do, I don't know the words. I just...”
Jaye squeezed the hand again. “It's okay,” she said numbly. “It's okay. I know. I know all of it.”
And she did.
She knew that it had seemed so right when they were in the middle of it. She knew that tearing apart hurt but it had to be done. She knew that in a different time and a different place maybe this could have worked. She knew that they didn't hate each other and didn't regret each other. She knew that this was just life getting in the way.
And what other solution could there have been? Charlie needed to leave and that was that.
“Can we not say goodbye?”
Jaye smiled a little. “At all? How? Do you want me to ride on the roof-rack?”
Charlie laughed. “Not what I meant. I just meant... let's not say goodbye. I don't want to never see you again, Jaye. I mean it about visiting. You should come. We can check out some art galleries and museums. And I can come back to Lanport, it's not like it's the other side of the world.”
She knew that Charlie meant well. She also knew that somehow that would be harder. The break should be clean, she didn't know if she could handle seeing Charlie and not being with Charlie. But she nodded anyway.
“Sure,” she said.
“I should get going, or the traffic will be a nightmare.”
“Yeah, of course.” Jaye lifted herself up from the car, stepping back onto the sidewalk where Arthur twined around her ankles. “Um, not-goodbye then?”
Charlie watched her for just a moment and Jaye thought that the world might crumble under her feet, but it didn't. Then she leaned in and brushed a soft kiss against Jaye's cheek.
“Not-goodbye,” she whispered.
There wasn't another word as Charlie climbed into the car and started the engine and pulled out of the space and drove down the road. And Jaye watched her go with tears sparkling in her eyes and a heart so full of hurt that she couldn't breathe.
SHE COULD barely see where she was going but her feet knew the route and only when she was pushing open the door to The Farseer did she realize that she still had a purring Arthur clutched to her chest.
“Oh, Jaye, I was hoping you'd come in,” Bobby said, then she stepped closer to her niece. “Arthur?”
Jaye pushed the cat at her aunt and Bobby took him, gently putting him on the floor where he promptly set off to investigate a display of Wiccan books.
And then Bobby was folding Jaye into her arms and Jaye was falling into the warmth and letting the tears come until she was shaking and hiccuping like a child.
The pain of it all caught up with her at once and she couldn't even think because it was so sharp and brittle. It seemed like hours, hours folded into soft, comforting warmth, before Bobby finally unwrapped her arms.
“Come on, let's get something warm inside you.”
Jaye let herself be led behind the counter and she propped herself up on a stool, blowing her nose as Bobby went to make tea.
“So, she's gone then,” Bobby said, bustling back with the teapot and two cups.
Jaye nodded miserably.
Bobby sighed and poured. “Lemon balm and rose petals for heartbreak,” she said, pushing a cup toward Jaye.
“I was stupid,” Jaye said, taking the cup. “I know I was stupid. I know that both you and CeCe told me not to put all my eggs in one basket, but it didn't stop me. I truly, honestly thought that Charlie was it. That she was my soulmate.”
Bobby blew on her cup. “It's not an exact science, my love. You know that. In fact, it's not a science at all.”
“And now I feel like an idiot, because I should have known this was coming. I did know this was coming. Charlie never pretended she was here for the long run.”
“Then what did you expect?” Bobby asked sharply. “Drink your tea. Did you think that a big city doctor was going to be happy settling down in a little town? That's the sort of thing that happens in bad Lifetime movies, and you know it.”
“I thought...” Jaye drank her tea. It was delicious. “I thought that the universe would find a way. She was supposed to be my soulmate, after all.”
Bobby snorted. “You thought that the universe would bend itself to your will. Which when you think about it is a little arrogant.”
“Yeah, I guess,” Jaye said. She looked down into her cup. Bobby had poured her only a little and it was nearly gone. She drank the rest of it, the warmth climbing inside her, her nose still stuffy from crying.
Without speaking, Bobby took the cup from her. Jaye knew what she was doing and didn't particularly want it to happen, but then she lacked the strength to stop her. But Bobby just peered inside and grunted.
“What?” Jaye couldn't help but ask.
“It's still there,” Bobby said distractedly. She sucked air through her teeth.
“What is?”
“The arch and heart. Clear as day.” Bobby put the cup down and sniffed. “CeCe wasn't wrong, I'll give her that. There's still a soulmate out there waiting for you.”
Jaye's chest felt heavy and she would have burst into tears again if she'd had any left. Instead she just shook her head.
“Just because you think you chose wrong with Charlie—” Bobby began.
“No,” interrupted Jaye. She didn't want to hear more of this. “No. Whether I chose wrong or not, it doesn't matter. She's gone. And honestly, I really don't think there's such a thing as a soulmate. Not anymore.”
She slid down off her stool and went off to the bathroom to wash her face and clean up. Bobby looked down to where Arthur was watching her. He miaowed plaintively.
“There's no denying fate,” she said to him. “And you're not getting any food out of me.”
He miaowed again. Bobby tutted and went to pour him a saucer of milk.



Chapter Twenty Nine
Waking up in her own apartment was strange. But not as strange as setting foot into the hospital. Charlie stood outside, looking up at the large edifice, wondering if she'd always found the place so intimidating.
She hadn't, of course, she knew that. From the beginning, City Hospital had felt like home, had felt like where she belonged, where she needed to be.
But now her heart was beating hard and her mouth was dry and she was forcing herself to take big, deep breaths.
“There you are.” Raine looped her arm into Charlie's. “Thanks for waiting, I wanted to walk you in on your first day back.”
Charlie didn't have the heart to tell her that she hadn't been waiting, she'd been panicking. Raine was already walking her toward the huge front doors that were constantly spinning and spitting out a stream of people.
“So, you got back alright then?” Raine said.
“Looks like it.”
“Glad to be home?”
“Mmm-hmm.” She tried not to think about the cereal bowl she'd left on the floor of the apartment. It had only just occurred to her that the cat she'd depended on to lick out the remaining milk wouldn't be there.
“Cool,” Raine said.
They were going through the doors now and Charlie was smelling it, the smell of hospital, the smell of her hospital. She stopped in her tracks, taking it in, the familiar feeling settling over her and a smile spreading over her face.
Raine grinned at her.
“What?”
“You,” Raine said. “You, happy to be back. I knew you would be. I knew you needed to be here.”
She could do this. She could really do this. That night under the glowing lights of the fair, holding Finn's life in her hands as she knelt in his blood she'd known that she could do this. That she had to do this.
“I'd better get changed,” she said, voice strangely choked up.
“You've got plenty of time,” said Raine, taking her arm again. “Coffee first.”
They went to their regular coffee stand in one corner of the hospital's huge atrium and there was no line. Even the smell of the coffee made her feel at home and Charlie realized that she was feeling lighter now, better.
This was where she belonged.
“So, are we going to talk about the elephant in the room?” Raine asked, taking her coffee and sliding a bill across the counter.
“What elephant is that then?”
Raine raised an eyebrow at her. “You didn't have anyone kissing you goodbye this morning.”
Charlie bit her lip. “I didn't.”
“So I'm assuming that Jaye didn't want to come back with you.”
“I, uh, I didn't ask her to,” Charlie said, looking down at her shoes.
“Ah.” Raine started walking again. “Can I ask why?”
“Because...” She barely knew herself. Not that it hadn't crossed her mind to ask.
“I thought you two were getting along, I thought things were going well.”
“They were. In Lanport.”
“Oh,” said Raine.
Charlie sighed. “How could I ask her to come here? To this? She'd never see me, she'd be in a new place, she'd uproot her entire life for someone who'd be home once every three days. I couldn't do that to her.”
“You could have given her the option,” said Raine, reasonably.
“No,” Charlie said. “No, it wouldn't have worked. I have this, all this.” She gestured around at the hospital. “I'm married to the hospital, and nobody else would get a look-in. It's just the way it has to be.”
Raine turned around, backing into a door to open it whilst looking at Charlie at the same time. “Doctor's never get married then, huh?”
“Not what I meant,” said Charlie, following Raine through the doors.
She wasn't exactly sure what she meant except that she couldn't take Jaye out of Lanport. It wouldn't be fair. On anyone. Her decision was the logical, right thing to do. Even asking her would have been wrong. It would have put the ball in her court, it would have made Jaye responsible for the decision, and she shouldn't have to be. This was all on Charlie.
“You don't have to belong to the hospital,” Raine said, stopping outside the staff locker room. “You could have time for other things. You could, I don't know, cut back your hours, work fewer shifts, work less over-time.”
Charlie rolled her eyes. “As if that would work. You know what I'm like. I get... obsessed.”
“Yeah,” said Raine, smiling. “You are a little obsessive. But in a good way. A cute way. Definitely not a creepy way.”
“Thanks for that.”
Raine reached out, putting her hand on Charlie's arm. “I'm glad you're here. And I'm going to do whatever you need to make sure you're comfortable and happy. Okay? I don't want you to hesitate to come to me, whatever it is. You want to work part-time, I'll make that happen. I can make anything happen.”
“I know, I know, you're the big boss.”
“You'd better believe it,” said Raine. “It's your first day back and I get that you're going to be nervous, so we're taking some of the pressure off. You're going to be tailing Richards today, alright?”
“The resident Richards?”
Raine grinned. “He's turned into quite the doctor while you've been gone. He knows his shit and can handle whatever the ER throws at him. He thinks he's observing you, picking up tricks from the expert, and getting evaluated.”
“But really he's there to step in if I freak out,” Charlie finished.
“Char, this is for you.”
“No, I get it,” Charlie said. And she did feel relieved, better about being there even. “It's a good idea. Just for today. I should have someone to back me up.”
“Right,” said Raine. “Not because I don't believe you can't do this, but because you need to believe that you can. You ready for this?”
Charlie's heart started to beat fast again, but in excitement, anticipation this time. A grin came to her face. She couldn't help it. She was here. Back in her hospital.
“I'm ready,” she said.
RICHARDS WAS tall, skinny, and a damn good doctor. It helped having him around. But it also helped that the ER was having a quiet morning.
Charlie peeled off her gloves, hitched up her scrubs, and smiled at the little girl lying on the bed. “You're all done. And no more biking without a helmet!”
The girl grinned back, the bandage on her head lifting as she smiled. “Promise.”
“You'd better,” said Charlie, backing out of the cubicle.
It was as though she'd never been away. After the first hour she'd left Richards, there was no point in both of them stitching up cuts and putting band-aids on side by side. But now she looked around for him.
She found him just as the double doors from the ambulance bay smashed open, paramedics veering a stretcher in.
Instinctively, Charlie ran toward the stretcher, but Richards got there first. He looked down, paled, then snapped: “Straight to resus!”
Charlie followed him in, ear open to the paramedics giving the run down even as her expert eyes were looking over the patient.
The woman was broken. That much was clear. She was broken and smashed up and barely even looked human after what the car had done to her.
Charlie could smell the oil and fuel, could smell blood and burning and her stomach turned. The paramedics were still talking and her hands were shaking.
But she could do this, she reminded herself.
She'd already done it.
She'd done it kneeling on tarmac surrounded by flashing lights and tinny music, so this, being in a sterile room, had to be even easier, even better, didn't it?
The paramedics stepped back and there was a sudden silence in the room and it took a second for Charlie to realize that she was the ranking doctor, that people were waiting on her to make decisions, to give orders.
She started to bark the regular things, reeling off info about tubing and leads and meds without even really thinking about what she was doing as she stepped toward the patient.
She laid her hands on the woman and saw a brief glimpse of light as the woman half-opened an eye. It was unbelievable that she could be conscious, that she could have any idea about what was happening to her.
Charlie's hands started to shake harder.
“Doctor Riley.”
Her breath was getting harder and faster.
“Doctor Riley!”
Her chest was tightening.
“Doctor Riley!”
Finally, she looked up and for an instant she saw Jaye's face and she gasped a clean breath, but the face dissolved into Richards' and her vision started to close in. Each breath was a wheezing, burning effort and her legs were trembling now and she was pretty sure that someone was tugging at her, pulling her back, and she definitely saw Richards stepping up to the patient.
And then she gave in.
Her eyes closed and she saw nothing more.



Chapter Thirty
The light was perfect, all oranges and blues and the sun was just on the horizon and Jaye's heart was filled with the perfection of it all. Her hand itched to carve the likeness onto the canvas.
“Oh, excuse me,” a woman said, stepping around Jaye's easel.
“Not a problem,” mumbled Jaye, looking out into the ocean.
“What's it going to be?” asked the woman's husband.
“Uh, a seascape.”
“Huh.”
The tourists lingered for a few seconds longer, then left and Jaye was standing on the boardwalk alone again.
It was very definitely the end of the season. The last tourists were stragglers, mostly older people without kids to take back to school. And it was too late in the year to sit out on the boardwalk without a sweater at night. The fall was closing in and soon she'd need to dig her sweaters out of the storage box under her bed.
Jaye watched the waves again, the gentle up and down motion as they swirled below her. Her brush was in her hand, but she made no move toward the canvas.
Finally, just as the light was starting to fade completely, she packed up her things, banging paints back into their box, almost breaking her brush as she forced it into its holder, shaking the easel with frustration when it wouldn't fold properly.
She'd painted nothing and really, really didn't want to think about why.
Painting was supposed to be her escape, it was supposed to be what she did, what she'd always done. And now? Now it was nothing more than a chance to mope around on the boardwalk and feel sorry for herself.
Hardly the best way to pay her bills.
She was stumbling up toward her studio, bags over one arm, easel under the other, when she saw the figure lurking around her front door.
Just for a moment, her heart skipped a beat. Then she realized that whoever it was was too tall, too bulky to be Charlie.
Charlie had said she was going to visit sometimes and in the instant she'd assumed it was her, Jaye's mouth had dried and her stomach had tightened and that meant she was either super happy or super nervous and she didn't know which.
Not that it mattered.
As she got closer, she saw that the visitor was a man.
“Can I help you?” she asked, lugging her stuff up to the door.
The man grinned and his eyes sparkled blue and he looked oddly familiar. Jaye stared at him, trying to place him.
“You're Jaye Callaghan, right?” he asked.
And then she knew. “You're... a random tourist that stopped at my aunt's shop a couple of months ago,” she said, then felt stupid for putting it like that.
“Um, yes, pretty much. I've got a name though, and everything. And I was wondering if I could entice you out for a drink?”
Jaye remembered him. She remembered his bright blue eyes and his expensive clothes and she definitely remembered him asking her out and her turning him down. Why that should have changed now was a mystery to her. And him tracking her down to her apartment was creepy.
He must have seen the look on her face because he took a step back. “Purely business,” he said. “I have noble intentions, I swear. And your aunt, Bobby, right?” Jaye nodded. “She sent me over here when you wouldn't answer your phone.”
Eyes glued to him, Jaye pulled her phone out of her bag then glanced down at it. There were two missed calls from Bobby. Her anxiety eased a little.
“A drink,” she said. “Just one. Head down the road, turn left on the boardwalk and you'll see a bar with an outside terrace. I'll put my stuff away and join you there.”
He grinned and his eyes danced again and Jaye really, really wished she could find him attractive again. But she just couldn't. Moving on would be good, but she didn't know if she'd ever be ready.
She dumped her stuff in the studio and went straight back out, not even bothering to check her face or her hair.
HE WAS sitting at a table in the corner and Jaye slid into the seat opposite him.
“First up, I think we should be properly introduced. You're Jaye Callaghan, and I'm Andre Beecham.”
He stopped there like Jaye should recognize his name but she just frowned up at him and gestured to a waitress to bring them a menu.
“I'll have a vodka and tonic,” she said, not even looking at the menu.
“Sparkling water, twist of lime.”
The waitress left again and Jaye frowned at him. “So, Andre Beecham, you want to stop being so mysterious or what?”
She had little patience these days, but the man just laughed. “Maybe. But first, let me ask you a question. Have you been selling more of your work recently?”
She opened her mouth, then closed it again. She was getting suspicious now and didn't want to give him easy answers. So she just shrugged.
Andre sighed. “Alright, full disclosure time. I own a gallery in the city. A couple of months back I went into a shop to get a gift for my niece and ran into you and your paintings. About three hours after that, I stopped by the same shop, but you were gone. I was on my way out of town, so I chose the painting that I wanted, bought it, and that was that.”
Jaye's stomach was starting to fizz. She swallowed.
“I'll be clear here, I bought the painting for myself. Because I liked it, because I've never seen anything that reminded me more of the way the ocean makes me feel. There were no underhanded reasons, no get rich quick scheme. I bought it and hung it in my office so that I could see it every day and remind myself to be calm.”
“Okay,” Jaye said, not really following where this was going.
“And people started noticing,” he said, leaning in. “I'm blowing my own horn here, but I do tend to be a trend-setter, one of the advantages to owning a gallery. People noticed and started asking me about the artist and, well, I suspect that you have been selling a lot of your work in the last couple of months.”
Drinks arrived and Jaye thankfully grasped hold of hers and took a big gulp.
“So you're here to what? Collect a commission? Earn my undying gratitude for helping me sell a few paintings?” she said. She really had run out of all patience.
“No,” said Andre, picking up his own drink. “I'm here to offer you a show. If you want it.”
There was a long, loud silence as Jaye took in his words, dissected them, tried to make sense from them. And only when she'd looked at the sentence from every angle did she finally say: “A show.”
He grinned and there was more eye sparkling. “My clients love you. The simplicity of what you do, how evocative it is, you're a star in the making and you're getting lost out here. Yes, we'd need to talk logistics and contracts and all that stuff, but right now, I'm just asking if you're interested. So, are you interested?”
“In having a show. At an art gallery. In the city.” She had to be sure of what he was asking and suddenly she was feeling very, very stupid.
“Exactly.”
“I, uh, I don't know.” The answer came out without her thinking about it. But at least it was the truth.
“I get it. It's a big deal, a lot of work, and you'll want to think about it, talk to your family, talk to your agent if you have one. I'm not going to hold you to anything, I swear. I'm not about to bang a contract down in front of you tonight. I just want to know if you'd be interested and if we could start the ball rolling with some negotiation.”
“I, I really...” Her heart was hammering in her chest. This was the break she'd always been waiting for, wasn't it? The break that she was sure the universe had in store for her.
“I really do love your work, Jaye. No lie.”
If this was her fate, then why was she so unsure?
She swallowed, breathed, then closed her eyes. And nodded.
“Perfect. Excellent. That's exactly what I hoped you'd say.”
He started to talk about dates and preparations and logistics and Jaye's heart kept beating harder and harder.
She nodded and smiled in all the right places. But inside she was getting darker and darker. How was she going to tell him? Did she have to tell him? How could she not?
Because wanting to hold a show and actually holding a show were two completely different things.
Holding a show would mean painting new canvases.
Jaye's heart beat even harder.
She hadn't been able to paint a single thing since Charlie had left.



Chapter Thirty One
From the tiles on the floor and the view from the window, Charlie could tell that she was in her own hospital. A heart monitor beeped next to her and other than her own bed, the place was empty. A private room, no less.
She blinked and looked at the ceiling, not wanting to move, not wanting to be awake yet. She knew exactly what had happened and it scared her, terrified her so much that she was praying that it had been a nightmare.
It hadn't though.
It had happened again.
Here she was, back where she belonged, doing what she needed to do, and it had happened again.
Her stomach flipped over and her mouth tasted bitter.
So this was it.
It was over.
It had to be over.
Who knew what the staff downstairs in the ER were thinking? She mentally cringed with embarrassment. They'd seen everything and now, well, she wouldn't be able to walk back in there even if she did think she could handle it.
Which she obviously couldn't.
“Hey there, sleepy-head.”
Charlie would recognize that voice anywhere, which was just as well since she was lying flat on her back and couldn't see whoever had just come in. “Hey,” she croaked through a throat sore from tearing in breaths.
“Hold on a sec.”
There was movement and then a whirring and Charlie was slowly rising as if from the dead until she could see Raine's smiling face.
“These beds really are very cool,” Raine said. “I was thinking about getting one for my apartment. What do you think?”
Charlie raised an eyebrow. “It'd certainly make a splash when bringing gentlemen callers home.”
“Gentlemen callers. Huh. I like that,” laughed Raine. “How are you feeling?”
“About as bad as you'd expect.”
Raine perched on the edge of the bed. “That bad, huh?”
Charlie nodded and her head ached and then the room door was opening again and Raine was hopping off the bed. Even top hospital administrators didn't want a head nurse to catch them sitting on a patient's bed, Charlie thought.
But it wasn't a nurse. A tall black woman slid into the room, someone Charlie vaguely recognized.
“Doctor Carter, cardio-thoracic,” Raine supplied.
“Just a quick check up, Doctor Riley,” twinkled the woman. “Nothing to worry about.”
It really was a quick check up. Doctor Carter took her pulse, listened to her breathing and then eyed the heart monitor by the bed.
“What do you think, doc?” Raine asked. “Low blood pressure, am I right?”
“A clear case,” agreed Carter, with a grin. “Well, that solves that then. Have a nice rest of the day, Doctor Riley.”
And she was gone, leaving Charlie scowling at Raine, the heart monitor in the corner of her vision clearly flashing 120 over 80.
“Low blood pressure?” she asked. “I'm textbook, you literally can't get better blood pressure than I have right now. Which given that I've just had a panic attack, I might add, is pretty miraculous.”
Raine grinned even wider. “Yep, you're dead right.”
There was obviously something going on here that Charlie really didn't understand and she was getting tired just thinking about what Raine could be plotting. “So?” she asked.
Raine sat back on the bed. “So, you know your blood pressure's normal, and so do I. But Doc Carter is out there right now commenting on how low your pressure is as she fills in your chart right in front of the nurse's station.”
The haze cleared from Charlie's mind. “Which means everyone there will overhear it and the gossip will be around the hospital by the end of today.”
“Oh, within the hour, I should think,” Raine said. “Including the ER, by the way. Just, so, you know, you're not worried that people are judging you.”
“Watching my back.”
“Like always,” Raine agreed.
Some of the weight was lifted off her chest. Nobody had to know she had a panic attack. Even the ER staff, who would know better than anyone what an attack looked like, had been so focussed on the car crash victim that they almost certainly wouldn't have noticed any tell-tale signs.
Her mouth dried a little. “The patient?” she asked.
“Stable and in surgery,” Raine assured her. “Richards stepped straight in, you've nothing to be accountable for.”
Another pound of weight lifted. That didn't mean she felt normal though. Far from it. She was carrying nine tons instead of ten perhaps. Still overloaded.
“You're a good friend,” she said, taking Raine's hand and squeezing it. “But even with you watching my back, my main problem isn't exactly going to go away, is it?”
Raine looked down at the white bedsheets. “Did I push you too hard, Char? Did I force you to come back here when you weren't ready for it? I never intended to, I swear. I just thought... I thought it was better to get back on the horse after you fell off. I thought you'd had a bad experience, which coupled with too many shifts and not enough sleep and plenty of stress, meant that you needed a break.”
“I know that,” Charlie said. She tried to smile but it made her face feel strange. “You did push, Raine, I'm not going to deny that. But in a good way. I always knew it was a good way. You pushed because you believed in me and because you know what I stand to lose.”
“I never meant you to end up in a hospital bed.”
Charlie snorted. “Why the hell am I in a hospital bed? It does seem like overkill.”
“You're one of our own, only the best treatment for you.”
“Where do I go from here, Raine?”
Raine shook her head. “I'm no shrink. And you will be seeing one, whether you like it or not. I can't have a rogue doctor running around the hospital.”
“Sounds fair,” Charlie said, dreading having to talk about all this with a stranger but knowing it was more than necessary.
“After that, I honestly don't know.” Raine paused. “You didn't come back here because I pushed you to?”
“I came back here because I thought I was ready,” Charlie said.
“You thought you were. You'd already got back on the horse. You'd already proved that you could do it, you could make snap decisions and handle the stress. With that man. At the fair.”
“Finn,” Charlie said. “And I did. I was fine then. Perfectly fine.”
“So what was different here?” Raine asked. “Maybe that will help solve your problem. Think about it.”
Charlie nodded.
“Alright, I'm going to leave you alone. I've got a budget meeting that I'd love to skip out on but really can't. Your discharge paperwork should come through in the next hour or so, so I suggest you get some rest before then. I'll drop by your place later to check up on you.”
“I don't need checking up on.”
“Bullshit,” Raine said. “Anyway, I was going to bring Thai and a bottle of red, so I'm not sure it entirely counts as checking up.”
Charlie smiled and let her go.
She closed her eyes again, bathing in the darkness, in her thoughts.
What had been different?
The answer was easy.
At the fair, with Finn, Jaye had been there. There had been a moment, she remembered it now, when her chest was tightening and then she'd looked up and seen Jaye and everything had cleared. That was the difference.
Which didn't really help matters at all, did it?
Because Jaye wasn't here and Charlie couldn't ask her to come. How was she supposed to phrase that? Would you mind moving to the city and hanging out by my side all day while I treat patients so that I don't lose my shit?
It was more than that though, and she knew it was. She was missing her. Missing waking up next to her, missing eating with her, missing kissing her. And she knew that break ups hurt, she'd had enough of them. She knew that maybe, probably she would recover from this one. It was going to leave scars though, big ones, and she wasn't so sure she wanted those scars, wasn't sure that she wanted to become the harder, colder person that those scars would make her.
Jaye. With her lopsided smile and her curves and her need to toss salt over her shoulder and avoid cracks on the sidewalk.
Charlie screwed her eyes tight closed and listened to the beep of her heart monitor. A beep that grew faster and more erratic as she pictured Jaye's face.
And then, only then, for the first time, did she entertain the thought that maybe Jaye had been right.
Maybe they were soulmates.
After all, what did you call someone that you couldn't function without?
The heart monitor sped up again and Charlie opened her eyes, scared that an alarm was going to go off.



Chapter Thirty Two
It was raining. Puddles littered the boardwalk and drops streaked down the windows of The Farseer and Jaye shivered as she saw the cool grey of the ocean.
“Here, cocoa always helps,” Bobby said, passing her a mug. “And I think you're a fool for not jumping at the chance of having an exhibition. It's about time you got out of this dump.”
“Dump? Lanport isn't a dump.”
“Fine, it's a small town with limited opportunities, better?” Bobby said, heaving herself up onto her stool.
“I told him I'd do it.”
“Reluctantly, I'll bet,” Bobby said. She took a salt packet from her pocket and casually sprinkled a little on top of her cocoa. “Want some?”
“Salt? Seriously?”
“Salt makes chocolate taste better, everyone knows that. You telling me you don't put a pinch of salt in your chocolate chip cookie recipe? Go on, try it.”
With a sigh, Jaye took the packet and put the tiniest pinch on top of her mug. Then she picked up the couple of grains she'd spilled and tossed them over her left shoulder. Bobby shook her head.
“Still doing that, are you?”
“Obviously. Like you don't.”
“I didn't think you'd pick up so many of my bad habits,” Bobby said, blowing on her mug. “There's something they don't tell you about raising a child.”
“It makes me feel closer to mom.”
Jaye blew on her cocoa and took a hesitant sip, burning her tongue, before she noticed that Bobby was staring at her. “What?”
“Closer to your mom?”
“Yes,” said Jaye. “You know, keeping all the old superstitions. I feel like she'd want me to. Am I wrong?”
To her surprise, Bobby snorted a laugh, almost spilling her cocoa. “Who on earth gave you that idea?” she said when she could finally talk.
Jaye thought about it for a second. True, Bobby had never pretended that her superstitions were anybody's but her own, but she'd thought... Well, with the shop and everything. She shrugged and gestured around her and Bobby laughed again.
“Oh, my dear, sometimes I forget that you never had the chance to know your mother. What a missed opportunity that was. She was a wonderful, fantastic, funny, smart lady. But one thing that she was not was superstitious.”
“But...”
Bobby raised an eyebrow. “Rachel was a good businesswoman. She had sense. She saw a gap in the market here and she jumped into it with both feet. She didn't believe in any of this stuff, clap-trap she used to call it. But she knew how to make a dollar, did Rachel.”
Jaye frowned. “But...” she tried to start again. Words failed her though.
Bobby patted her arm. “I should have tried harder to tell you about her, I suppose. But by the time you were old enough to understand, we already had our routines, you and I. Rest assured though, any superstitions or belief in things other than the humdrum of normality, you get from me and me alone.”
“So mom never...”
“Never,” Bobby said. “She was sharp as a tack. I've got my own beliefs and I stand by them, but Rachel never had any truck with them.” She sighed. “Might have been better for you if you had more of your mother's sharpness and less of my superstition, as it turns out.”
Jaye looked into her mug. “Why do you say that?”
“Because you're miserable, love, and don't pretend that you're not. You're missing that doctor and you're paralyzed with indecision and you can't even paint, can you?”
Jaye shook her head.
“You can't go through life like this, Jaye. Thinking that the universe will provide you with everything that you need. That's not how it works, and if you think otherwise it's because you didn't learn enough from me. The universe opens paths, my dear, it's up to you to take those paths.”
“How do I know if they're the right paths to take?” Her heart was beating harder in her chest and her hands were sweating with the thought of doing something because she thought it was right, not because a sign told her to.
“You don't,” Bobby said. “None of us do. You just take the paths you think are right and hope everything turns out okay.”
“That sounds inefficient,” said Jaye, trying to make light of it.
“That's life,” Bobby shrugged. “And if you're so sure that Charlie's your soulmate, then who's to say that the universe doesn't want you to chase her down? Maybe that's the path you're supposed to take, rather than moping around here hoping that she'll come and get you.”
“I'm not moping. And I don't believe in soulmates.”
“Bullshit,” said Bobby, just as the shop door opened and the bell tinkled.
“What's bullshit?” CeCe asked, stepping in out of the rain.
“Apparently, our little Jaye doesn't believe in soulmates anymore,” Bobby supplied.
“Hey, I'm the one that got hurt here.”
“And you're the one that knows as well as I that sometimes there's just a fit. Like sliding in a drawer or popping in a puzzle piece, sometimes two people just fit together,” Bobby said. “Now I'm not saying that there's only one of those people for each of us, but I am saying that when someone else fits you like a tailored suit then what else could they be but your soulmate?”
She pushed herself down off her stool and nodded at CeCe. “You want cocoa?”
“Please,” CeCe said. She waited until Bobby was gone, then said: “She's right, Jaye.”
“I don't know,  I mean, she never asked me to go with her, there was never any sign that this was supposed to last any longer than just the summer.”
“How does she make you feel?” CeCe asked, leaning on the counter.
Jaye hesitated. “Warm,” she said, finally. “Warm inside and safe outside. She makes me feel like the ocean is in my veins and fresh air is in my lungs. She makes me laugh and just feeling her skin is like coming home. And now that she's not here I can't do anything. It's like I've been plunged into darkness.” She stopped, afraid that she was getting too dramatic.
“I've always known Finn was the one for me,” CeCe said, quietly. “I knew from the first second that I saw him. It was like he was familiar even though I'd never seen him before. He's not perfect, for sure. He consistently pees on the toilet seat and I'm damned if I can persuade him that holes in socks and underwear are not fashion traits. But he just... fits me. Like Bobby said.”
“You two are so happy, I want that.”
“I know we are. But I almost lost it all, Jaye.” She took a shuddering breath. “I didn't tell anyone this. No one. Not Bobby, not Finn, definitely not anyone at the hospital.”
Jaye reached out for her hand. “What?” she asked softly.
“That night, when Finn was  lying there and his face was so pale and his blood was pumping out onto the ground and all I could do was watch... I did watch. So carefully. I watched every lift of his chest, every breath. Each time he exhaled I held my breath, praying that he was going to take another. But if he didn't, if he went, if he left me, I knew exactly what I was going to do. I could see it in my head like it was a movie. I was going to run and run and no one would catch me, and at the very end of the pier I was going to leap and then... Then I was going to vanish into the waves.”
Jaye swallowed back her tears. “You wouldn't have done that.”
“Maybe not,” CeCe said, with a small smile. “But I might have. We won't know now, will we? That's not my point though. My point is that love is... fleeting. It doesn't come for everyone and it doesn't always last long. So when it does come, if it does come, then you need to grab it with both hands, Jaye.”
“She's right,” said Bobby, coming back with CeCe's mug. “It boils down to one thing really. Is Charlie the one for you?”
Jaye bit her lip. How was she supposed to know? Then she took a deep breath and thought about Charlie's face, the touch of her, the way she smiled and the way she got sharp and irritable without coffee. The way she gave Arthur her cereal milk even though she still professed to hate cats. The way she'd looked scared as hell at the fair, but then she'd glanced up and they'd shared a look and Charlie's face had relaxed and she'd been confident and efficient.
She thought about how she couldn't paint, couldn't bring herself to commit anything to a canvas because she felt like she was floating outside the world, nothing was permanent, nothing was anchoring her, and without that she couldn't waste energy being creative because she needed all her energy just to survive.
And then Charlie smiled inside her head and Jaye's heart skipped a beat.
“Yes,” she said loud and clear and definite. “Charlie's the one for me.”
“Then you have to go chase her down,” said Bobby.
“Don't let her get away,” CeCe added.
Still, Jaye hesitated.
“The universe has shown you the road,” Bobby said. “But the fates don't have the time to travel it for you. You're in or out, it's your choice in the end. You know what your mother would have said?”
Jaye shook her head.
“That you need to man up and make your own decisions,” Bobby said with a chuckle. “Rachel always had a way with words.”
And something hardened inside her, something turned to steel, and she knew that this was something she had to do.
“Alright then,” she said. “Operation track-down Charlie. But where am I supposed to start?”



Chapter Thirty Three
A clock ticked quietly in a corner of the room and Charlie crossed her legs. The view from the window was spectacular, a full cityscape spread out in front of her, almost hypnotic. The psychologist cleared her throat.
“Is there anything more you'd like to tell me?”
Charlie shook her head. She'd said everything that needed saying. She'd been open and honest, though it hadn't been easy. She wasn't stupid though. If she wanted to be helped, she had to tell the truth. So she'd gritted her teeth and taken care of it.
The psychologist, Doctor Abrahams who'd said she preferred to be called Sara, put her pen down and leaned in.
“Very often, a panic attack is a learned behavior, a learned response to certain stimuli,” she said. “Your job is incredibly stressful, yes, and at the time of your first attack you were exhausted, neither of which helps. It's quite easy to see why your body would decide to mount a response like this to the situation you were in at that time.”
“Okay,” Charlie said. She had nothing to disagree with there.
“The problem is, that your body seems to have learned this response and now pulls it out whenever you're in a similar situation. Sort of like how you might learn that an appropriate response to loud noises is to clamp your hands over your ears. The key word there, of course, is appropriate. Hands over ears is appropriate, panic attack not so much.”
“I understand.”
“And there are medications you can take, anti-anxiety meds that may help you, but perhaps more effective would be to determine what exactly is happening here, to dissect the response. I'd advise both, of course.”
Charlie took a breath and nodded.
“You said that before an attack you feel powerless and overwhelmed?”
“There are a million decisions to be made,” Charlie said. “When I look at a patient in crisis there are so many things that I need to think about, and I think that I get caught up in the idea of making a mistake again, so I hesitate and then I just float there until it all becomes too much.”
“Float, that's a good choice of words. But there have been times, you say, that you were able to stop an attack from happening?”
Charlie nodded again. “Using the 'five things' technique has worked for me well in the past. And, um, well...” She did need to be completely honest. “Uh, there was a woman I was dating. Attacks didn't seem to happen when I was with her, just seeing her sort of calmed me down. Which sounds ridiculous when I say it out loud.”
Doctor Abrahams who Charlie was having serious problems thinking of as Sara smiled. “No, it doesn't. This relationship, was it serious?”
Charlie looked down at her hands. “I didn't think so. But the longer I'm apart from her, the more I think it was.”
“It's not unusual for us to need an anchor,” the psychologist said. “Something that ties us to reality. That's how your 'five things' technique works. It forces your mind to anchor itself to what's around you, what you can see and taste and smell and so on. Having a person do the same thing isn't unheard of.”
So she wasn't crazy for thinking that she couldn't function without Jaye there. She'd been beginning to think so.
“Why are you here, Charlie?”
She looked up with a frown. “Because I  have panic attacks.”
“That's not what I meant,” Doctor Abrahams smiled. “I meant what's your end goal. What's your motivation for being here?”
Charlie swallowed. “I, uh, I spent a long time training to be a doctor. A long time. I'm good at it. I love it. I want more than anything to be able to function in the emergency room. I suppose what I want from you is a way to get back to that person that I was before.”
The psychologist shook her head. “None of us can do that,” she said. “We all progress, we all change, there's no going backward in time. The simple truth is that you've had an experience that changed you, and you're a different person now.”
Charlie's heart thudded.
“Perhaps you will work in the ER again, but I can't promise that. What I can promise you is that if you embrace change, if you're flexible enough to see that life isn't a plan laid out in stone, then these experiences will end up making you a better, happier person.”
Charlie sat up straight. “How can you say that? How can you say that not being able to perform in my dream job will make me happier?”
“Because you don't know what the other options are,” Doctor Abrahams said slowly. “And because I think if you look hard, really search yourself, you'll find that your definition of happiness might have changed a little. What makes you happy, Charlie?”
And staring out over the city, there was only one answer that came to mind. Lying in Jaye's bed surrounded by the swirls of her paintings, watching blonde hair stir as Jaye sighed in her sleep.
HER HAND didn't shake as she knocked on Raine's office door.
“Got a second?”
Raine looked up and smiled. “For you, I've got at least five seconds.”
Charlie grinned back and slipped into the office, closing the door behind her. “I, um, I need to talk to you about something.”
“Which sounds so great,” Raine said. “You know nothing good ever starts with a sentence like that. Do I need a drink in my hand for this?”
“Maybe,” Charlie said. This had to be done and she knew it and she just had to take a deep breath and spit it out.
“Go ahead then,” said Raine, kicking back in her chair. “I've got a feeling that you might be about to ruin my day.”
Deep breath, in and out. “I need to quit.”
Raine nodded. “Okay.”
“For real this time, Raine. I mean it.”
“I understand. If that's what you need. I never wanted to force you into something that you didn't want to do. All I wanted was for you to be sure about what you're doing.” She looked directly into Charlie's eyes. “Are you sure?”
“Yes and no,” Charlie said, honestly. “I mean, I don't know professionally. I'll figure something out. And I'm not drawing a line under this. There might be a time when I'm ready to come back to emergency medicine and when that time comes you'll be my first port of call.”
“But for right now you need to take care of yourself before other people for a change.”
“Right.”
“So what are you so sure about then?” Raine asked, eyebrows raised.
Another deep breath. “Jaye.”
“Aha.”
“I screwed up. I was so intent on not being her soulmate, so concerned about not fulfilling some stupid prophecy or portent or whatever the hell that was, that I was blind to what was actually happening. I was falling in love with her, Raine. But I was too stubborn to see it.”
Raine picked up a pen, twirling it between her fingers. “You've never been one for balance, Charlie. And that's not necessarily a good thing. You threw yourself into medicine and made no time for anything else. Which was great for the hospital and great for your patients, but it wasn't so great for you. We all need balance. We all need something or someone to go home to at the end of the day.”
“I know. I get it. I really do. I'm trying to be less focussed on one thing, I'm trying to anchor myself and embrace change.”
Raine laughed. “Knowing you, you're going to get too focussed on changing now. Not everything has to be whole-hearted, Charlie.”
“I know, I know. I need to learn to divide my energies, to balance things, like you said. There is an exception though. Jaye. I don't think I have a choice but to be whole-hearted when it comes to her.”
“Is this really it then?”
Charlie nodded. “I think it is. No, I know it is. I love her. I want to be with her. Even if it doesn't work out, even if we end up apart again, I want to be with her for the journey. I want to see where I, we, can take this. Does that sound crazy?”
“It sounds like the most absurdly emotionally romantic thing I've ever heard you say,” Raine said. “And I'm getting a little teary-eyed over here.”
Charlie laughed. “Don't be. We're not wedding planning yet. I can't do this without her, I can't function without her. But I've got no idea if she feels the same way.”
Raine rolled her eyes. “Is this yet another life decision involving a woman that you love that you've refused to let said woman participate in?”
“I needed to get myself straightened out before I could inflict myself on someone else,” pointed out Charlie.
“Fair enough.”
Raine stood up and held out her hand, Charlie took it.
“The hospital thanks you for your service,” Raine said. “Now go get her.”



Chapter Thirty Four
Arthur was snoring on the filing cabinet and Jaye was staring at the phone. She really should quit working at the clinic, but she'd had other things on her mind. Besides, she'd grown to quite like the sense of community she got from sitting behind the receptionist desk. It got her out of the studio, and it got her out of her head.
Except for today of course.
She stared at the phone some more and it didn't move and neither did she.
In some sort of superstitious world she'd believe in willing the phone to ring. She knew that the world didn't work that way, but still, it'd be nice. She definitely needed to man up here, and in her mind she could hear her mother saying those words and it made her smile. She shouldn't have assumed things, she should have asked Bobby, she should have taken more of an interest in who her mom was.
Because it sounded like she was a very interesting person, indeed.
Strong too, which was what Jaye needed to be.
“Bye, Jaye!”
“Bye, Mrs. Knight,” she said, absently, still staring at the phone.
The intercom buzzed a moment later and she jumped before remembering to send the next patient through.
Dr. Leyton, the new twice-a-week doc, was nice. Pretty, funny, smart, and kind. Jaye hadn't quite had the heart to quit on her when she'd started. And now maybe she wouldn't. Now maybe she needed a little human connection a couple of days a week.
Especially if she couldn't bring herself to make this phone call.
What was the worst that could happen?
That was what she was supposed to ask herself to gain courage. Unfortunately, she was very clear on the answer and it didn't give her courage at all. The worst that could happen would be that Charlie told her in no uncertain terms that the two of them were over and she needed to move on.
Thus the hesitation.
Jesus. This was ridiculous.
Just last night she'd had the nerve to finally pick up her mobile and dial Charlie's number only to be greeted with the trill of a disconnected tone. She wasn't sure if she was disappointed or relieved, to be honest.
She hadn't managed to contact Charlie, but on the other hand, she hadn't been turned down either.
But her heart had ached and she'd racked her brains to think of just what she was going to do about all this and then it had come to her. She'd have to call the hospital, of course. Obviously. The one place that she truly knew Charlie would be.
And now she was too scared to do it.
Arthur hopped down off the filing cabinet and snuggled against her leg. She felt him purr.
Some kind of sign would be nice.
A black cat, a flock of seagulls, something, anything.
Relying on signs was what had got her into trouble in the first place though. Besides, she could almost hear her mother laughing.
Right.
Man up time.
She needed to just do this and accept the consequences and she was damned if she could live with herself if she didn't at least try which was why she had to act. Now.
Her hands were shaking as she picked up the phone and dialed the number.
They were still shaking as she held the phone to her ear.
She barely had time to swallow before she was connected to the hospital switchboard.
“Uh, yes, Doctor Riley, please?”
“Just one moment.”
A tinny muzak hissed over the line and much against her will, Jaye started tapping her foot. She vaguely recognized the tune, and it took a second before she realized that it was a pumped up version of Love and Marriage, a theme song from an old sitcom that Bobby loved.
She snorted to herself.
How about that for a sign?
Then the phone clicked and her heart sped up and she could barely breathe.
“Hello?”
It wasn't Charlie's voice.
“I'm afraid that there's no Doctor Riley in the hospital,” said the voice, apologetically. “Is there someone else I can connect you to?”
Jaye's mouth was dry as sand. “No,” she croaked. “No, thank you.”
She put the phone down, hand still shaking.
So that was it.
It was gone, over, done with.
Charlie had disappeared off the face of the earth.
Her phone was disconnected, she no longer worked at the hospital. What chance did Jaye have of finding her now?
And now she really couldn't breathe. Her chest was tightening and she was gasping and her vision was narrowing to a tunnel and she felt like she was falling down and down and down...
“Take a breath. Just one. One breath. Come on Jaye, one breath. There you go.”
She took a breath. It was easier to obey than not.
“One more, slowly there. You want some of this water?”
Her eyes started to focus and she saw something that looked an awful lot like a butterfly, pink and green and...
“Take a sip, you okay?”
No, not a butterfly. A bow tie. Her eyes snapped back into full focus and she was looking directly at Lee.
“Should I get the doctor?” Lee asked. “Only, she's with a patient and I didn't think I should disturb her. But you're looking pretty pale.”
Jaye took a full breath that reached all the way down to the bottom of her lungs. “No,” she said. “No, I'm fine. Just felt a little faint there for a second.”
Why wasn't she telling Lee the truth? Lee was her friend.
But putting it into words, admitting out loud that she'd actually lost Charlie, seemed like more than she could handle right now. Far more.
“You really sure?” Lee asked, perching on the edge of the desk.
“Dead sure.”
“Huh. Well, I came to see you for a reason, but now I'm not so sure I should tell you. I don't want to over-excite you.”
The chance would be a fine thing, Jaye thought. She didn't think she'd ever be excited by anything again. Ever. She could feel a growing darkness inside her and a heaviness and all she really wanted to do was sleep.
“Okay,” was all she said.
Lee rolled her eyes. “Well, if you're going to be like that...”
And that was enough. Jaye got up, pushing her chair back, and reached for her jacket. Enough was enough and she'd had enough. She stabbed her arms through her jacket, threw her bag over her shoulder and slammed shut her desk drawers.
She needed to be alone.
She had to go.
And then Lee was standing right there in front of her, blocking her exit and reaching out and Jaye ached to get by her, but Lee was reaching out, saying something.
“Hey, I come bearing good news, I promise!”
“There's no good news,” Jaye said numbly.
“Oh, but there is,” said Lee. “Are you really feeling okay?”
And her legs were shaking and maybe she wasn't feeling okay. She let Lee push her back down onto her chair.
“What is it?” she asked, wearily.
Lee took her hand. “I got a call this morning. Someone wants to rent the apartment on Hill Road. You know, the one that the glamorous doctor stayed in.”
Ouch. It was like pins sticking through her skin. “So?” she asked, trying to sound like she didn't care at all.
“So,” said Lee. “The person that wants to rent the apartment is none other than Charlie Riley herself and I thought you'd like to be the first to know about it.”
There was silence for a long minute as Jaye took in the news and Lee watched her with one eyebrow raised.
“Bye, Jaye!”
“Bye, Mr. Stephenson,” Jaye said without even looking as the patient left the clinic. “Next!” she called, loud enough to be heard in the waiting room. “Charlie's renting the apartment again.”
“That's what I'm saying,” said Lee.
“But... why?”
“Well, my guess would be that she's coming back. That would kind of make sense, right? I mean, renting a holiday apartment in a place you have no intention of coming to seems sort of silly, so...”
But Jaye wasn't listening. She was thinking.
Charlie was renting her apartment again.
Which meant Charlie was coming back.
And she wasn't working at the hospital and she wasn't going to work here at the clinic which meant only one thing that Jaye could get her head around.
Charlie must be coming back for her.
What other reason could there be?
Then her whole body felt lighter and she wanted to laugh, but she didn't. Instead, she took Lee's hands in her own. “You have to help me,” she said.
Lee grinned. “Anything you need.”



Chapter Thirty Five
Charlie pulled her car into the space and switched her engine off. Then she gently lowered her head onto the steering wheel and wondered just what in the hell she was doing.
It had all seemed like such a good plan.
She wanted to show commitment, she wanted Jaye to know that she was in this for the long run, that she wasn't planning on running away again. And what better way to do that than by renting her apartment back and moving to Lanport?
It was only now, parked in her car, with her stuff in the back seat, that she was beginning to have second thoughts.
What if Jaye wasn't interested?
She had every right not to be. She had every right to be angry at Charlie for running away, she had every right to turn Charlie down flat or to have found someone else in the meantime.
She closed her eyes and had a memory of Jaye walking into the clinic. Walking in with a tupperware of cookies in her hands, so certain that Charlie was her soulmate, so confident in her knowledge. And she really, really wished that she had that kind of confidence.
Her stomach growled and she lifted her head.
Alright, this wasn't about to get any better from waiting. She needed to get inside, dump her stuff, and track Jaye down.
She just hoped that she wasn't going to have to say her piece in front of a waiting room full of patients.
And what if Jaye said no?
What if she'd come all this way for nothing?
Well, then she'd have to deal with that, wouldn't she?
Life was about taking risks, and this was one that she had no choice but to take.
✽✽✽
 
She sat on the hard terrace chair, Arthur curled up in her lap, clinging to his warmth. And she waited.
Waited for Charlie to come to her because she knew that she would.
Waited and tried to figure out what she was going to say and how.
Waited and hoped to hell that Charlie was coming back for her, but knowing that it didn't matter whether she was or not.
The air had a distinct chill to it, a choppy wind blowing in off the ocean and she shivered, wishing that she'd bothered to find a warmer jacket before forcing Lee to bring her here.
So she cuddled Arthur closer and kept her breathing steady, focussing on what she had to do and say and keeping her ear open for the sound of the lock turning.
✽✽✽
 
It was harder than she'd expected to lug three bags of stuff up the stairs at once, but she was stubborn and refused to make more than one trip. At least the physical exercise took her mind off her emotional issues.
When she finally banged the bags onto the floor of the landing she was exhausted and her hand shook as she pulled the keys from her pocket.
Just as instructed, she'd got the keys from the mailbox and she slid them into the lock and there she was. Home.
The little apartment with its large windows, light spilling out all around her, greeted her and for a second she was smiling. For a second this really did feel like home.
And then she saw the figure on the terrace.
Her heart pounded and she froze.
The figure turned, stood, came closer to the glass and Charlie couldn't move, not knowing whether she should run back the way she came or scream or what.
“Let me in!”
The figure was hammering on the window.
Charlie's stomach twisted.
“Let me in!”
Her eyes narrowed. There was a glimpse of blonde. Was that?
Quickly, she went to the window, unhooking it from the inside, seeing Jaye standing and shivering.
“What on earth are you doing?” Not exactly the opening line that she'd planned.
“Waiting for you,” Jaye said, teeth chattering. “There's coffee and cocoa in there,” she added, nodding to the shopping bag by her feet. “Think you can boil some water?”
Seeing that Jaye's lips were tinged blue, Charlie hastily agreed and got to work.
“Um, why exactly were you locked out on the terrace?” she asked, as she pushed buttons on the microwave.
“It was a compromise,” said Jaye, arms wrapped around herself.
“A compromise?”
“With Lee.” Jaye took a breath, controlled her shivering. “She told me you were coming and I wanted to wait for you. And she said that it was more than her job was worth to leave me sitting in the empty apartment even though we both know that you would let me in. But in the end I persuaded her to let me in and lock me out on the terrace so that I wasn't technically in the apartment so she couldn't get in trouble, but I could still wait for you.”
The microwave beeped.
“I see,” said Charlie, who didn't quite.
“It was important that I see you immediately.”
With careful hands, Charlie mixed some cocoa and handed a mug to Jaye who clutched it gratefully.
So, the time had come, had it? She couldn't say that she was ready for it. But here we go, laying her heart on the line.
“It was important that I see you too,” she said.
✽✽✽
 
“No,” Jaye said. “Me first. Please. You have to let me do this.”
Charlie raised her eyebrows and Jaye knew that she was acting out of character, but that was kind of the point, wasn't it? Charlie nodded.
“I have to get this out,” said Jaye, heart beating wildly in her chest. “I love you.”
Charlie's face drained of color and Jaye was about to throw up, but she continued anyway, because her mother would want her to man up and that was what she was doing.
“I have no idea whether you're my soulmate or not. What I do know is that I like being with you, I want to wake up next to you every morning, and that I can't function without you. I know that you make me a better person, I know that I feel empty when you're not here.”
“Jaye—”
“Wait. Hear me out. Please. I'll do whatever it takes. I'll chase you to the ends of the earth. I'll move to the city with you. I'll live in your garage, I'll do anything. But I'm not letting you go again. I'm not. I don't care what the universe has planned for me, I care about what I have planned for me, what you have planned, and... And I love you.”
There was a long second of silence.
“I don't have a garage,” Charlie said, vaguely.
“And I sound like a crazy stalker,” Jaye added, putting the cup down on the counter. “I just want you to know that whatever it takes to be with you, I'll do it. I'm tired of waiting for a sign, waiting for you just to fall for me. I need to work to get you to feel the same about me as I do about you, and I'll do that.”
Charlie shook her head. “No.”
And Jaye's eyes flooded with tears and her muscles started to shake. No. Just that. Just one simple word. No.
✽✽✽
 
Jaye was pale enough that Charlie thought she might fall down and she pushed a stool toward her.
“No,” she said again. “No, you don't have to work. Because I already feel the same, Jaye. I do. It took going away, being away from you to realize what I'd had, what I was risking losing. I need you. I need you to anchor me, to give me a reason to be here, a reason to stay in this world. I need you to calm me, to support me.”
Jaye's color was starting to come back.
Charlie swallowed.
“It's okay if you don't think I'm your soulmate anymore,” she said, quietly. “Because I know for a fact that I am. And you are. And we should be together. At least for now. We have to try this.”
Jaye's face was shining with tears. “I tried to call you, then I tried to get you at the hospital and nothing. I thought you'd gone for good.”
Charlie gave a shaky laugh. “Three days in the city and my damn cell phone got stolen. And, well, I quit the hospital.” She wondered for a second what she was going to say, but the truth seemed easier with Jaye there. “I had another attack, I couldn't do it. Not without you.”
Jaye took a shuddering breath. “Okay. So what now?”
“I guess I'll look for another kind of job, maybe at the hospital down the road. Something that isn't emergency medicine—”
Her sentence was cut off by Jaye reaching out and pulling her in close, by hot lips crushing down onto her own, by the taste of salt and citrus that was Jaye. The kiss deepened and went on longer and longer until Charlie's legs were shaking and Jaye pulled back.
“That wasn't what I meant,” Jaye said. “I meant what now for us.”
Charlie looked deep into her blue eyes. Arthur meowed at the terrace window, pawing at a curtain fluttering in the breeze. She took Jaye's small hand into her own.
“I don't know,” she said. “I guess we go wherever the fates take us, isn't that how it's supposed to work?”
“I'm not sure that's a solid career plan,” said Jaye, twining her fingers with Charlie's.
“I don't know about that,” said Charlie, drawing closer again. “I was thinking about going down to The Farseer later, having CeCe do a reading for me.”
Jaye pulled back, eyes widening in surprise. “Seriously?”
“Well, she predicted us, didn't she?” said Charlie. “And I think it's about time that I was a little more open-minded. It can't hurt. Besides, I need to get my girlfriend's best friend on-side, right?”
“Girlfriend?”
Charlie moved in even closer, so their lips were brushing. “Girlfriend,” she agreed. “Consider it a prescription for good mental health. One girlfriend, twice a day.”
“Twice a day?” Jaye said, tilting her head a little as her hands reached for Charlie's waist. “I was thinking more along the lines of three to four times a day. Would that work? Or should I see another doctor?”
Charlie's husky laugh was muffled by Jaye's lips and the sun sank down to the horizon and Arthur slunk out into the night.



Epilogue
There was a thumping and a bumping from the bathroom and Charlie rolled her eyes.
“Come on, off you get,” she said, ushering Arthur off the bed. Then she pulled the comforter, tossing it and laying it straight.
Nothing there.
She opened up the bedside table drawers one after the other. Still nothing.
“I can't find it,” Jaye wailed.
Charlie took a breath and looked around the bedroom. She was damned if she knew where the chain was. What she did know was that they were going to be late if they didn't leave in the next ten minutes.
“Wear something else,” she suggested, hands on hips.
“I can't,” said Jaye, coming out of the bathroom.
“Why?”
“You know why.”
Charlie bit her tongue. This was Jaye's lucky chain and she insisted on wearing it because she had happened to be wearing it on the first day that Andre Beecham had walked into The Farseer. And if Charlie was being completely honest, she was getting a little sick and tired of hearing Beecham's name.
“Jaye, darling, we really need to leave.”
“Then leave!” She was pulling out drawers and tossing clothes around. Arthur snuggled up on a tossed sweater.
“Without you? That hardly seems intelligent.”
“Then maybe I'm not intelligent!”
She knew that Jaye was getting upset and she knew that this was important to her, even if she didn't understand it. But still. She took a deep breath and let it out, calming herself. “I'm sorry. I'm a little tired. How about I go check the kitchen?”
“You're tired because you got in after midnight again last night,” Jaye said. Then she gave a howl of joy, lifting a small silver chain out of a wooden box on the dresser. “Found it.”
“I got in after midnight because I was working. You're with a doctor, what did you expect?”
The implied criticism stung. Charlie was doing her best and in all honesty, she worked a whole lot less than she had done in the city. At least she made it home most nights nowadays. Working in the Urgent Care center was a compromise option. A chance to use some of her emergency room skills without the high pressure environment of the real ER. And so far, she was rocking it. Not a panic attack in sight.
“I expect you to be home some of the time,” Jaye said, locking the chain around her neck. “But all you want to do is work even more.”
“Jaye—”
“No, I know, I know. Working with the paramedics is a dream come true, a huge opportunity, what you trained for years to do, I get it.”
Charlie wasn't sure she did get it. Working with the paramedics one night a week was a challenge. A potential first step to get back to the ER. A way to prove to herself that she really was as healthy as she was feeling. A year of therapy, a year of calm with Jaye, and her head was in a better place, she knew it, all she had to do now was prove it.
Not that Jaye was being supportive about the decision.
Perhaps she shouldn't be expected to. Perhaps she'd put up with enough already. Perhaps adding another source of stress to their lives wasn't a great idea.
Jaye turned and Charlie's mouth dropped open.
The small silver chain sparkled around her neck and the long, dark blue dress clung to her every curve, and Charlie's stomach flipped and her pulse raced. “You look amazing.”
Jaye gave a gentle smile. “So do you. And I'm a bitch. And I'm sorry. I just... I've been so worried about tonight. My first real show in the city, it's kind of a big deal and—”
“And no apologies are necessary,” Charlie said, stepping in and brushing a kiss against her cheek. “You're stressed.  I get it. Trust me. I of all people understand being stressed.”
Jaye reached out and Charlie felt her long fingers tangling between her own and she closed her eyes for a brief second. She'd missed this. Jaye had been painting for long hours, had been back and forth to the city day after day, and, to be fair, she'd been working too. She felt like they never saw each other. And that hurt.
She pulled Jaye closer to her and put a hand on her waist, her lips neared Jaye's and then Jaye was pulling her in and they disappeared into the kiss for what felt like hours. When things were like this, they were perfect, Charlie thought. But things weren't always like this.
“We need to go,” she said, finally breaking away. “We need to pick up Bobby, CeCe and Finn, or we really are going to be late.”
✽✽✽
 
She thought the show was a success. There were lots of red dots on pictures, indicating that they were sold, people were chattering happily and looking at her work. Even Bobby was smiling and playing nice with Andre Beecham.
Jaye took a sip of champagne and leaned against the cool of the wall.
It hadn't been easy.
Hours of painting until her fingers cramped. Hours of arguing with Andre about what should be included and what shouldn't. Hours of hanging work just-so so that it looked perfect. And hours of agonizing about whether people would like it or not.
All for this.
Her heart swelled a little. She could be proud of herself, couldn't she? She should be, shouldn't she?
“Excellent work.”
She turned to see Lee lounging against the wall beside her, bow-tie askew and a beer bottle in her hand. “Thanks.”
“No worries. Your work really is something. If I could afford it, I'd buy everything in the gallery, swear to God.”
Jaye grinned. “Then you'd have an apartment filled with my paintings and not much else.”
“Anything to make Angie happy, she loves your stuff.”
Jaye raised an eyebrow. “Angie? We're on first name terms with the new doctor now, are we?”
Lee wiggled her eyebrows back in return. “I can assure you that Doc Leyton and I are on more than first name terms,” she said. “In fact, as of next weekend, we'll officially be living together. So you guys will have to come over for a drink.”
“We'd love to.” If Charlie could find time, Jaye added silently.
“What are the chances that you and I would both find happiness with a new doctor?” mused Lee, sipping at her beer.
Jaye looked over to where she could see through the large glass windows of the gallery. Charlie was pacing back and forth on the street outside, phone glued to her ear. Find happiness with a doctor. She was beginning to think that that might not be as possible as she'd thought. She wondered just how long Charlie had spent in the gallery before she went outside to answer her phone.
“Right, it's a weird coincidence, isn't it?” she said to Lee, but she was still watching Charlie pacing outside.
✽✽✽
 
“Seen Jaye?”
“Not recently,” Bobby said. “She's probably in the bathroom or something. Come sit down, you look exhausted.” She patted the bench next to her.
“I was working late last night,” Charlie said, slumping into the seat beside Bobby.
Bobby eyed her. “If you're about to ask me if I took my insulin then I'll thump you.”
Charlie laughed. “Wouldn't dream of it. I'm officially off duty. Not that you'd know that given how much my phone has been ringing.”
“Turn it off then, let other people deal with the emergencies. There are other doctors in the hospital, I'm pretty sure. I've been there. I've seen them.”
Charlie rolled her eyes. “You're starting to sound like Jaye.”
“Things have been tough between the two of you lately.”
Charlie slumped against the wall. “That obvious? Or is that your natural clairvoyance shining through?”
“A little of both,” Bobby said with a grunt as she moved herself to better see Charlie's face.
“We've been apart a lot. I think that's all it is. I've been working a lot and Jaye's been setting all this up, there just hasn't been much time for us as a couple. And, well...” She trailed off. She shouldn't go into private business, even though Bobby was practically family.
“And you think that Jaye's complaining too much about your working too much.”
“Crystal ball again?”
Bobby snorted. “Jaye told me as much last week when she came for coffee.” The woman turned her eyes back to the painting in front of her. “You've got the wrong idea, you know.”
“I have?” The painting was a wide seascape done in pale blues and whites so it looked almost polar. It made Charlie's heart hurt to look at it, the idea that Jaye, her Jaye could be so incredibly talented.
“Jaye's happy alone. Always has been,” Bobby said. “Even as a little kid, I could leave her coloring in the back room while I ran the shop. She's never been a clingy person. You think she's angry with you for working too much and not making the effort to spend time with her. Have you ever thought that maybe she's complaining for you instead of because of you?”
Pieces clicked into place. “She's worried about me.”
“Got it in one,” Bobby said with a click of her tongue. “If working hard makes you happy and fulfilled, don't think that Jaye will ever stand in the way of that. She wouldn't. What she will do, however, is protect you and defend you to her dying breath. She's a loyal one, that girl. Typical Scorpio.”
Charlie swallowed and closed her eyes. “I'm not easy to be with.”
“No, you're probably not,” said Bobby. “But you're the one for Jaye, whether you think so or not. Although I have to say, the two of you could do a far better job of communicating than you're currently doing.”
Bobby shuffled forward, bringing her stick with her and leaning on its weight so that she could stand.
“She loves you, Charlie. I don't need a crystal ball to see that. And if you do, then you're not as smart as I've given you credit for.”
✽✽✽
 
Propping up the bar at her own art show probably wasn't the best idea. But people were starting to trickle away and frankly, champagne made her sneeze and she wasn't awfully fond of it. Besides, the bar was where CeCe was, and no one was more likely to lend a comforting listening ear than CeCe.
“I don't know what to do,” she said as she finished telling CeCe about the argument she and Charlie had had just the night before. “Maybe she's thinking of ending things.”
“She's not stupid,” CeCe said.
“I never said she was. I just said that she pushes herself too hard.”
“And you don't?”
“I don't have panic attacks.”
“And neither does she,” CeCe pointed out. “At least she hasn't for the last ten months. So maybe you should cut her some slack and let her branch out, challenge herself, do new things, or remember how to do old things.”
Jaye sighed. “I'd forgotten that you always take her side.”
“Can you blame me?” CeCe said. She pointed across the room to where Finn was standing talking to Lee and the new doctor. “I owe her a debt, so I think the least I can do is defend her from you from time to time.”
“She doesn't need defending.”
CeCe rolled her eyes. “Fine. She doesn't. But all of this is not the issue at all, and you know it's not. Sure, she might want to work more and you might be worried about her, but there's something else going on here. Now, do you want to spill that too? Or should I just read the cards and jump to my own conclusions?”
Jaye groaned. “I hate that. I hate that you know me so well. I hate that I can't have any secrets.”
“You're welcome to keep it a secret,” CeCe said, patting her arm. “But I don't think you want to. I think you want advice. So come on, tell me what the real problem is.”
Jaye swallowed, took a sip of her vodka and tonic, then nodded. “Fine. I'm...” Eugh. Even saying the words was hard. “I'm afraid she's moving on.”
“Moving on?”
She put her glass down. “All this work, all this time apart, I'm afraid that maybe she's outgrown me, maybe she doesn't need me anymore. And I... Jesus, this sounds dumb. I don't want to be without her. I want more of her. I want, well, I guess I want something more serious.”
“Like what?”
“Like...” Her heart thudded. “Like an engagement ring maybe.”
CeCe stared her down. “And you'd like me to burn some sage and get the fates to do your will?”
“Can you do that?” It'd be a hell of a lot easier.
CeCe snorted. “No, I damn well can't.”
“You started all of this, you and your prediction,” Jaye pointed out.
“Now you listen to me, Jaye Callaghan, and you listen good. You can sit there and think all the things you like, but it doesn't make them true. Your problem is that you're being a coward. If you want more, then why aren't you asking the damn woman to marry you? What are you waiting for? A lightning bolt to hit you?”
Jaye opened her mouth and then stopped, jaw agape.
“Right, that's what I thought,” said CeCe. “There's nothing wrong with you that some better communication skills wouldn't fix. You're afraid she's outgrowing you? Well, why don't you ask her? You want more of her? Well, why don't you ask her? I can burn all the sage in the world, but it's not like a goddess of romance is going to come down and ask her on your behalf.”
“I couldn't...” Or could she?
“Seriously? You made the decision to be with her. Now make another decision. If you want the next step that is. Because I'll tell you one thing, if you keep dancing around like this and having stupid arguments about stupid things because neither one of you has the balls to start a decent conversation then you are going to lose each other.”
CeCe's cheeks were turning pink with emotion and Jaye cocked an eyebrow. “Since when did you get all smart?”
“Since I almost lost the man I love with all my heart,” CeCe said. “Life is short, people can be dumb, so if there's something that needs saying, then go ahead and say it. That's what I think.”
Jaye felt a shadow pass over her and realized that Finn was standing right there.
“She's right, you know,” he said in his gruff, deep voice. “When I was lying in that fair with my blood pumping out of me, I wasn't thinking about the things I'd done or the things I hadn't, or even the fact I was dying, for that matter. The only thing I could think of was that I hadn't told CeCe what she meant to me. That I hadn't truly been honest with her.”
Jaye frowned and CeCe laughed. “You're invited to the wedding,” she said. “As is Charlie. Maybe the two of you could get some ideas for your own nuptials.”
✽✽✽
 
It was late when they got home. Late enough that Jaye had fallen asleep in the car and Charlie had let her sleep, because she needed it and because Charlie needed time to think. How to explain, how to apologize, how to move things on.
She needed Jaye, she knew that. And she was honest enough with herself to admit that part of the reason she was starting to be defensive was because she was afraid that Jaye didn't need her as much as she needed Jaye.
Which was ridiculous.
Ridiculous not in that it could never happen, but in that she'd never admitted that to Jaye.
Eventually she parked the car and woke Jaye up gently, guiding her up the stairs to the apartment.
“I'm making some cocoa,” she said. “Do you want some?”
“Sounds lovely,” said Jaye, opening up the windows to the terrace.
Arthur slipped out and curled up on one of the terrace chairs and Jaye took a blanket and wrapped herself up on the bench they'd installed by the railing, the one that gave them the best view of the ocean.
“I'm proud of you,” Charlie said, coming out with two steaming mugs. “I feel weird saying this, because I'm no art expert, and I only know what I like. But your paintings are stunning. It baffles me how you can do that, how you can look at something and then transmit it so accurately onto a canvas.”
“It baffles me that you can put your hands inside someone's body and fix it,” Jaye said, taking a cup.
Charlie sighed and sat down next to her. “About that. I've been working a lot. And adding in a paramedic shift is maybe not the best idea. I'll tell the hospital on Monday that I've changed my mind. I know that you've been worried about me, and I know that you're keeping an eye out for me.”
Jaye put her mug down. “No, please don't do that.”
“I thought... I thought it's what you'd want?”
“No, never,” said Jaye. “I want you to be happy, I love that you help people. And if you honestly think that you can handle this, then I want you to do it. You're right, I worry about you. But in a good way. I don't want you to stop doing things you want to. I just... I don't want you to stress yourself too much either.”
Charlie took this in, the ocean roaring in the background. “You could be right, you know. How about I drop one shift at the hospital in order to take up one shift with the paramedics. That way I won't be working more, I'll just be working differently. It might work out better that way, and if I'm handling things fine then I can pick up an extra shift later.”
“Huh, look at us, communicating and compromising and everything.”
Charlie laughed and took Jaye's hand. “Things have been tough the last few weeks. I know that. And you're right, I find it difficult sometimes to talk about what I'm doing, how I'm feeling. I need to get better at that.”
“You're not the only one,” Jaye said. “I don't like confrontation and never have. Which means I avoid starting conversations that are important but that I find scary.”
The moon had risen and was glistening on the waves.
“You know I can't do this without you, right?” Charlie said, quietly.
“Maybe you don't have to.”
“I don't?” Charlie said, and she was half-teasing until she saw that Jaye was moving, shrugging off her blanket and getting down onto the floor. “Jaye, what—”
“Hush,” Jaye said. “Let me do this.”
✽✽✽
 
Her chest felt tight and it was hard to breathe and she couldn't quite believe that she was doing this, but here it went.
“I knew from the second I saw you that you were my soulmate, Charlie. I know you don't believe in that, and that's fine. We can call this whatever you want. I know that we have our differences, and that we don't always communicate well. I find it hard to ask for what I want, to make things happen, you know?”
Charlie was looking down at her, eyes hidden in the darkness and she had no idea how this was going. She swallowed.
“But I do know that I don't want to do anything without you. I want more of you, I want more of us. And if you don't want that, it's absolutely fine. All you have to do is say no and I won't be mad and I won't be offended and everything will be alright, I swear.”
“I—”
“I have to finish this,” Jaye said, gulping. “If you don't want to, it's okay. But I need to ask. I need to tell you what I want and I need to stop relying that things will just turn out okay in the end. So this is me being proactive.”
“I—”
Jaye held her hand up. “Charlie, I love you with every fiber of my being. I love you with every heartbeat, with every breath that I take. You are everything to me and even if we don't always communicate well, I hope you know that. I love you. There's nothing so hard and yet so easy to say in the world.”
“I—”
“Charliewillyoumarryme.”
It all came out in one rushed word and then there was silence. Silence that was too long and too loud and Jaye forgot how to breathe. She was going to say no. That had to be okay. She had the right to do that. It was all going to be okay. So why did it feel like the world was falling apart around her ears?
“Can I speak now?” Charlie said.
Jaye nodded, afraid to open her mouth, afraid that she was going to cry.
“I was only interrupting you to say yes.”
More silence as Jaye's brain frantically worked out what was happening, then: “Yes?”
Charlie nodded and Jaye could just see it in the darkness.
“Yes?” She had to be sure.
Slowly, carefully, Charlie slid from the bench until she was on her knees in front of Jaye. Then she took both hands into her own. “Nothing would give me greater pleasure than to be your wife, Jaye. Because despite what you might have heard, despite what I might have said, there is something that I truly, really believe. It's taken a long time to come around to the idea, but Jaye, you're my soulmate. Nothing less.”
And then there were tears and kisses and hiccupping breaths and hugs and a happiness so filling and immense that it seemed to spread out around them like a warm blanket.
It was only Arthur's miaowing that finally separated them.
Jaye got up to open the door to let the cat back inside. Then she held her hand out to Charlie. “How about we go to bed, almost-wife?”
Charlie grinned back. “How about we do just that, soulmate?”
The curtains fluttered and the door closed. The moon shone down on the ocean and the boardwalk, on the fair and The Farseer, on the little terrace and the little bench. And all was right with the world.
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The Best Time
Chapter One
It had all started with a baby, so it was weirdly fitting that it all ended with one too.
Lil had been bustling down the street anxiously in search of caffeine. Just that morning she'd flipped the switch on the machine in the kitchen and been rewarded with a snap and a sizzle and the smell of burning. And she couldn't think straight without her morning coffee. So she'd pulled on track pants and fled to the cafe on the corner to get her fix.
But she'd never made it.
Along the way, she'd skipped to one side to avoid a woman with a stroller, the baby inside howling to high heaven. And as she'd skipped, she'd seen the pacifier clatter to a halt on the sidewalk.
Bending to grab it had been the natural thing to do. The smack on the head had been somewhat of a surprise.
“Ow!”
She'd looked up to see sparkling brown eyes and a kind face that was as wrinkled in pain as her own must be. She and the woman had banged heads as they simultaneously bent to pick up the pacifier.
Lil had smiled, tentatively at first, then bigger and bigger until her face was stretched into a grin and the other woman was laughing.
By the time Barb had introduced herself, the woman with the stroller was gone, the pacifier lay on the ground between them, and Lil was well and truly smitten.
That had been two years ago and Lil knew damn well that her life would never be the same. Hell, she'd known that since Barb's head had knocked into her own. Which made what happened later all the more painful.
Lil sighed and put her elbows on the counter, chin in hands, watching dust spin over the shelves of books in front of her.
As much as she'd like to hate Barb for leaving, she couldn't. She'd loved her, after all. Loved her enough that the wedding was already planned and their dream bookshop was already rented and the cats were already adopted.
Because there had to be cats. That was part of the dream.
Loved her enough that she'd assumed their dreams were the same. She'd assumed, quite naturally, that one day there'd be a baby.
Until a chance comment about kids started an argument that eventually ended up with Barb hitching her backpack over her shoulder and walking out the door for the last time.
“Hadn't you talked about kids before?” Kayden, her best friend, had asked, astonished. “I mean, you guys were getting hitched and everything.”
Lil had opened her mouth to answer him that of course they had, when she'd had to slam it closed again. Because she realized they hadn't. She'd assumed that they had, that they'd wanted the same things, just like she'd assumed so much else.
And Kayden had shaken his head and wrapped a skinny arm around her shoulders and let her blink away the tears while he pretended that she wasn't crying.
“On the hunt for the new Louise Penny.”
Lil snapped back to attention and saw that she had a customer. A pint-sized woman with curly grey hair and a crooked smile.
“Not in yet,” she said. “But it's nice to see you, Marge, how are the grand-kids?”
Marge sniffed. “Spend far too much time in front of their gadgets and not enough time with a book in their hands.”
Lil smiled sympathetically. “Tell me about it. The Penny won't be in for a couple of weeks yet.”
“Bleh. I was looking forward to a hot bath and a dose of murder this afternoon.” Marge sighed. “Business looks to be booming in here,” she said, as her eyes roved over the empty store.
“It's one o'clock on a Wednesday,” Lil pointed out. “Hardly peak shopping time.”
“What you need is more life, more events, bookclubs, that sort of thing.”
Which had all been part of the plan, of course. But Lil really didn't want to have this conversation, and she knew that once Marge got started there'd be no stopping her. So she said: “Have you tried Sujata Massey? The first Malabar Hills book is right up your street.”
Marge's face sparked with interest. “You think?”
“I know,” Lil said. Which was true. She prided herself on making good book choices for other people. It was a skill, Barb had always said.
She dashed off to the appropriate shelf and grabbed a copy, returning it to Marge's eager hands.
Five minutes later, Marge walked out swinging her paper bag. Another satisfied customer.
Lil couldn't help but feel a small burst of pride as she slid the cash register drawer shut.
Her very own bookstore.
The Bookworm had been designed in her head for at least twenty years. Since she'd been old enough to know that bookstore owner was a real job. Sometimes dreams came true.
As long as she kept her eyes away from the far right corner.
The corner that stood in darkness, shelves and builder's tape marking it as off-limits to the average customer. The corner that should right now be pumping the smell of fresh-brewed coffee, that should have a chattering group of readers at tables, that should have Barb behind the counter.
“A bookstore without a cafe is like... like Costco without hot dogs,” she'd protested.
“Since when have you eaten Costco hot dogs?” Barb had asked. But she was raking a hand over her short hair, already bowing to Lil's idea.
“You know what I mean,” Lil had said. “It's—”
“— part of the dream,” Barb had finished up. “It's actually not a bad idea though.”
And she'd been persuaded. Persuaded that this was the role Barb could fill in her dream. And Barb had seemed happy.
Now, the half-finished cafe loomed in the corner like some kind of graveyard and Lil couldn't bring herself to look at it.
“Hey, Lil!”
The high-pitched voice got louder and then faded in the course of two words as Billy Flinn dashed past the counter to the comic book section.
“That's Ms. Bradley to you,” Billy's mother said as she followed at a more sedate pace.
“Seriously?” said Lil. She looked down at her Doc Marten's, ripped jeans and flannel shirt. “I'm not sure anyone's ever called me Ms. anything before.”
Gail Flynn grinned. “There's always a first time.”
“Billy not in school today?”
“Dentist,” grimaced Gail. “Which is why we're here, to pick up a reward. And then we're off to hunt down a very late lunch. I could murder a coffee.”
Lil could feel the unfinished cafe behind her looming even larger.
“This one,” Billy said, running back up to the counter and sliding a comic across it.
“Zombies?” Lil said. “Nice choice.”
“They're my favorite,” said Billy, earnestly. “What do you think would be the biggest problem with the zombie apocalypse? Dr. Tom said it would be people getting infected teeth and then dying because there'd be no dentists. But he probably said that just because he's a dentist.”
Lil considered, then said: “Snoring.”
Billy snorted. “Snoring?”
“Think about it,” said Lil. “You gotta be quiet all the time so you don't get caught, but at some point you've got to sleep. You're a snorer and boom, the first time you fall asleep some zombie's going to track you down and eat your brains.”
“Huh,” said Billy, though he didn't look terrifically convinced.
He took his comic and danced off, leaving his mother to pay.
“He's a handful,” Gail said.
“Looks like it,” said Lil, handing her some change. “Enjoy your coffee.”
Her heart lurched a little as she said it, and lurched even more when she saw Billy's little hand reach up and take his mother's as they left the store.
Three months ago, her future had been so clear. Perfectly mapped out. Three months ago, she'd been happy. Now what was she?
Sure, she'd had her mourning period. She'd cried and eaten ice cream and done all the things she was supposed to after a break up.
But now she needed to move on. Which was easier said than done. Moving on implied a destination, a goal, a something to move on to. Truth be told, she'd been happy and now she was just empty.
Barb had been like all the others. She'd disappeared when things got serious. The dreams had been Lil's, not theirs, something Lil was just about ready to accept. She had the cats, she didn't need anything else. She sure as hell wasn't about to risk getting hurt again.
Unfortunately, whilst the dreams might have been hers alone, the plan and the finances had been a shared ideal.
Lil sighed as she looked around the shop. It was so almost perfect. And she'd struggled along for the last three months. She supposed she could do it for longer. Maybe. But in the end, she wasn't entirely sure she could handle The Bookworm alone.



Chapter Two
“Anything else, ma'am?”
The tall, tanned waiter placed the glass on the side table. Condensation glistened on the outside, ice clinked on the inside, and a slice of pineapple and an umbrella sat on the rim.
“No,” said Riley. “Thank you,” she added, almost as an afterthought.
He smiled, showing even bright white teeth. “You're most welcome.”
He walked off gracefully, despite the fact that sand was sliding under his feet. Riley always felt clumsy as a child walking on the beach.
She picked up the glass, took a sip, and let the warm thrill of alcohol slide down her throat. She wasn't much of a drinker, let alone a day-drinker, but...
The glass clicked back on the table.
There had been a lot of 'but...' in her life recently, she realized. A whole ton of unfinished sentences. A whole ton of unfinished thoughts and acts and plans.
Maybe 'Unfinished' would be what was written on her gravestone.
“Not a bad view, is it?” said a voice.
She turned and saw the woman lying on the next sunbed over. She was older, skin like tanned leather, skinny, and in decent enough shape. A cocktail was in her hand, large sunglasses were over her eyes, and for a second Riley thought the woman was talking about the ocean and the waves.
Then she saw the four men playing volleyball by the shore, all sweaty, tanned skin and tight butts and she laughed.
The woman turned to her. “Haven't seen you here before.”
Riley was still surprised that she'd laughed. Actually laughed. Surprised enough that she responded, rather than smiling politely and turning away like she normally would have.
“It's my first time,” she said.
The resort was top end, private and very, very expensive.
“Oh,” the woman said. “Then I'm sure I'll see you again. Once you've been once you always have to come back.”
“I doubt it,” whispered Riley into her glass so that the woman couldn't hear.
The woman sighed and settled back onto her lounger. “It's nice to be close to home. I mean, Europe is lovely at this time of year, of course. And South East Asia is wonderful for the shopping. But this? A couple of hours on a plane and I'm here. It's just perfect.”
Europe had been overwhelming. Like walking into a candy shop when she'd been a kid. There'd been too much to see and she'd had no idea where to start and in the end had given up. She'd spent enough time in Asia on business that she'd spent only a couple of weeks there before giving up on that too.
She'd landed here only because she'd read about it in the onboard flight magazine on the way back from Dubai.
Her passport was almost full. The last two months had been packed. So why the hell did she feel so empty and lost?
“I'll tell you something,” the woman said. “I wouldn't mind taking one of those volleyball lovelies back to my cabana.”
Riley surprised herself by laughing again.
“Or two,” added the woman.
Riley grinned and raised her sunglasses so that she could see better. Maybe this was what she'd been missing. Human contact. An actual conversation. “Why not take all four?” she asked, mischievously.
“I suppose I might as well,” said the woman, turning and grinning right back. Then her face creased into a frown. “Say, don't I know you?”
Riley's heart sped up. “I don't think we've met,” she said, letting her sunglasses drop back down.
“No, no we haven't,” said the woman. “You're Riley Winters, aren't you? I just saw a piece about you in Forbes a few months ago. I only paid attention because my third husband was one of your first investors. Lot of good it did him. He died before he could spend any of the profits.”
“I'm sorry,” said Riley automatically. Then she cursed herself for responding. She needed an emergency extraction from this conversation and she wouldn't get it by indulging the woman.
“Oh, don't be. He died under one of his mistresses, so he went out happy,” the woman said. “But you are her, aren't you?”
Riley debated what to say to this. There didn't seem much point in lying though. “Yeah,” she said, finally, hoping that her tone would signal the end of the conversation.
“Well, at least you know how to take some time off. A little relaxation wouldn't have killed my third husband. Nor the first two either. Honey!”
She signaled to the waiter and Riley lay back again, turning slightly to indicate that she wasn't interested in talking anymore.
Time off. Yeah. She'd never taken a day off in her life. She'd busted her ass to get her coffee shop up and running and when Wanda had come on the scene with her bright ideas and initial investment, she'd busted her ass to get their chain of coffee shops up and running.
In fact, she technically still hadn't taken a day off. She'd quit. That was different.
Quit and walked away and everyone had wanted to know why and she hadn't said a thing. Everyone had wanted to know why strict, cold, business-like, ambitious bitch Riley had suddenly sold her share of a successful business to her partner. But she'd kept her mouth firmly shut.
Because in the end, it was her business. Because in the end they had no need to know. But really, truly, honestly it was because in the end she couldn't make herself say the words, couldn't make what she knew to be true real by putting it into words. And she definitely couldn't deal with anyone's sympathy.
Five months ago, almost to the day, she'd been standing in her bathroom brushing her teeth and the pain had come so hard and so fast that she'd collapsed to the floor, mouth still foaming with toothpaste.
It had been like being stabbed in the stomach.
Lying on the cold tiles she hadn't been confused, she'd known immediately what it was. And she'd known immediately what she was going to do about it.
She'd been eighteen when her mother died. Old enough not just to remember her, but old enough to have helped. Old enough to have doled out medications and gone to doctor's appointments and wiped up vomit and worse.
Dana Winters had died from stomach cancer when she was forty-one. A full nine years older than Riley was now. Which hardly seemed fair when she thought about it.
So as the cold tiles dug into her back, Riley decided that she wasn't going to do this. Or rather, she was, but on her own terms. There'd be no doctors, no chemo, no endless waiting for test results. There'd be no tears, no nausea, no forcing herself to drink nutrition shakes.
There'd be no hope.
That's what it came down to in the end. There'd be no glimmer of hope that she could latch onto and lose. Because that had been the hardest thing of all, watching the hope slowly leak out of her mother's eyes.
And hell, what better way to go out than by watching half-naked men play volleyball under the hot sun?
But...
The problem with dying was that it was turning out to be not just a longer process than she'd assumed, but also a far more boring one.
She'd done her best. She'd tried to live. Because that's what she'd decided to do with her remaining months. She'd decided to see everything and do everything and really live her life.
But all the traveling and the hotels and resorts and sights and experiences somehow left her all empty and unfulfilled.
Bringing her to now, lying on a sun lounger and indulging in conversation with a woman she hardly knew but who apparently knew her.
She was lonely, she realized now. That was the problem. She was lonely and there was no one to fill the space inside her. Okay, there'd been lovers. Plenty of them. And she could almost stir herself to be excited about the volleyball men or the blonde on the lounger at the far end with the slim tanned thighs and perfect boobs. It just seemed like so much work though. So much work for someone who would pretend to understand but who wouldn't. Not really.
But...
There was one person who would understand.
She picked up her drink again, draining half of it in one gulp.
Why hadn't she thought about it before?
That wasn't exactly true. She had thought about going home in the past so many times. And every time she hadn't. She just hadn't been ready.
But this, maybe this made her ready.
It made so much sense.
She slid her glass onto the table and stood up, grabbing her towel and the battered paperback copy of War and Peace that she'd been struggling to read for the last month and a half. Not every 'must-have' experience was really worth having, she was beginning to realize. On second thoughts she threw the book back down again.
There really was only one person that would understand. Only one place that she could really be.
She had to go back to the beginning.
Get The Best Time now, only from Amazon!
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