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            A Note About The Date

          

        

      

    

    
      London is one of my favorite places.

      In 2011, I moved to the magical city, with my partner, our Boston Terrier, and our cat.

      While Brit only brings along her dog, I had to add a cat into the mix because watching my two fur babies interact provided a lot of humor and an immense amount of joy. Also, like Brit, we happened to move there during a thrilling time. With the Queen’s Diamond Jubilee and 2012 Olympics, there was an excited buzz in the capital city. Like anything was possible. So much has changed since then.

      Given that it’s March of 2021, I’m unable to hop on a plane and visit London, which had become a tradition every spring since moving back to the US. Instead, I had to rely on using my words to conjure up the remarkable place.

      My years living in London provided such an amazing and enriching experience, and I’m itching to get back to it in person, but that might be years down the road. Luckily for me, it’s always alive in my mind, and The Date allowed me to wander down memory lane. I hope you enjoy taking this stroll with me.
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      One of the best parts of publishing is getting to know you, the reader.

      My favorite method of keeping in touch is via my newsletter, where I share about my writing life, my cat (whom I lovingly call the Demon Cat since she hissed at me for the first forty-eight hours after I adopted her), upcoming new releases, promotions, and giveaways.

      And, I give away two e-books to two newsletter subscribers every month. The winners will be able to choose from my backlist or an upcoming release.

      I love giving back to you, which is why if you join my newsletter, I’ll send you a free e-copy of A Woman Lost, book 1 of the A Woman Lost series, and bonus chapters you can’t get anywhere else.

      Also, you’ll receive a free e-copy of Tropical Heat, a short story that lives up to the “heat” in its name.

      If you want to keep in touch, sign up here: http://eepurl.com/hhBhXX
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      It was a beautiful Saturday morning, and I stood on the sidewalk outside my new red-brick apartment on a tranquil street in Earl’s Court, a neighborhood in London. I’d been in the country for less than forty-eight hours, but it was going to take some time to get used to seeing so many expensive cars parked outside of my building. Back home, in Colorado, Ford trucks and SUVs were the norm, not BMWs, Mercedes, and even a Maserati. Who parked one of those on the street?

      Also, did I mention the London part? Frigging London. I had to control the urge to tell every passerby that I lived in London, which probably wouldn’t impress them much, since odds were my neighbors did as well. There were a few hotels within sight, so it might impress those folks.

      With fists clenched in the air, I did a happy dance of sorts, much to the surprise of the older woman and her Westie walking into the garden in the middle of the square. I absolutely adored that Clayton Square was literally four streets, and smack dab in the middle was a gated garden that required a key to gain entry. Talk about fancy-schmancy!

      The stooped-over gray-haired woman slipped into the garden, allowing me to continue my celebration, which involved more dancing and squealing.

      I’d made it.

      How was this my life now?

      I was an American grad student, who’d been accepted to a one-year program, and if it weren’t for one of my uncles owning a place in London he barely used for work, I wouldn’t have been able to afford to take advantage of this incredible opportunity. I was totally living the dream.

      Yesterday, the movers arrived with the few belongings I’d shipped from Colorado, including my clothes, books needed for my research, and my favorite reading chair. While the place was furnished, I couldn’t live without my papasan.

      Right at this moment, I was waiting for my buddy boy, Cooper, my three-year-old Boston terrier. Transporting Cooper had proven to be the most difficult and stressful part of the move, and after everything else going off without a hitch, my brain couldn’t stop tormenting me that something would fail.

      Please don’t let it be anything to do with Cooper.

      Given the immigration protocols for animals, I had to hire a company to handle all the transportation and paperwork. While I’d landed two mornings ago, poor Cooper had to go to a facility for one night to get dewormed and all of that before being put on a plane last night. The worst part, since I had to fly out the day before my belongings arrived, I couldn’t be there when Cooper was picked up. Instead, my roommate and bestie had shipped him off, and the thought of Cooper being so confused tore me to shreds.

      I didn’t sleep a wink, constantly checking Cooper’s flight status, even before takeoff. The thought of him flying in cargo was another aspect that broke my heart, but the pet moving company assured me he was in the space right below the pilot and would be constantly monitored by video.

      As soon as his plane touched down at Heathrow, he was offloaded and put into a pen with food and water while his papers were processed by immigration. Cooper officially had a pet passport now.

      How awesome was that?

      A white van rumbled up the street, and I did another happy dance, ending with a click of my heels, which was the one thing that had stuck with me since my high school musical days.

      The woman driving the van smiled at me, and she pulled up in front of my five-story red-brick building.

      “Are you Brittny Parker?”

      “Yes, ma’am.” It was difficult to contain my excitement, and I still wanted to dance. I wasn’t really the type that held my feelings in check.

      “Cooper is a sweetheart.” She opened the back of the van, and there was my boy, his black and white tuxedo markings were one of the trademarks of Boston terriers.

      “Hey there, little man.”

      He popped his head up, clearly wanting out of his massive carrier.

      The woman eased it out and set the crate on the sidewalk. “I need you to sign here and here.”

      I did, all the while assuring Cooper everything was okay.

      “That’s it. Enjoy your new home.” The woman reinserted the papers into a plastic envelope.

      I thanked her, and she was off.

      “How about it, Cooper? You ready to start our lives together in London?”

      He wiggled his butt, easily spinning in the crate because it was meant for a dog three times his size, but it had to be this large for international flights. A pet had to be able to stand up completely and turn around.

      Not wanting to open the crate outside, I carried him inside, huffing and puffing. I made it up one flight, to what I had to keep reminding myself was the first floor, not the second, since in Britain the first floor was called ground. It was going to take a while to wrap my head around that concept.

      Swinging my front door open, I set Cooper on the faux-wood floor and opened his crate.

      “Okay, buddy boy, all of your stuff is here, including your bed.” I meant my bedding since the only furniture I brought was the papasan. Cooper slept every night of his life in bed with me because he had me wrapped around his little paw, and I wouldn’t have it any other way.

      He sprung out of the crate, running into the front room, jumping onto the couch, then diving off the arm into the papasan in front of the glass door leading to the balcony. His spurt of energy powered him into the bedroom, where he jumped on the bed, sniffing the comforter from home. Satisfied, he sprung in the air, landing on the hardwood floor, then dashed down the short flight of stairs to where the bathroom and kitchen were located.

      Slurping water from his bowl, he sniffed his food but didn’t eat any, which wasn’t alarming since the pet travel company had warned me it would take a day or so for him to feel settled.

      Finally, he let me pick him up.

      Holding him close to my chest, I asked, “What do you think, Coops? Will we be happy here?”

      He let out an excited yip, and he licked the side of my face in one sweep of his tongue.

      My eyes watered, the relief of having him safe and sound overwhelming me. I held him tightly. “I agree. What do you say? Shall we go for a walk to stretch your little legs?”

      Another excited bark.

      My heart swelled. A happy dog and a lovely apartment in a new country. What more could a girl need?

      A girlfriend to share it with, a little voice in my head whispered. I immediately told it to pipe down. That was the absolute last thing I needed or even wanted. Considering how things had ended with Kris a few months back, I’d had enough of selfish, terrible women to last me a lifetime.

      “We’re going to have a blast exploring all the parks.” I snuggled him, pushing all thoughts of my ex out of my mind. Kris never understood my love for Cooper. No, it was worse than that. She’d been jealous of the little guy, who had been in my life for two years before I met her. When I found out she deliberately hid all his favorite toys from him anytime I wasn’t there, well, that was the last straw. I could never be with someone who wasn’t as much of an animal lover as I was.

      Cooper licked my face again then wiggled out of my arms, but I was able to hunch down in time so his jump was only a couple of feet.

      “Let’s start exploring!”

      Cooper spun halfway around and then completed the spin the other way, all the while barking excitedly.

      After I hooked his leash, we left the apartment and barreled down the stairs. Cooper had never been able to contain his terrierness, and when a walk was on the horizon, he’d give Usain Bolt a run for his money.

      “Whoa! Cooper. We just moved in. Let’s not get the neighbors to hate us right out of the starting gate.” I did my best to rein him in, but he continued to tug at the end of the lead.

      Laughing, I said, “Okay, buddy. Let me open the front door, and then we’ll go for the best walk on the planet.”

      I pulled the large gray door open, and Cooper bolted outside before I could check to see if everything was clear.

      “Bloody hell!”

      Without seeing whichever neighbor had uttered those words, I already knew Cooper had made the worst possible impression on her. Getting through the door and lifting Cooper up into my arms, which was the only real way to control him when he was this excited, I surveyed the damage.

      There stood a woman nearly my age, and wowzers, she ticked about every category for holy hotness.

      Flowing blonde hair: check!

      Stunning blue eyes: tick!

      Curves upon curves: double tick!

      Creamy skin: yep!

      Staring daggers at me: Unfortunately, double yep.

      This wasn’t unusual for me. My unlucky streak in the female department was years in the making since I’d come out of the closet, and apparently, moving to a new continent had done nothing to change it.

      Don’t just stare, Brit. Take in the damage.

      The angry blonde, whose aforementioned creamy skin was turning redder by the second, gripped the remnants of a reusable bag by one strap. The other had been torn. Apples and oranges rolled hither and thither all around her,

      “Oh, dear. This is a craptastic disaster.” I spoke more to Cooper, who didn’t seem fazed by the incident and wasn’t pleased our walk had been interrupted.

      “A what?” The woman glared at Cooper in my arms with a look that reminded me of a stern British nanny.

      “I’m so sorry,” I mumbled, certain we were both about to be sent to bed without dessert. “Let me put him inside, and I’ll help you gather everything. This is all our fault.”

      The woman bent over, and holy moly, did her backside make the hotness zinging in my body explode.

      No, Brit. Do not ogle the woman your dog took out.

      It was bad enough Cooper had gotten off to such a terrible start. I shouldn’t add to the calamity by gawking at the poor woman.

      “Don’t bother. Get that cretin out of here.”

      “Cretin?” I put a hand on my hip. Had I seriously heard her correctly? “Cooper isn’t a cretin!”

      Eager to defend himself, Cooper let out an excited yip. He was clearly busting at the seams to give the woman kisses all over her face, his usual form of apology. To say he was incapable of reading a room, or sidewalk, was a massive understatement, but that hardly qualified him as a full-blown cretin.

      “I see he’s not trained, either. Never understood dog owners who don’t know how to control their beasts.”

      First, it was cretin.

      Now, beast.

      My blood boiled. Even if the woman had an ass to die for, there was no way I was going to try to get to know her better. I could never get along with a dog hater.

      “Well, if you don’t want my help,” I said, channeling all the haughtiness I could muster, “I guess we’ll be on our way.”

      “Please.” Her perky nose crinkled. “Not only is he uncontrollable, he’s a smelly monster.”

      I blinked at the woman.

      Never in my life had someone reacted like this to Cooper, who was happily panting in my face, squiggling in my arms, and giving me sloppy kisses. I was incensed.

      “I’ll have you know he’s the happiest creature on this planet and does nothing but spread cheer.”

      The woman plucked the last orange from the gutter. “For the sake of the neighborhood, I hope you’re only visiting.”

      With that, she marched through the door right next to mine.

      Well, at least we weren’t in the same building, so there wasn’t a chance we’d bump into each other on the stairs. Thank goodness for small blessings.

      “Don’t you mind her, Cooper. You’re perfect the way you are.” My nose wrinkled as the wind shifted in my direction. The mean lady might’ve had a point, not that it excused her. “Maybe we’ll have a nice bath when we get back, okay?”

      If this was the misfortune the universe had in store for me, it was one I could easily live with.

      I set him back on the sidewalk, after surveying there was no one else in immediate danger, and we headed out for our adventure.

      “According to local dog owners online, one of the best places to walk in Earl’s Court is a place called Brompton. Let’s put it into our phone.”

      I punched in the destination and clicked start for the directions. A female voice told me to take a left at the corner.

      After crossing a somewhat busy street for a Saturday morning, we strolled through the neighborhood. All of the white facades of the apartment buildings presented a picturesque introduction to our new city.

      I was trying my best to block out my altercation with McHotty and to regain my happy happy joy joy feelings.

      “What do you think, Cooper? Will we enjoy exploring all of the streets?”

      He lifted his leg on a tree that had all the limbs chopped down to the nubs. Weird, but also charming in a very British way simply because it was different.

      We reached another busy road, and after three big red busses rumbled by, I scooped Cooper into my arms and Froggered across the street, darting around cars like I was playing the old arcade game. Making our way through the bricked archway, I got an eyeful of a lush green cemetery.

      Cemetery?

      “Uh, hold on. I don’t know if this is right, Coops.” I consulted my phone, but it didn’t provide the information I sought. From the rave reviews, I’d been certain Brompton was a park. Who would walk a dog in a cemetery?

      On the inside of the archway, I read the sign, and lo and behold, I was definitely in the right place. Even more surprisingly, dogs were allowed as long as they were kept on leashes. Still unsure, I slowly edged us onto the grounds, seeing children riding bikes on the main thoroughfare, and off to my left, I saw a couple, arm in arm, walking with a German Shepherd.

      Cooper sniffed the asphalt, and while I let him be a dog, my eyes swept the garden-like grounds. The mix of fancy headstones and mausoleums along with simpler grave markers created a lively hodgepodge that gave my eyes a lot to take in. In a word: stunning. Some of the leaves were starting to turn colors, but given it was mid-September, the sun glared overhead, and I slipped my long sleeve shirt off and tied it around my waist. Maybe walking a dog in a cemetery wasn’t such a bad idea after all.

      “Let’s get exploring!”
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      We returned to the apartment a little after two, both of us parched and exhausted, Cooper more than me.

      While he slurped water from his bowl in the kitchen, splattering half of it on the floor, I grabbed a Diet Coke from the fridge.

      “Shall we check out the balcony?” I knew the answer would be yes because Coops was always up for adventure, even though he probably had no idea what I was talking about. Back home, our place had a deck, so this would be a new experience for him.

      There were two doors that opened onto the balcony. One was in the front room and the other in what would be my home office, although I didn’t see myself working from home in the near future since my uncle only had some bookshelves and a reading chair in the room. It’d be hard to work long hours on a laptop without a desk, given I’d have to hunch over it; not to mention it’d make it difficult to use my wireless mouse. Back home, I had a proper office setup, with a stand for my laptop, ergonomic chair, and desk raised to just the right height.

      We stepped through the front room door onto the roughly five-foot by ten-foot space. Cooper, nose down, explored the small area, which was enclosed by a black railing. I was always amazed by how he could focus on one square inch for many minutes as if peeling away layers of a stinky onion to get to the heart of the matter.

      “I know it’s not as big as our place back home, but it’ll do for our morning coffee ritual, don’t you think?” Bending down, I scratched his right ear, pulling him away from his task at hand.

      When I let my hand fall and took a seat, Cooper moved on to a particularly smelly brick of the wall that consumed all of his attention again.

      “Oh!” I palm-slapped my forehead as I realized that while I had a nice chair for myself, I’d neglected to provide a place for my companion.

      Inside, I grabbed his outdoor bed and placed it on the balcony. Now, it was perfect.

      I again took my seat on one of the two mismatched chairs I’d bought yesterday at a secondhand store down the way, after arriving to learn when my uncle had said the apartment was mostly empty aside from the absolute essentials, including a bed and couch, he’d meant it. The shopping on my main street wasn’t stellar, but the wooden folding seat and plastic one would do until I figured out where to get the stuff I needed for the year. I had two must-haves on the shopping list yesterday. Coffee maker and chairs for outside. Fortunately, I’d found them both at the charity shop and had been relieved to discover the local Tesco grocery store carried coffee and not just tea. How could an entire population survive solely on tea and not the magical elixir called coffee?

      I drained a third of the Coke, thinking next time we went exploring I needed to bring a beverage for myself and pack Cooper’s portable water bowl. When the sun was shining brightly, London was warmer than I’d expected.

      “Meow.”

      I cranked my head to the left and spied an all-white cat with tiny blue eyes peering through the bars separating my balcony from the one next door. “Well, hello, beautiful little kitty.”

      Cooper rushed to the railing, and upon closer inspection, I noticed there was some type of mesh preventing the cat from squeezing through the bars.

      The cat meowed again and let out a ferocious hiss. Impressive for such a tiny creature. Although Cooper took a step back, he really didn’t seem all that frightened by the commotion.

      “What’s wrong, Francesca?” a woman’s voice called.

      Was that the cat’s name? It seemed fitting for such a fancy creature.

      A blonde head poked out of the door, and my breath caught in my throat, making me choke on my drink. As I spit out the caramel-colored fluid blocking my ability to breathe, the woman’s expression became pained.

      “It’s you.” She did not sound delighted by this discovery, nor was I.

      The rude woman Cooper had nearly taken out earlier glared at me as if I committed some cardinal sin by simply sitting on my balcony. Or perhaps spitting Coke out of my nose was the real offense. My eyes briefly fell to the spray of dark liquid down the front of my shirt, which I hadn’t noticed until now. Very smooth and sophisticated of me.

      “This is Francesca’s space,” the blonde said as if declaring Cooper and I had no right to be anywhere near her precious kitty.

      Resolving not to take the bait, I simply said, “She’s a beautiful cat.”

      “Cats and dogs do not get along!” The woman folded her arms over her chest, which revealed two tempting swells.

      What sin had I committed in a previous life to have to live next door to such a gorgeous woman who clearly wanted nothing to do with me? What’s more, she didn’t even want my dog to interact with her cat. No way would we be friends, but I was going to have to do something so the next twelve months weren’t one long, awkward disaster.

      I glanced down at Cooper sniffing the mesh where Francesca was, neither of them acting scared or put out at the moment.

      To assuage her nerves, I offered, “Cooper loves cats. Our last neighbor had a ginger, and Cooper would curl up with the cat on his bed. He loves to share.”

      To prove my point, Cooper stretched out on his bed next to the railing, yawning, and placing his paw out as if reaching for the cat. Soon enough, his eyes were closed, and he was falling fast asleep.

      “He’s had a busy twenty-four hours. Flying here and then going for a long walk. I suspect he’ll sleep the rest of the day.” Reminding myself to be neighborly, I stood and made my way to the barrier. “We haven’t officially met. I’m Brit.”

      The woman hesitated way past the comfortable stage before offering up, “Prin.”

      What kind of weird-ass name was that? Was it short for Princess?

      I was able to curb those comments, although what popped out of my mouth might not have been much better. “That’s a highly unusual name.”

      Her lips pursed, implying that wasn’t the first time someone had called attention to her name.

      “Sorry. I shouldn’t have said that. How do I know what’s a normal name or not in Britain? I’m new here.” I was babbling.

      She snorted. “Clearly.”

      I reverted back to my original theory that Prin was short for Princess. A stuck-up one at that.

      We stared at each other, the tick, tick, tick of each awkward second booming in my head like church bells.

      Cooper’s paw started to twitch.

      “He’s dreaming,” I said, glancing down at my tired boy. “I was so stressed last night, knowing he was in the air.”

      “You should never fly a pet.”

      “How else would he get here?” I scrunched my forehead. “I looked into taking a boat, but all of them were booked.”

      “Well, then, you didn’t have to come here at all.”

      The nerve!

      “I did for school,” I said in my defense, not that she deserved an explanation, “and the thought of leaving him behind for the year I’ll be here—well, it never seriously entered my mind. Cooper’s my family.”

      “That’s the difference between you and me.”

      Trust me, it’s not the only one, Prin.

      It wasn’t a good sign that even in my head I stressed her pretentious name. From her top-notch Saturday morning outfit to her snobby name, I determined, right then and there, that this chick and I would never see eye to eye.

      Hopefully, only Francesca, another pompous name—although she was a Persian so at least that fit—wouldn’t be a regular on the balcony. From a quick glance, I didn’t spy any furniture, so that was a relief.

      “Well, I should hit the hay.” I feigned a yawn.

      Prin glanced upward at the sun still overhead. The silent judgement was plain on her face.

      “All the travel and moving has tuckered both of us out,” I said, once more feeling compelled to explain myself. But I didn’t owe the snooty Prin a reason for anything. Except… “I’m really sorry about earlier today. Can you let me know what was destroyed by Cooper’s exuberance so I can replace it?”

      “Exuberance?” Her eyes dropped to the sleeping Cooper, and I wasn’t fond of the daggers coming out of her eyes. “Is that what you Americans call it?”

      “Just the apples and oranges?” I didn’t want to parse words to describe my dog’s behavior.

      “Don’t worry about it. I’m sure you have enough on your plate with the move and keeping that canine in line.”

      Her emphasis of the word that nearly broke me, but I clamped down on the insides of my cheeks to staunch one word I wanted to call her. After a long second, I spat out, “Have a nice day, then.”

      I scooped up Cooper, who snuggled close to my chest as I carried him into my bedroom, setting him on his side with his head on the pillow like a little gentleman. Cooper was a sophisticated pooch. It was too hot for the covers, so I collapsed onto the bed next to him still in my shorts and T-shirt.

      Laying on my back, with my hands threaded underneath my head, I fumed. “Who does Prin think she is?”

      I rolled my head to my boy. True, Cooper had made her spill some fruit onto the sidewalk. That was unfortunate, but she was acting so unreasonably as if he’d destroyed a family heirloom. I’d even offered to replace her precious fruit, and she’d turned me down.

      What was it like in her world?

      “Prin.” My mouth wrapped around each letter.

      It must have been difficult growing up with that name. Was it her last name? Was she the type to go by her last name, like the jocks in the US? She didn’t look like an athlete. Oh, she was fit, but not the type to put her body in the way of a competitor. Not with a sharp tongue like hers. The deadliest part, though, were those deep blue eyes.

      They gave the pretense of security, like doing the backstroke in a calm lake.

      And then bam! Sucked under by a giant sea monster.

      At least the balcony was the only thing we had to share. Given the lack of outdoor furniture, the cat seemed to be the only inhabitant that made use of it.

      That was another thing.

      Why would a woman with a balcony overlooking a jolly garden in the middle of the square not sit outside to enjoy the beauty of the place?

      I never understood people who didn’t see the simple pleasures of everyday life.

      Cooper let out a deep snore.

      I grinned at my sweet little boy.

      My ex hadn’t appreciated him, either. She never wanted to rush home to let him out after work. I did my best to block out the time I’d left Cooper with her for one weekend. He’d barely survived. The poor little guy was allergic to bee stings, which I didn’t know until I returned to find Coops lying on his side in a pool of drool. My ex never thought to rush him to the vet, thinking whatever was ailing him would eventually work its way out.

      What kind of cold-hearted person could let an innocent creature suffer?

      Luckily, he’d only been in distress for an hour or so. If I hadn’t come home when I did, the vet said he would have died.

      I held onto Cooper’s paw. “Never again, buddy. No one will hurt you. I won’t let them.”
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      Monday morning arrived, and I not so cheerily crawled out of bed at seven to take a very grumpy Cooper for his morning walk. If I didn’t qualify as a morning person, Cooper really couldn’t be called that. Not at all.

      After filling a thermos with coffee, I stood in the doorway of the bedroom, holding his leash. “Come on, buddy. It’s my first day of school, and I can’t be late.”

      He lifted his head off the pillow but then let it crash back down.

      “You’re killing me, looking so cute.”

      Cooper made a snuffling noise, forcing me to pick him up. He let out a dissatisfied grunt.

      “I swear you’re actually a cat in a dog suit, the way you prefer sleeping in every morning.”

      This time his grunt was best described as indignant.

      “Only sounding more cat-like, dude.” I clipped the leash to his harness.

      Once we got outside, he was a whole new dog, eager to sniff everything. I wish it was that easy to flip the wake-up switch in my head. I took a long tug of coffee, which was only the first cup of the day. In all likelihood, it’d take three more before I felt somewhat ready to face my big, new adventure.

      “We have one hour and five minutes, so you might want to get moving.” I gently tugged on his harness.

      I wondered if any of my neighbors overheard me rationalizing with my dog. Did they think me insane? Hopefully, Prin would never hear me talking to Cooper. Something told me the woman would hold it, and everything else under the sun, against me. My eyes skimmed her balcony, putting me at ease when there wasn’t a sighting of the icy blonde or her white pussy.

      “Come on, Cooper.”

      We crossed the street and headed for Brompton.

      We were back within fifty-five minutes, Cooper breathing hard and wanting breakfast. I was in dire need of another coffee and a shower, but opted for more caffeine before standing under a replenishing hot shower.

      “Shall we have breakfast on the balcony, sir?” I bowed for Cooper, who met my enthusiasm with an excited yip.

      That brought a huge smile to my face.

      I carried his bowl and my coffee outside, and Cooper didn’t waste any time in scarfing down his kibble, making obnoxious sounds like he’d never eaten food before. It was his usual way of tackling anything once out of bed: with unbridled enthusiasm.

      Sitting in my chair, I still wore my T-shirt and shorts from the walk, and I’d had time to cool off, giving rise to goose bumps as it was a chilly September morning.

      The door on the balcony next to me opened, and soon enough, a pair of startling blue eyes peered at me through the mesh.

      “Good morning, Miss Francesca. It’s brisk today.”

      “It’s fresh out.”

      My head snapped up to see Prin giving me the once-over, and yet again I seemed to be failing to meet her balcony etiquette, if there was such a thing. The woman looked like she was ready to head down a fashion runway, not have coffee outside.

      But that was what she was doing, standing with her back to me, taking sips from her steaming plain white mug. I held my silly mug at eye level, smiling over the caption: 99% sure my soulmate is my dog. It was one of the few personal items I’d brought with me.

      I spun the mug in my hand so Prin couldn’t see it if she turned around. I was in no mood for another one of her quips or dagger stares.

      “Isn’t it a beautiful morning? I have to admit I’m a bit nervous about my first day.” Damn, why had I spoken a word?

      Slowly, she inched around. “Are you wearing that?”

      “This?” I glanced down at my grubby ensemble, mortified that I was completely nipping out. Well, I had said it was brisk—no, fresh—this morning. “No. I haven’t hopped in the shower yet after our walk. I needed to wear Cooper out before I leave for the day. This way he’ll sleep, and when I get back a little after three, he’ll be ready for round two of the wear out Cooper game.” I laughed at my own silly joke.

      “That’s the part of owning a mutt that’s never appealed to me.” She drained the rest of her drink. “If you’ll excuse me, I need to get to the shop.”

      With that, she disappeared, and Francesca, with a look of remorse, followed her inside. Their door clicked shut.

      Was this part of Prin’s morning routine? Giving her cat some fresh air while she stared coldly out over the adorable English neighborhood, casting aspersions at everything and everyone?

      What had made the woman so bitter?

      Better yet, why did I care? It wasn’t like I saw us becoming the best of friends. Quite the opposite. All I had to do for the next three-hundred and sixty-four days was be civil. That was all. Make nice with the shrew.
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      I exited the Earl’s Court Tube station a little past three in the afternoon, after a thrilling first day on campus in the heart of London spent meeting professors and fellow students.

      “Coops! I’m home!”

      There was a loud thud from the bedroom, which experience had taught me was made from Cooper exuberantly leaping off the bed, looking like a superhero flinging himself into the air. Soon enough, his claws skittered across the wood floor as he dashed to meet me. I’d barely gotten five steps inside before he was by my side.

      “You ready for more exploring?” I scratched the back of his ears, and he rewarded me with sloppy, wet kisses.

      Cooper and I went for a long walk, the sun piercing the deep blue sky. I’d expected London to be nothing but fog and rain, but I was learning that was far from the case. In my handful of days on the island, I’d had nothing but fabulous weather.

      Instead of heading to Brompton, we stuck to the enchanting neighborhood streets, which felt like stepping onto a Jane Austen movie set. Since we averaged two to three decent walks a day (the one before bed being much shorter, usually involving only enough time for Coops to take care of business), I determined to walk every street in my area, and Cooper readily agreed.

      That was how I stumbled upon The Grumpy Goose pub, which was only a three-minute walk from my apartment. It wasn’t the only one so close to me, but the others were on busy streets and didn’t have outdoor seating. Since I firmly believed it should be illegal to stay inside on such a beautiful afternoon, the choice was easy, and I made a mental note to return as soon as I was canine-free.

      After an hour-long walk, I fed Cooper his dinner and left him sound asleep on his bed in the waning daylight in the front room.

      There was no time like the present to become acquainted with the newly discovered pub, and I was ready to dig into my homework. Honestly, was there a better way to start my academic career in London than by studying in a pub? I felt like I was in a movie.

      Outside the pub was a garden patio that had a handful of picnic style tables, surrounded by beautiful flowering shrubs and potted trees. Even though it was only a stone’s throw from a busy street, something about it was like stepping back in time, and I half expected to see a horse-drawn carriage rumble by.

      The ceilings were low inside the pub, and the stone floor was uneven. Every square inch of the walls and even the ceiling displayed odds and ends from what I assumed would have been necessary items for a bygone age, including sewing machines, old irons, field equipment, and even chamber pots that were oddly charming sitting on a shelf now that they weren’t in use. At least, I sure hoped they weren’t.

      I ordered an ale, watching the woman pull on the long tap, filling my glass to the very rim before setting it on a London Pride beer mat. I handed over five pounds, and she gave me change. Confused, I left the fifty pence on the bar for her.

      Were tips not a thing here? In the US, most bartenders would ask if you wanted change with an expression that would guilt you into saying, “Nah, keep it,” even if you hadn’t wanted to leave one. While this woman simply handed it to me and turned her attention to the next customer, never saying a word to me or anyone else, for that matter.

      Was this another difference between pubs in London and bars in the US? Were the bartenders in England not expected to listen to drunks pouring out their hearts?

      I’d have to figure it out soon. Not the boozy therapy sessions, but if tips weren’t part of the culture here, it’d take some major rewiring of my brain. It was a given as an American to assume most workers in the restaurant and bar industry wouldn’t be able to survive on their low wages alone. Calculating a twenty-percent tip was one of my better math skills.

      I took a sip of the beer from where it rested on the bar before daring to lift the nearly overflowing glass. I wanted to avoid wasting a single drop. When it was safe to carry, I took my drink outside to enjoy the beautiful patio and glorious weather. All I needed was a lightweight vest over my T-shirt and a pair of jeans. Absolute perfection.

      Digging into my course materials, I tucked my head down and disappeared into one of my favorite tasks: learning. Soon enough the hubbub around me increased, and when I looked up, I realized all of the outdoor tables now had occupants. Almost everyone drank and laughed with their companions, and I was the only one with my head in a book.

      Not only was I the only one working, but my glass was now empty.

      Should I stay for another or head home?

      Maybe it was best to pack it in. Right when I was about to shove my books into my shoulder bag, a familiar person stood at the entrance.

      Prin.

      It was difficult not to laugh out loud at the irony that my prickly neighbor was entering a pub called The Grumpy Goose.

      Only she looked less like a goose and more like a beautiful swan in her skinny jeans paired with a flattering, tight-fitting hunter green sweater that made her dark blue eyes pop even more.

      I crossed my legs in an attempt to get my body in tune with my brain. Prin was a no-go zone.

      A woman exited the pub, holding two glasses in the air, snagging Prin’s attention.

      Their problem was that only one table had room—mine—and judging by Prin’s pinched face, she didn’t want to share it with me.

      Her companion, though, grinned when I waved to the open bench opposite me.

      “You’re a life saver.” The redhead took a seat, with Prin lagging behind like someone had attached weights to her ankles.

      “I’m Brit.” I extended a hand over the table.

      “Polly Jones. This is Prin.”

      “We’ve met,” I said, trying not to let my voice betray any feelings.

      Polly looked to Prin and then me. “Small world.”

      “We’re neighbors,” I explained, wanting to fill the awkward silence from Prin.

      “How is it we’ve never met? This is our local.” Polly slanted her head in a friendly manner.

      “I moved in over the weekend.”

      Polly looked from me to my open book. “And already hard at work, so let me guess. American.”

      “Guilty as charged,” I replied, though Polly’s smile conveyed no obvious hard feelings over my nationality.

      “What else are you guilty of?” Polly waggled her ginger brows.

      “My dog took out Prin the first time they met.”

      “Really?” Polly glanced under the table. “Is he here? I love dogs.”

      I shook my head. “I didn’t know he’d be allowed.”

      “Oh, yes. Most pubs welcome dogs,” Polly assured me. “The good pubs, anyway.”

      “On the patio?” I glanced around, trying to spy any but didn’t.

      “Or inside.” Polly shrugged as though this was no big deal.

      I blinked but wanted to make sure I heard her correctly. “Dogs are allowed inside pubs? Even ones that serve food?”

      “Of course.” Polly sipped her stout. “It would be cruel to make them stay outside in the cold.”

      Before I could reflect too deeply on Britain’s very civilized treatment of canines, Prin, who was also drinking a stout, licked a thick dollop of foam off her upper lip. The gesture lit me up inside like the light of a thousand suns.

      How? Why? There was no way this stuffy woman should be having this effect on me, but there it was.

      I recrossed my legs and had to stop myself from saying, Down, girl.

      Polly eyed my empty glass. “You don’t have a drink.”

      “I was debating if I should have one more or call it a night.” I looked longingly at my glass and had to admit that while Cooper was good company, it was nice to speak to another human.

      “You can’t leave so soon. We’ve only just met.” Polly hopped up. “What can I get you?”

      “Oh, I can’t let you buy me a drink.” I reached into my bag for my wallet.

      “Why not?” She bounced on her feet, her red locks swishing this way and that.

      “Only if you let me return the favor.”

      “I’ll hold you to that. Lager, ale, or stout? There aren’t many options here.”

      I’d already tried the ale, and even though it was served at room temperature, I enjoyed it more than I thought I would. However, I was the type who liked to work through my options. “Lager, please.”

      “Coming right up.”

      With that, it was just Prin and me at the table.

      The silence settled in like darkness in a strange land, my heart rate kicking into a higher gear as if she were a lioness about to tear me to shreds.
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      What ensued was much worse than an attack, because there was nothing but silence. Excruciating silence.

      I didn’t know what exactly I’d done to put this woman off so much, because my gut was telling me it wasn’t simply Cooper knocking some fruit out of her bag.

      If that truly was the case, then the woman had some serious anger management issues, as in she didn’t address emotions at all, letting them simmer under the surface until she couldn’t control it any longer.

      Major red flag.

      There was one thing that drove me crazy: silence. Oh, I could handle it when studying—in fact, I required it. But when sitting at a table in a pub with a woman I knew, her not saying a word was making me more nervous by the second.

      Think of something to say, Brit.

      “When Polly said this was your local, does that mean this is your regular drinking spot? Like you come here every night?”

      She bristled. “Not every night, no.”

      “I didn’t mean to suggest you’re a fall-down drunk or anything.”

      Wow. That had not sounded as good out loud as it had in my head.

      Her lips thinned.

      “I’m doing my best to learn the local vernacular. We may both speak English, but it still all seems so foreign to me.” I laughed nervously.

      “Oh, right. That old chestnut.”

      I wasn’t sure what she meant. Were chestnuts code for language barriers? Too hard to crack? Her bloodless, ever-thinning lips forced me to zip my own shut, denying me a chance to figure out the meaning.

      God, she was scary.

      If UK and American relations depended on the two of us, we were heading for another bloody battle, and sadly, I was no George Washington.

      “Here you go.” Polly presented my beer as if it was one of the royal jewels.

      “How long have you two known each other?” I took a sip of the lager, hoping Polly could provide some insight into the stony Prin.

      “I met her in this world three minutes after my birth, making me the oldest.” Polly drained a decent amount of her stout.

      “Hold on a sec. Are you two twins?” I leaned back to compare their features, and it wasn’t merely the hair color that was different. Polly had a cute nose, while Prin’s had a steep slope. Also, Polly had kind, brown eyes.

      “Yep.” Polly grinned while Prin’s face pinched further into annoyance.

      “I’ve never really known twins before.” I knew some were identical in features, but were all twins exact opposites in personality?

      I started to wonder about the percentage of differences between identical and fraternal twins but stopped myself from asking, suddenly worried they might get that a lot. I doubted Prin would welcome being grilled any further. I guess that was fair. I was an American woman, and it wasn’t like I could speak for all women from my country, or even city for that matter. Other people’s curiosity probably got annoying fast.

      “We’re not identical, clearly.” Polly’s laughter was so lighthearted. “I’m the grumpy one.”

      I gaped at her. Surely, she couldn’t be serious.

      Polly pointed a finger at my face. “That joke never gets old.”

      I laughed with her, cautiously, doing my best to avoid Prin’s eyes, which I had no doubt were shooting poison darts at her twin sister. It took everything I had not to burst into laughter, and I had to admit I was slightly relieved Prin’s hatred of me wasn’t personal after all. If she treated her own twin this way, she probably loathed all humans equally. Before this chance meeting with them, I was starting to worry all British people were like Prin, and I wouldn’t be able to make many friends in London. It was good to know my neighbor was one-of-a-kind.

      Against my better judgement, I sneaked a peek at Prin. It seemed such a shame she was so prickly, because the woman was undeniably beautiful. Like, movie star glamourous.

      “We only share the baking gene. In fact, we co-own a bakery on High Street.” Polly waved in the direction of the street where I’d purchased my chairs for the balcony.

      It was difficult to associate Prin with baking. To me, that seemed like a vocation that required patience, creativity, and love for what one did.

      Who’d ever heard of a cantankerous baker?

      I could see a bad-tempered chef. In fact, the ones on TV seemed absolutely ferocious, but someone who created cookies, pastries, and cakes should be sweet. No, this didn’t jive in my head at all. Or did she simply save all of her goodness for her work?

      “What are some other differences?” I inquired, eager to get to the bottom of the mystery, Maybe there would be more clues as to why my neighbor seemed to hate me with a passion.

      “I’m straight; Prin isn’t.”

      Unfortunately for me, I’d taken a large swig of my lager, and at this unexpected revelation, I swallowed so hard I nearly gulped down my tongue. Dear God, could fate be so cruel?

      “Really, Polly. Was that necessary?” Prin swiveled her long neck to glare at her sister.

      “She’s not out,” Polly stage-whispered.

      Prin’s face reddened. “I am to. I just don’t announce it to every Tom, Dick, or Harry.”

      I wondered which of the three I was supposed to be. Tom? Harry? Knowing how Prin felt about me, she probably would go with Dick.

      “Well, you should,” Polly cajoled, “because enough Toms, Dicks, and Harrys hit on you. If you said, ‘Hi, I’m gay!’ to everyone you met, it’d cut down on so many of the awkward interactions you have with men.”

      “I prefer the word lesbian,” Prin said, jaw tightening.

      Actually, that made a whole lot of sense. Gay also meant happy, and it was becoming crystal clear this Sapphic goddess was never, ever cheerful.

      I nodded my silent agreement, also preferring the word lesbian, though not for the same reason.

      Why’d she have to be so Goddamn beautiful and mysterious? Two of my weaknesses, because as my bestie liked to say, “Brit, darling, you’re a glutton for punishment.”

      “Yes, yes. I know how much you love your labels.” Polly quirked an eyebrow. “Why don’t you tell Brit your label for John.”

      “Which John?”

      Her sister gave her a knock it off glare.

      “Oh, right.” I’d almost say Prin rolled her eyes, only that type of thing seemed too undignified for someone like her. “You must mean John, your first husband.”

      Polly flourished her pint glass in my direction. “For the record, we’re still very much happily married. But that’s how she introduces my husband to people. ‘I’d like you to meet my sister’s first husband,’ as if we’re doomed to get divorced, and Prin is biding time until the inevitable happens.”

      I snorted with laughter. I couldn’t help it. That was pretty funny, and especially coming from someone like Prin, whom I would’ve sworn had no sense of humor whatsoever.

      Prin seemed slightly tickled by my reaction and briefly met my gaze with those stunning blues.

      Damn. Damn. Triple damn.

      “It’s just…” Prin paused, perhaps to order her thoughts so as to be slightly less insulting than what came naturally. “I wish he was more loving and romantic. For your last birthday, he purchased a stand mixer.”

      “A very expensive one,” Polly defended, her hackles rising.

      “You’re a baker. You already have an expensive mixer. Did he even try to think of something that wasn’t so utilitarian?”

      “But that’s how he is. Useful to the ninth degree.” Polly held a hand over her head as if marking off exactly how high her husband’s usefulness extended.

      “I know. If my car breaks down, he’ll be the first person I call.”

      “Exactly!” Polly slapped the tabletop with her palm.

      Prin sighed. “Is that all you want? Dependable? No fire?”

      “Do you know how rare dependable is in a partner? We’ve been together since uni, and in all of those years, he’s never let me down.” Polly extended a slender finger in the air. “Not once.”

      “Neither does my OBGYN, but I’m not going to marry her.”

      “Perhaps you should consider it. Your annual exam is about the only action you get these days, if you know what I mean.” Polly’s lightning response made it clear this wasn’t her first time around this merry-go-round discussion. “Look, I simply like knowing that no matter what, I’ll have a shoulder to cry on.”

      “You’re British.” Prin stiffened in her seat. “You don’t cry.”

      “Not the point.”

      It was like watching Venus and Serena Williams play tennis, but instead of whacking the ball back and forth, they volleyed words at each other. I was having a difficult time reconciling that it was Polly who was the more pragmatic twin when it came to relationships. Had I misjudged Prin from the start?

      “Maybe instead of standing on your soapbox, you should put your money where your mouth is.” Polly drained her beer, setting it firmly on the table.

      “Meaning?”

      “Start dating again. It’s time.”

      Prin’s lips somehow thinned even more, which I would have wagered wasn’t even possible. There was regular uptight, and then there was Prin, a woman whose uptightness defied all known laws of nature.

      “It’s been two years. Stop sitting on the sidelines, judging all of us. Go out there, and see how impossible it is to find someone who ticks all of your musts for girlfriend material.” Polly swung her attention to me. “Are you involved with anyone?”

      “Not currently. My girlfriend and I broke up rather recently.”

      “Oh, I’m sorry to hear that.” I didn’t doubt her sincerity, but Polly’s brown eyes had an odd glimmer to them. “You still recovering from it?”

      I laughed. “Trust me when I say I’m not pining for her in the least bit. I’m more disappointed in myself for not breaking it off sooner.”

      “It’s never so cut and dry.” Polly got to her feet. “I need to go home to my boring first husband. He’s taking me to dinner and a movie. How insufferable of him to plan a date after all of these years we’ve been together!” She squeezed Prin’s shoulder.

      “Wait!” I nearly jumped up to wrestle her back into her seat, realizing that if she left, I would be alone with her very scary sister. “I owe you a beer.”

      “I won’t forget. Until next time.” She made a weird hand gesture, like bidding adieu to the queen.

      With that, she was gone, and Prin turned her startling blue eyes onto me. They were like the opposite of heat-seeking missiles, sucking away all the warmth in their path until everything was ice cold. It took all my resolve not to duck, expecting her to take out her frustration on me with unbridled fury.
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      “Are you hungry? I haven’t had dinner.”

      Well, that wasn’t exactly the verbal lashing I’d braced myself for. I nearly did a double take, and I had to glom onto the tabletop to prevent myself from falling off the bench.

      Was the snobby Prin asking me to have dinner with her?

      It was like the unthinkable had happened. I suspected aliens might’ve taken over her body during one of those brief moments when I’d blinked. It was the only reasonable explanation.

      She continued waiting for an answer while I tried to stop my head from spinning, horror-film style.

      As casually as I could muster, I replied, “Now that you mention it, I am.”

      “Did you not know before I asked?” Her lips twitched. Was she trying to stop a smile or sneer?

      I shrugged. “Sometimes I get sucked into something else, like studying or talking, and forget about food.”

      “That doesn’t happen to me much. There are times when I’m swamped at the shop and not able to eat, but I never forget about food.” She wore a mysterious smile. “I can be quite disagreeable when hungry.”

      Had she been completely starving during every interaction we’d ever had? It suddenly occurred to me that maybe she’d been doing a juicing cleanse, hence a shopping bag full of fruit. I’d done something similar once and been a complete bear for the whole twenty-seven hours I’d lasted before giving in to temptation and ordering a cheeseburger. Maybe Prin needed a cheeseburger. Luckily, I was able to stop this runaway locomotive of thought from being spoken aloud, but I was fairly certain my facial expression clued her in.

      Nevertheless, she continued, “I was supposed to have dinner with my sister.”

      “What?” I stared at the space where the twin had sat seconds ago, as if trying to figure out a puzzle. “She said her husband planned dinner and a movie.”

      “He probably has, but for Friday, not tonight. They never miss a Friday night date, but I’ve never once known them to go out midweek. He really is terribly predictable.”

      “Why would she lie about tonight?” I couldn’t condone lying unless absolutely necessary. I mean, I would never tell someone to their face that their new favorite fuzzy sweater made them look like an abominable snow person or something along those lines.

      “She’s convinced I need to start dating, and as soon as she learned you’re available, her brain probably started working on a way to ditch me with you. She’s convinced I won’t ever be able to find a woman all on my own. You see, I’m the youngest and helpless.” She pressed her palms together and batted her lashes.

      I swallowed. “In your defense, you did meet me first. You just didn’t ask me on a date. Possibly because you were too busy calling my dog a cretin.” If I was going to have dinner with any woman, I absolutely needed to know if she wasn’t a dog lover, because that was a deal breaker, no matter how beautiful she was.

      “Yeah, about that. I’m sorry. When I was a kid, a big dog bit me. I’m still a bit timid, and your dog scared me.” She avoided my gaze, but her admitting this spoke volumes to me.

      “That’s awful!” I wanted to place my hand on hers, but they were in her lap. “Cooper would never hurt a fly. Not intentionally, that is. He simply doesn’t have a mean bone in his body.”

      She looked in my direction, and it was difficult to decipher the darkening of her irises. “It’s odd that Francesca isn’t scared of him. The last tenant on the other side of me had a dog, and Frannie hated it with a passion.”

      It? The use of that word lost her a point or two, but was there hope in Francesca’s favorable impression of Cooper?

      “Back to dinner. Are you in the mood for pub food or something else?”

      I glanced around the surrounding tables, but no one had food. “I have no idea. The only food I’ve tried since moving here are Nando’s and a kebab place.”

      “Which one? The kebab place, I mean. All Nando’s are the same.” The way she said it, I knew I didn’t score any points by going to the chicken place.

      “The one around the corner from us. I’ve had it for three of my last four dinners. I wasn’t overly impressed by Nando’s,” I added, hoping to redeem myself a little in her estimation of me.

      Her nod let me know I may have earned back a point or two. “That kebab place is okay, especially when pressed for time. However, there’s one closer to Holland Park, and in my humble opinion, it’s the best.” She placed a hand on her chest, and I had to force my eyes not to drop to appreciate her swells.

      “I’ll have to try it out once I’ve recovered from eating the same thing for the majority of my meals.”

      “Would you like to switch it up by going for Chinese?”

      “I love Chinese!” I may have added many extra Os and Vs to the word love. “My ex hated it, so we never got it much.”

      “Who hates Chinese food?” Prin scrunched her face.

      “Sociopaths, clearly.”

      She smiled. “Shall we go, or will I be interrupting your work?”

      I glanced at my bag. “I’m impressed I started my homework on the first day, and I’m already ahead of schedule.”

      “Are you always ahead?” She got to her feet.

      “Oh, no. During my undergrad days, I had to pull a lot of all-nighters.” I rose, putting my bag over my shoulder.

      “Do you have to stop by to take Cooper out?”

      This surprised me on two fronts. One, she used my dog’s name, not cretin, beast, or other ruder words she’d possibly used silently. Two, she understood dogs needed regular walks. My ex had never grasped that simple fact and even suggested leaving pee pads out. Gross!

      “He’s okay for a while longer. I took him for a long walk when I got home from my classes.”

      She motioned for me to go ahead of her to exit the pub’s garden.

      “Is Francesca okay? Does she need dinner?” I asked.

      “I gave her fresh wet food before coming here. In her world, I have no other purpose until tomorrow morning.”

      I laughed. “Cats and dogs are so different.”

      “Yes and no. Frannie provides a lot of company, as I imagine Cooper does. He always comes over to say hi when I’m on the balcony.”

      This I hadn’t known. While I was home, I left the door to the balcony open so Cooper could wander in and out. I never guessed that Prin would be out there aside from her coffee routine. “I had no idea he was making friends in my absence.”

      “He seems the type to always make friends.” Her smile was carefree and honest, a real change from how she’d first appeared.

      “He is. When someone walks by him without acknowledging his presence, he gets hurt feelings.”

      We hooked a left and headed toward the main entrance of the Tube station, and I wondered if we would have to hop on a train. Maybe I should have taken Cooper out, but then Prin pressed the button to cross the street, heading in the opposite direction of the station.

      A double-decker red bus thundered by, and I couldn’t help but grin.

      She observed me with a quirked eyebrow. “You like buses?”

      “I like being in London. Everything seems so new and exciting. Look over there.” I pointed down the street where many Union Jacks, their flag, fluttered in the breeze. “I know in the US there are probably American flags everywhere, but I never really noticed them. Here, though, I find it so quaint. All the pride.”

      “It’s been kicked into a higher gear with the Olympics coming next summer. Will you be here for them?”

      “Oh yes! It’s one of the reasons I wanted to get into the program this year. To experience the Diamond Jubilee and the Olympics.”

      “It’s going to be flooded with tourists,” she responded without glee. “At least for the Diamond Jubilee, we get a four-day weekend. I’ll be heading to Paris to get away from the chaos.”

      The light turned, and we started to cross the road, my mind sputtering. Why would anyone leave London during such a momentous occasion celebrating the queen’s sixty-year reign? If I continued to peel back Prin’s layers, what other troubling things would I learn?
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      Across from the Tube station, we wandered down a side street. It split in the center, forming two streets, and there was a very narrow building in the middle area. When we continued down the left side, it became apparent the yellow-brick building widened with the road.

      “I love that.” I pointed to this odd building.

      “What?” Prin followed my finger but scrunched her face.

      “The way the building has been constructed to fit the street, starting with the narrowness. You simply don’t see that where I’m from.”

      “Where’s that, exactly?” She had to skirt around some empty boxes sitting outside a store. “Other than America.”

      “Colorado.” I edged all the way to the curb to avoid a group of men huddled outside of a pub.

      “Ah, the Wild West.” She nodded as if that made perfect sense.

      “Oh, you need to explain what you mean by that.”

      She smiled at me but ignored my question, making a ta da motion instead. “Here’s the best Chinese restaurant in Earl’s Court.”

      “You like the best, don’t you?”

      “Why settle for less?” She opened the door. “After you.”

      Okay, she got points for that statement and for being polite. This was the second time she’d let me go through a door ahead of her.

      “Thank you,” I said, stepping inside the small place that had a handful of tables.

      An older woman welcomed us and held two fingers up with a shy smile.

      “Yes. A table for two,” Prin confirmed.

      The woman grabbed two menus and led us to a table in the corner.

      A man rushed over to fill our glasses with water and placed a small bowl containing white Styrofoam-looking discs I wasn’t quite convinced were edible.

      I thanked him, while Prin glanced over the menu, casually picking up one of the white thingies and biting into it.

      “What are those?” I pointed at the bowl.

      “Prawn chips.”

      I slanted my head. “I’ve never seen them before.”

      “Really?”

      I nodded. “Are they any good?”

      “Absolutely terrible. I don’t recommend eating them at all.” She crunched into another one. “Leave them all for me.”

      “I’m tempted to do just that.” I continued to stare at them.

      “But…?” She motioned for me to explain.

      “How’d you know there was a but?”

      “I can see it in your eyes.”

      “Yeah, that. It’s a curse really.” I dropped my gaze to the red carpeted floor.

      “Only if trying to lie, otherwise, it’s kinda cute. So, the prawn chips and the battle going on inside your head?”

      “I hate not trying something new, even if it’s odd looking.” Also, had she said I was kinda cute? I swore I’d heard her say that.

      “I should’ve guessed, Cowgirl.” She winked.

      No. That couldn’t have happened. Prin wasn’t the winking type of woman, was she? However, it most definitely had looked like a wink. A saucy one at that.

      “Did you wink at me?”

      “Nope.” She winked again but kept her expression stony.

      “You did!” I jabbed a finger at her. “Oh, my gosh. I don’t know what to make of this.”

      “Is winking not something Americans do?” There was a hint of teasing in her voice.

      “We do it. I’m shocked that you do.”

      “Me in particular or British people as a whole?” She was starting to enjoy herself now.

      “You.” To drill this point home, I pointed at her. “Very particularly you.”

      “Why’s that?” As she ate another of the white things, my curiosity grew.

      Not wanting to divulge my theory that she was an ice princess with the ever so appropriate nickname Prin, I decided to keep my mouth occupied with a prawn chip. I took one from the bowl, hesitantly biting a very tiny portion. “Oh.” I sat up straighter. “This isn’t so bad.” I took another sample. “It’s actually good.”

      “That’s a thing we do in this country. Serve edible food.” Jesus Christ, another wink.

      I burst into laughter, unable to stop myself from saying, “Did I peg you all wrong?”

      “How’d you peg me?” She held up a hand. “No, don’t. Let me take a stab at it.”

      “By all means.” I waved for her to go ahead.

      “Uptight?”

      “Yep.” I jerked my head up and down to confirm how uptight I thought she was.

      “Spoiled?”

      “Double yep.” More nodding.

      “Repressed.”

      “That didn’t sound like a question. Do I have to confirm that?” I did my best to control my head and facial expression.

      “You just did.” She circled a finger in the air, letting me know my face had once again betrayed me.

      “I’m sorry.” I smothered my mouth with my palm in a lame effort to control my face before it got me into any more trouble.

      “It always happens.” She shrugged. “I don’t trust people, and it shows.”

      “Ever?”

      “Eventually, if they earn it, but I’m more the type to hold back until I deem it safe to go forward.”

      “That’s interesting.”

      “Why?” She quirked her brow again, and I have to be honest. It was sexy as hell. Did she know that and was trying to lure me further into her web? Or was she unaware of the effect it, and she, had on me?

      “This is our first meal together,” I pointed out, “even though, technically, we had our morning coffee together today.”

      She laughed. “I don’t think that counts. There was actually a physical barrier between us.”

      I barreled on. “Even so, we haven’t even ordered our meals, and you’re starting to lower your shield. Does that mean you don’t find me all that threatening?”

      “I wouldn’t go that far.” She leaned back in her seat, but her lips curled upward, and there was an intriguing glint in those mesmerizing eyes.

      The man returned with an order pad.

      Prin requested black bean tofu, and I opted for General Tso’s chicken. Both of us requested the only lager on the menu.

      “Are you a vegetarian?” I asked after the server had left, my eyes falling to the prawn chips. “Or what is it when you eat fish? Pescatarian?”

      “No, neither. But I try to do my part for the environment by limiting my meat intake.”

      “That’s wonderful!” I practically did a happy dance in my chair to discover we had something so important in common.

      “You’re that much of a fan of tofu?”

      I was starting to like her teasing style because it was difficult to discern if she was or not. Why did my neighbor have to be a mysterious knockout? I was here to study, not flirt. Relationships were off the menu, so to speak. “I like it well enough, but I got excited by your helping the environment comment. It’s literally the reason why I’m here.”

      “What do you mean?” Her eyes swept the joint as if I’d meant that was why I was in the restaurant.

      This made me smile. Usually, she was excellent at guessing my thought process, but right now she seemed flummoxed. Perhaps my face didn’t scream environmentalist. “Climate Change is the heart of the program I’m here for.”

      “You’re a scientist?” Skepticism filled her eyes, her fingers gripping the neck of the green beer bottle.

      “Not a scientist, scientist. I would be terrible at that. I’m a sociologist.”

      “Ah. That’s only reinforcing your cowgirl image.” She tipped her beer in my direction before taking a drink.

      “How’s that?”

      “Invading my country for your own good.” She held up two hands to show she was joking.

      “I’ll leave that alone for now, but you still haven’t explained your Wild West comment from earlier.” I pointed a prawn chip at her.

      “I didn’t say that I would. You demanded. I simply ignored.”

      “Oh no. There’s no ignoring me.”

      “It’s hard to ignore Americans.” Her tone was teasing, but her shoulders stiffened.

      Should I push or leave that thread for another day?

      Then she shocked me once again by saying, “I think it’s admirable that you picked up and moved to a different country. You’re very brave. I don’t think I could do that. I like my bubble. You’re a wild cowgirl, aren’t you?”

      “How am I supposed to answer that?” No one who knew me described me as wild, that was for sure. Somehow the way she said it, though, I kinda wished they did.

      “How do you want to answer it?”

      “I don’t want to ruin this image you have of me.” Because I really liked Prin thinking of me as this larger-than-life woman, not the person who kept her nose in a book.

      “Wild or cowgirl?”

      “How do you separate the two?”

      “Are you going to try to prove me wrong? That you aren’t a wild cowgirl?” She leaned on her forearms.

      “Are you going to try to prove that you aren’t repressed?” I also leaned on the table.

      “This is an interesting dual, and we might be at cross-purposes.” Her eyes twinkled like jewels.

      “It’s been like that since we met.” I chewed on my bottom lip.

      “True. But will it always be that way?”
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      “This really isn’t the way I thought this day would end,” I said, chuckling to myself and taking a sip of beer.

      “It’s ending so soon?” She also took a tug of beer as I watched her swallow, appreciating her long, slender neck.

      “How in the hell did I peg you so wrong?” I clumsily set my bottle back onto the table, having to right it at the last second. That was the dangerous kind of effect the woman had on me.

      “Because I wanted you to.”

      “Because you don’t trust people.” I nodded as understanding dawned. “What about now?”

      “I still don’t trust people.”

      “Are you lumping me into the people category?” I made air quotes around people.

      “It’s possible you might be tiptoeing into a neighborly acquaintance.” She walked two fingers across the white table cloth.

      “What rights does that guarantee me?”

      “Rights?” She jacked up both brows.

      “On the getting to know me front. Will you give me a chance to become more of a how-do-you-do neighbor, or is neighborly acquaintance the extent of our relationship after tonight?” I found myself holding my breath, a little overcome by how much I really did want to know her better.

      “Now I’m following.” She seemed to ponder, her eyes darting to the low ceiling. “Let’s say I’m curious.”

      “What are you curious about?”

      “That’s for me to know and for you to find out.”

      I studied her face, those eyes softening, but there was a reservoir of concern deep within. I wondered what, or who, had put it there. “The question is will you ever let me find out?”

      “Ah… fair point well made.”

      I wasn’t entirely sure what she meant by that, but the man appeared with our meals, cutting off further exploration of whatever the hell this line of conversation could be labeled. Flirting? Teasing? Sloppy drunks and when the hazy booze fog lifted, none of this would be remembered? At least it was safe to say I was making my way past pleasantly drunk at the rate we’d been going, considering I wasn’t much of a drinker usually. I’d have to watch myself.

      I sampled the chicken, letting out a moan. “You’re right about this place. It’s delicious.”

      “I think you’ll find I’m right about most things.”

      “I’m not sure of that. You’re whole keeping people at arm’s length no matter what sounds… lonely.”

      A cloud descended across her face. “I love it when people who don’t know me pass judgment and make assumptions.”

      Mayday! Mayday! So much for watching myself.

      She barreled on, pointing her fork in my direction. “Just because we’re sharing a meal doesn’t mean you know me inside and out.”

      “I’m sorry.” I scooted back in my seat. “I wasn’t trying to upset you.”

      “Did I say you upset me?” she snapped.

      Oh wow, just like that, we seemed to be right back at square one. Combative Prin. This time, the reason couldn’t be laid at Cooper’s feet but squarely at mine.

      I sat without answering, and she continued to drill her eyes into me, as if she wanted—no, needed—me to confirm that she had in no way whatsoever said, or even implied, that I’d upset her.

      “No,” I mumbled then took another bite of food, hoping she’d simply let the conversation drop, and we could limp back to sorta friendly terms.

      Across the room, a woman screamed and jumped out of her seat. Prin whipped her head around, and I had to crane my neck like a periscope to see what the commotion was about. Had this woman also been on the receiving end of a snappish dining companion?

      Soon enough, I realized the trouble was real. There was a flame on the table, which was growing larger by the second, and an employee was now adding her screams to the diner’s. A man in a chef’s outfit rushed out from the kitchen, brandishing a fire extinguisher and blasting the flames into submission while puffs of white filled the air.

      The staff tried to settle the woman, who was clutching her throat, while her male dining companion held onto her arm. Soon, they left, presumably not having to pay for their meal.

      “How in the heck did that happen?” I whispered, my heart still pounding from the unexpected spectacle.

      “I think one of them placed their napkin on the candle and poof.” She motioned up in flames with her hands.

      “Kinda like our conversation,” I blurted, really wishing I hadn’t.

      Prin’s eyes bored into mine.

      I didn’t speak.

      She continued to stare.

      We’d been doing so well after the rocky start at the pub, but one comment was all it took to pop the hopeful friendship balloon over us.

      One lousy comment.

      Was it because I hit a raw nerve, and she really was very lonely? Sometimes people hated having the obvious tossed in their face. Or maybe it went deeper than that.

      While we continued to eat in silence, I had to wonder if the drastic mood change would turn out to be a blessing in disguise.

      I was here to study, not date. The last thing I needed was to spend my time hanging out with an attractive woman who seemed to have the world’s shortest fuse.

      Not only that, my time in the UK had a ticking clock, a definite end point. What was the point of pursuing even a friendship with such a prickly woman when I’d be going back home before I knew it? Maybe in this case, it was better to be alone.
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      “How did you two leave it?” Angela, my bestie back home, asked.

      I gripped the phone pressed to my ear. “We walked home in excruciating silence. I ended up saying I needed to hop into Sainsbury’s—that’s a grocery chain over here—to pick up milk. I couldn’t handle another awkward second. We said goodbye, and I walked through the sliding glass door and waited until she was out of sight, before hopping back out.” I closed my eyes to try to picture Prin’s face when I mentioned my milk need. Had she been disappointed or relieved? Would I even know considering how quickly her mood had shifted?

      “Sounds like you dodged a bullet.” Angela’s comment yanked me back into the conversation.

      “I guess so, but I feel bad. It was a stupid, offhand comment meant to be funny, not make her hate me. I should try to explain—”

      “No! Do not try to figure out a way to apologize. You’re always saying sorry for things you didn’t do.”

      “But I did say it. That’s the point. It wasn’t my place to tell Prin she seems lonely.”

      “From what you’ve described, you called a spade a spade. I mean, she doesn’t even like Cooper. Who could get mad at such a lovable creature?” She made some type of cooing sounds, even though we were on the phone.

      My eyes landed on the dog in question, peacefully sleeping on his bed by the glass door to the balcony. He had access to the outside, but it was getting late, and he was zonked out, a breeze rustling his whiskers.

      “How about you?” I asked Angela in order to change the subject from Prin. “Have you met anyone?”

      “In the week since you’ve left?” She laughed. “Not at all. I’ve been locked up in the library working on my dissertation.”

      “The glamorous life of a PhD student.” I collapsed against the couch.

      “Oh, we’re living the dream. At least, you’re able to study at a pub. I would kill to have such romantic surroundings. Ever since the flood took out parts of the library, it smells moldy.”

      “I don’t miss that stench at all. I won’t lie. Aside from the Prin fiasco, it’s been amazing. I can’t stop my jaw from dropping whenever I see something. Even the black cabs. They’re so very British. Do you know the drivers have to take a test, and they basically know every street in London? Don’t get me started on all the red phone booths. I have no idea if they still work, but they seem to be everywhere. I think they’re there solely for tourists to take their photos in them.”

      “Have you done that yet?” From her tone, Angela was convinced I had.

      “Hold on.” I searched my phone for the perfect shot and texted it.

      There was a squeal followed by, “It’s official. I hate you.”

      “You could have applied for the program.”

      “I know, but I’m almost done with my dissertation. There’s no way I would be able to focus on it while living in Britain. No way at all. I need to finish my program and get a job. I can’t keep racking up debt.”

      Both were true. Student loans were the bane of existence for most American students. And, focus was not my friend’s strongest quality by a long shot. The fact that Angela was able to sit in a library for longer than two hours was a minor miracle. Sitting at a table with her was impossible because she jiggled her leg so much the table shook.

      We chatted a bit longer and then said our goodbyes. It was nearing ten at night here, and Angela had a meeting with a professor in Colorado, seven hours behind British Standard Time.

      After ending the call, I woke Cooper by shaking his leash. His adorable head popped up from his bed, eyes wide with excitement. This time of day, he didn’t mind squeezing in a walk. In the morning, getting him going took a lot more effort.

      “It’s time for one last wee before bed. Don’t you love the word wee, Cooper? So much more dignified than pee or piss.” Again, I shook his leash and made way for the door.

      He ran for me and struggled to hold still when I told him to sit so I could clip his leash into the harness. After the Prin incident, I didn’t trust him outside the front door on his own, even if he had been on a leash that time. I hadn’t kept him close and learned my lesson.

      Outside, we crossed the street so we could take a lap around the fenced garden. At this time of night, the square was the right length for Cooper to get his business done while allowing him to sniff and both of us to stretch our legs before snoozing.

      The air was cool but still, and the darkness swallowed us between the street lights.

      We rounded the first corner.

      Cooper inhaled part of the fence railing like it was the cork of a fine wine, while I stared up at the leaves above, the streetlamp making them glow green.

      As we neared the next corner, a person out of sight whistled. As she slowly rounded the corner, I nearly dropped Cooper’s leash.

      Prin?

      Prin whistled?

      You might as well have tried to tell me the queen whistled. There was absolutely no way I would’ve pegged that hater as a whistler. Especially not such a happy tune. Maybe I would’ve believed it if she’d been whistling a funeral dirge, but I’m not actually sure that’s possible to do.

      There was only one explanation. It had to be someone who simply looked like Prin. Maybe she had a twin.

      Back it up, Brit. She did have a twin.

      But Prin and Polly weren’t identical, so that shot my theory right out of the water.

      By the time I could definitely make out Prin under a light and could no longer pretend it wasn’t her, she realized Cooper and I were about to run smack-dab into her.

      “Oh, hi.” She stepped off to the side but didn’t continue on her way, as if waiting for me to respond.

      We hadn’t talked since the disastrous dinner two nights ago.

      “Good evening,” I replied in what I hoped was a friendly but not overly eager way because my gut told me she wouldn’t appreciate that.

      Prin leaned down and petted Cooper, who wasn’t attempting to hide his friendly side. “Aren’t you a handsome fellow?”

      “Are you okay with—” I pointed to Cooper pawing her legs.

      “Sure.” She continued petting him. “He’s not scary, are you?”

      If I didn’t know better, I’d have to say Prin cooed that last part, except that if Prin was not a whistler, then she was absolutely not someone who would coo. Cooper, however, did not seem to realize this about her and responded by licking her face in his boisterous fashion.

      Prin’s shoulders tensed, but much to her credit, she didn’t pull away, and she even chuckled. “Nope. Not scary at all.”

      Cooper rapidly lost interest in his new friend, turning his attention back to a smelly spot on the pavement and leaving me on the hook to make small talk. Some best friend he turned out to be.

      “Did you have a good night?” I asked.

      “Yep. Drinks with Polly and her first husband.” Her eyes were still slightly glassy from whatever alcohol she’d imbibed, probably explaining why she’d been so surprisingly easygoing with Cooper. “You?”

      “I caught up on the phone with a friend back home.”

      “That’s nice.” She started to say something, stopped, but then asked, “Are you lonely?”

      I wasn’t expecting that one. “Not at the moment, no. You?”

      “Nope!” She swayed slightly on her feet, and for a moment, I was afraid she would topple over. However, like the Weeble toys from my childhood, she wobbled but didn’t fall down.

      “Do you want to walk with us?” I motioned the way we were going, mentally calculating the likelihood I could drag her back across the street if she failed to make it on her own.

      “Uh, that’s okay. This way is faster.”

      We stared at each other, neither of us seeming overly confident in our ability to drive this conversation to a suitable conclusion.

      It was Prin who finally took a stab at it. “Well, I better get home to Francesca, or she’ll probably call the police. Or lock me out.”

      “If you ever need me to feed her or anything, you can always text.” Not a stellar retort but solidly respectable.

      She nodded without seeming to give the offer any thought as she started to move past us.

      Meanwhile Cooper pulled on the leash, dragging me in the opposite direction from Prin as he clearly wanted to finish his walk.

      “Good night,” I said as I lurched forward. We were shoulder to shoulder now, nearly touching.

      Instead of sailing by, Prin stopped, making direct eye contact with a gaze that no longer seemed very much under the influence. “But how will I text if you don’t give me your number?”

      “What?” Huh. So she had been paying attention after all.

      “You know, in case Frannie needs you?”

      It was hard to reconcile such a prissy-looking feline with a down-to-earth nickname, which seemed like another oddity, right up there with the whistling. Was this strange personality shift solely the result of Prin’s drinking earlier in the night? Or was she letting her guard down?

      Cooper became more insistent. I would not be permitted to linger long enough to find out.

      “I’ll leave a Post-it note on your window,” I called out as my dog once again gave a tug on the leash.

      “Fab. Night.”

      Just as Cooper and I started to round the corner, I heard an unmistakable hiccup. I couldn’t let Prin continue on her own. While the neighborhood seemed relatively safe, the woman was clearly inebriated. Blocking out Angela’s advice to steer clear of Prin, I turned around. Cooper didn’t complain. He was smart enough to know he’d get more of a walk, which was just dandy as far as he was concerned. His stopping occasionally to sniff made it easy for me to keep an eye on Prin from a safe distance. I held my breath while she swayed here and there, finally breathing easier when she’d made it to her front door without a mishap and disappeared inside.

      “I don’t envy her head in the morning,” I said to Cooper as we crossed the street to our entrance. “All right, buddy. Let’s put this day in the books.”
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      The following morning, I roused early to take Cooper for a longer walk than usual. I had an extended day at school, and I wanted Coops to be good and tired so he wouldn’t be too upset when I got home at four-thirty instead of three.

      “Come on, buddy,” I said after five fruitless attempts of standing by the front door and calling his name to get him to get up all on his own. I plucked the sleeping terrier from the bed, his legs slightly wobbly. “You’ll appreciate it once we get outside.”

      His indignant grunt conveyed how much he begged to differ. He’d been perfectly happy to stay in a nice warm bed, thank you very much.

      However, five minutes into the walk, he was practically skipping on the sidewalk.

      When I guided him in the opposite direction on the busy street, he gave me an odd look but didn’t offer any resistance, perhaps sensing a new adventure was afoot.

      I’d been studying a map for the side roads that led to the Kensington High Street entrance of Holland Park, a place we hadn’t explored yet.

      It was a little before 6:00 a.m., but there was already a hustle and bustle of cars and black cabs. When the light turned, we crossed Cromwell Road, a much wider street than I’d become accustomed to since moving to London. Cooper, though, knew the drill when crossing a busy road, and he tucked his head down until we reached the massive island in the middle. Then we had to walk along the sidewalk, thick hedges on both sides, to get to the crosswalk to complete our journey across Cromwell.

      While waiting for the light to change, I looked to my left and saw the massive Tesco store I’d gotten my coffee from the first morning I’d arrived. I nodded, logging that detail into my mind. I wasn’t great at maps, but once I walked a path and saw how things fit and where, it was locked into my head. I wouldn’t be able to give directions to anyone, but I could walk them there if I’d done it once before.

      The light turned, and Cooper put his little head down once again until we made it safely to the neighborhood side streets. While Cooper was a little lighter on his feet, dashing from one smelly spot to the next, I gave him full rein of the lead and paid attention to the neighborhood signs, wanting to lock in more tiny details for later.

      We passed one sign that stated the street name, along with Earl’s Court. But two streets over, on our way to Holland Park, another sign spelled Earls Court without the apostrophe. That was curious. Was it a raging debate in the neighborhood? An argument about grammar? Did some think the apostrophe was too stuffy? I snapped a photo of the sign, vividly picturing the residents on both sides of the issue engaging in a duel.

      A block closer to the park, I found another sign with Earl’s Court, using the apostrophe. Again, I took a picture. These were the types of things I loved noticing.

      Soon enough, we reached Kensington High Street, and I spied the park across the street. The bricked entrance had large black bars, making it look extremely impressive. And, very much locked. Shoot. I hadn’t considered the park would have hours, plus a gate. In the US, I’d see posted signs alerting users to the hours, but not physically barring them from entry.

      Undeterred, we crossed the street.

      On the side of Holland Park was an asphalt sidewalk with a yellow line painted down the middle, and I figured out the left-hand side was the bike lane, given the pretty obvious clue of the painted bikes that indicated that was the case. The path seemed to skirt the outer edge of the park.

      “Let’s give it a go.”

      Cooper was already ahead of me.

      Occasionally, an individual wearing a suit passed us, clearly on the way to work. Or sometimes a jogger huffed by. Since Cooper relished sniffing, we always made slow progress, and even a grandmother with a cane could easily leave us in the dust.

      While Cooper did his thing, I kept trying to peer into the park, the first long stretch seemed to be playing fields. But, as the grade of the sidewalk became a little steeper, the foliage inside the park started to change, becoming thicker.

      “We need to come back when it’s open to explore.”

      Right then, a jogger coming from our right cut in front of us and proceeded to hop the waist-high fence.

      Okay. In the US, I may have entered a park when it was technically closed, but hopping a fence seemed like one step too far. Besides, the last thing I needed was to get kicked out of a country because I couldn’t follow a simple rule. Also, I was pretty certain Cooper wouldn’t be able to jump that high, and I didn’t want him to get hurt trying.

      The hill became pronounced, and I could feel it in my legs. Now on the righthand side of the path was a brick wall.

      “They take security seriously here,” I said to Cooper, who had uncovered a dirty tennis ball from a pile of leaves.

      There was no way he was going to let go of that ball now.

      “Yuck, Cooper!”

      His eyes glowed with excitement.

      The flow of people increased as the time ticked closer to seven.

      Finally, we reached the end of the path, which dead-ended onto Holland Park Avenue, according to the signage. Off to the side was a large map. I’d been noticing wherever I traveled in London, there were maps for newbies like me.

      While I figured out a path around the park, going down neighborhood streets, I opted to turn us around and head back on the path to be safe. We were already running behind schedule, and now that Cooper had a tennis ball in his mouth, he would continually drop it at my feet for me to toss. He wasn’t good at taking a hint.

      After the twentieth time of him dropping the ball and looking so excited about the prospect of me letting him off the leash to chase it down, I finally broke the bad news to him. “There are too many bikers.” To prove my point, one zipped by, easily traveling ten miles per hour or even faster. I hunched down and petted Cooper’s head. “We’ll return when we have more time, Cooper. I’m sure there are plenty of spots inside where you can chase a ball without me worrying about you getting creamed by a biker. I promise.”

      As we started our descent down the hill, we had to navigate through many more people than we passed going in the opposite direction, including moms or dads pulling small children on scooters. The older kids were wearing adorable school uniforms. This wasn’t something I’d ever seen while living in Colorado, and it struck me as so very British.

      “Aren’t they cute?” I squealed to Cooper, who mistook my excitement and dropped the ball once again.

      “Never change, Coops. I love your positivity.”

      We got back to the apartment around a quarter to seven.

      After rushing through a shower and getting dressed, I took a cup of coffee onto the balcony. I didn’t have much time, but I didn’t want to leave until Cooper and I fulfilled this part of our routine together. Not only did I love my routines as a general rule, but I couldn’t help to think not everyone in the world had the chance to drink their cup of joe while overlooking a charming English garden. It would be tantamount to spitting in a church if I didn’t stop to appreciate the little joys in life.

      Secretly, I had hoped to bump into Prin on the balcony, but her door was shut, and there was no sign of Frannie. Not surprising, considering Prin was probably sleeping off one mother of a hangover after how she’d seemed last night.

      I bolted my coffee and said goodbye to Cooper, who was already going back to bed.

      Outside, I remembered I didn’t leave my number on Prin’s door like I had promised the night before, but I was already risking being late, so I made a mental note to leave the Post-it right when I got back.

      “Hi!”

      I turned around to see Polly approaching. “Oh, hi.”

      “You look like you’re in a rush,” she said.

      “Unfortunately, I’m running late to class.” I gripped the strap of my shoulder bag.

      “Don’t let me keep you, but please join us tonight at the pub for drinks. Sevenish work?”

      “Sounds great!” I knew I sounded too enthusiastic, but she didn’t seem to take note, or if she did, it didn’t upset her. She was so very different from her twin, who seemed capable of taking offense at every single thing.

      “See you then.” Polly offered me a genuine smile that hinted she knew something I didn’t.

      When I reached the end of the road, and before I rounded the corner heading to the Tube station, I turned back to see Prin standing next to her sister, the two clearly arguing about something. Uh-oh. Had Polly told Prin I was invited for drinks at the pub? If so, Prin was anything but pleased about the news.
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      By the time I should be leaving the apartment to meet up with the P twins, my new name for the two women, my stomach was twisting into an impressive knot. The type one could put in a rope and use to swing off of a burning ledge. Which coincidentally sounded like a much better way to pass the evening than heading to the pub.

      “What do you think, Coops? Stay in and watch television, or telly as they say here, or go out?” I joggled my palms in the air, praying he would convince me to stay home.

      The terrier, though, was on his bed, gnawing on a new bone I’d picked up on my way home because I’d been feeling guilty about having plans after being away for so long. It was my peace offering, but it was also turning out to betray me in the moment since he wasn’t going to give me the time of day until the bone was gone. It was half his size, and the dog had an obsession with bones. I was on my own.

      “Cooper! What should I do?”

      Seriously? He didn’t even look up or register I’d shouted his name. Traitor.

      “Fine!” I stood. “Fine, I’ll go. You clearly don’t want me around.”

      For a brief second, I thought he was going to ditch the bone and try to convince me to snuggle on the couch. It was getting chillier in the apartment now that the sun had disappeared for the day, and he loved to dig around on his fleece blanket on the couch, to get it just so, before settling in for a snooze, his head on my thigh so I could scratch right behind his ears.

      But that was wishful thinking. He didn’t stop with the bone for a single second. If I’d ever wondered where the expression like a dog with a bone came from, now I knew.

      What else could I do?

      Besides, technically speaking, it’d be rude not to meet them after saying I would. Damn technicalities.

      In the bathroom, I checked the damage from a long day and decided to reapply mascara and lipstick. Fluffing my hair, I spritzed some hairspray. Then, to be safe, I added the smallest amount of perfume, so small it probably rendered it ineffectual.

      Grabbing my denim jacket, my lucky one from my high school days, I said, “I won’t be late.”

      Outside, I slipped into my jacket, shivering slightly.

      Dark, menacing clouds hung low to the west, but there was still a streak of dark sky in the direction I was heading. Was that a good sign? Or was I being lured into a trap by the P twins? What trap, though? It wasn’t like they were planning to get me drunk, load me onto the Tube, and leave me there to fend for myself.

      I had to laugh over how ridiculous I was being.

      It was simply drinks with new friends in London.

      Nothing more.

      Nothing less.

      Buck up, buttercup!

      Since the pub was basically around the corner from my building, I arrived at the front door much sooner than I wanted.

      Maybe that was good, because if I had more time to ponder reasons why I should ditch a perfectly lovely night out in favor of staying in to pluck my chin hairs or something, I might have done that.

      I froze in place, my hand flying to my face.

      I stroked my chin. Once. Twice. A third time for good measure.

      Phew. No hairs.

      Candidly speaking, I was probably more obsessive about yanking those pesky little whiskers than Cooper was with his bones. I was never without a pair of tweezers for a chin hair emergency. But let’s not make that public knowledge, okay?

      Only a few smokers sat at the tables outside, bundled up in thick jackets, hunching below heat lamps. I was relieved neither Prin nor Polly were among them. It’d only been a few days since the last time I was here, sitting outside in pleasant weather. Tonight was more fall-like, even bordering on winter.

      When I opened the door to the pub, there was quite a crowd around the bar, where many people stood with pint glasses in their hands, talking loudly to be heard.

      It was almost too much for me.

      Noise wasn’t my thing, and drunks being noisy was probably the worst. I hadn’t expected a quaint English pub to be so rowdy, like an American college bar.

      “Brit!” My name boomed from the rafters.

      I looked upward, half expecting to see God’s image because, seriously, I had no idea where the voice could’ve come from other than heaven. But as my eyes registered Polly’s face, I noticed for the first time that there was an upstairs to the pub, and my new friend was apparently there. In retrospect, it did sound a bit more plausible than being paged by God.

      I must have looked bewildered, because Polly shouted, “Grab a drink, and come upstairs. To the left of—” She turned around and held out her left hand. Whipping back around, she said, “Yes, to the left of you.” She was laughing at herself, and I had to join in if only out of relief to discover I was not the only one who sometimes confused right and left.

      Side note, this is not at all a good problem to be afflicted with when you are an American living in a country where everyone insists on driving on the wrong side of the road. But, I digress.

      At the bar, I pointed at the lager tap, not wanting to risk permanent injury to my vocal chords by shouting the request.

      The bearded man nodded. As he started to crank the tap, his eyes landed somewhere above my head, probably keeping an eye on the rowdy locals.

      Someone bumped into me, and I had to place a hand on the bar to keep from wiping out.

      After steadying myself, I spun around, about to tell the person to back off, but shut my trap when I saw Prin, her face reddening like an overripe strawberry. Juicy and begging to be eaten.

      Yeah, I have no idea where that thought came from.

      “Sorry.” She put her hands out on my shoulders. “Are you okay? Some bloke bumped into me, and I lost my footing. I’m so sorry. Are you hurt?”

      “I’m fine. Are you okay?” I also put my hands on her shoulders when she was jostled again. I was still thinking about strawberries. And eating. And Prin. My brain was going all sorts of places it shouldn’t.

      She nodded and motioned to the bartender to pull two more lagers. This snapped me out of my daydream, and I remembered the first night, the P twins had stout. Was it simply too hard for Prin to convey that message in the moment, or was she flustered about something and couldn’t remember her beer preference? I said a silent prayer both drinks weren’t for Prin considering the state I saw her in last night.

      The bartender did as he was asked without saying a word.

      “It’s crazy in here tonight,” I shouted, standing on my tippy-toes so she had a better chance of hearing me.

      “It’s the London Derby,” she shouted back, hunching down a little so our faces were now level.

      “The what? Is that a horse race?”

      “No. Football, er, soccer.” She gave me an expression like she thought I was hopelessly clueless.

      We paid for our drinks, and Prin motioned for me to follow her as she pushed her way to the staircase, while she kept glancing over her shoulder to ensure I was okay.

      As we climbed higher, the noise lessened somewhat, and by the time we reached the top, I could finally hear myself think. It turned out I was still sort of thinking about that whole strawberry thing, so I quickly told myself to shut up.

      “You made it!” Polly jumped to her feet and air-kissed my cheeks. “I forgot all about the Arsenal Tottenham match.”

      “It’s like a different place up here.” I scanned the worn leather chairs and round tables. “There’s a fire going. How amazing.”

      “You must be chilled to the bone.” Prin set one pint in front of herself and one at Polly’s spot then motioned for me to sit in front of the fire.

      “Thanks.” I sank into the chair she’d offered, absorbing the warmth gratefully. I was equally grateful to discover the second lager had, indeed, been for Prin’s sister and not for her. The last thing I needed in my life after my ex was another woman who didn’t know her limit. Not that I intended for Prin to become a woman in my life. That was definitely not what I meant. “It wasn’t so cold earlier today. I actually wore a thin long sleeve shirt and shorts when I took Cooper for his walk this morning.”

      I was babbling.

      “That’s island weather for you.” Polly motioned to a pile of potato chips on a thin sheet of something that appeared to be aluminum foil. “Crisp? They’re salted vinegar.”

      I picked one up, and the vinegar exploded in my mouth. “These are almost overpowering.”

      Polly laughed. “I know. I love them.” She popped one into her mouth, making a show of crunching down on it.

      I swiped another.

      And, then another. Before I had to sit on my hands to stop myself from being a pig about it, which really would’ve been embarrassing, I grasped my beer tightly with all ten of my fingers and issued myself strict orders not to put another crisp in my mouth under penalty of death.

      “You like them?” Polly asked.

      “Love them!” I said in my exuberant American way.

      “What else do you love?” Polly asked me and then looked at her twin sister, who kicked Polly right in the shin.

      Polly was many things. Subtle was not one of them.
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      I sat back in the chair, now holding my beer with one hand while I tapped the fingers of my other on the leather armrest. I was thinking, or trying to, anyway. Both of my companions waited for me to answer, although Prin’s expression held more patience than her sister’s.

      Finally, I settled on what I felt was a safe response. “I love the little things. Like this morning, I noticed the two different spellings for Earl’s Court.”

      Prin, with a curious expression, asked, “What do you mean?”

      “It’ll probably be easier to show you.” I set my beer down and proceeded to dig my phone out of my pocket. “Here’s one photo.” I held the device for them to see and then swiped the photo for the next. “And, the second.”

      Prin and Polly glanced at each other before drilling their gazes into me. I thought if I showed them again they’d spy the difference, so I gave them the chance to look at each photo more closely.

      It was Prin who broke the silence by stating, “They both read Earl’s Court.”

      I nodded enthusiastically. “Yes, but don’t you see the vital difference.”

      Their faces were completely blank.

      “One has an apostrophe, and the other doesn’t,” I finally said in a gotcha tone.

      “Oh,” they spoke in unison as if that was the most disappointing news they’d heard in a very long time. Clearly, they had hoped for a more nefarious reason for my excitement, and I had disappointed them utterly.

      Feeling my face turn as hot as the log in the fire, I tucked my phone away.

      “You like details,” Prin said in a way that implied she was desperately trying to understand this odd quirk of mine but wasn’t being dismissive. More like she was giving it careful thought.

      “Yes, but more than that. I love being a part of things and not taking the little details for granted. One of the reasons I’m here this year is for the Jubilee and Olympics.” I’d already mentioned this to Prin, but it was imperative she understood that part of my personality.

      “We get a four-day weekend for the Jubilee!” Polly raised her hand for Prin to high-five, which Prin did but with not as much enthusiasm. Was that for my benefit, I wondered, or was she simply not the high-fiving type? Honestly, both answers seemed equally likely.

      “I thought you owned your own shop,” I said. “Can’t you take a four-day weekend whenever?”

      “We do, but we follow bank holidays. Our staff will man the shop, naturally, because tourists love baked goods no matter the day.”

      Bank holiday? I understood the words, but they made zero sense to me.

      “Why do banks give you time off? Are the banks in Britain that nice? American ones sure aren’t, considering how often they try to rip people off in plain sight.” Even as I said this, I was pretty sure I was missing something very obvious.

      Prin smiled broadly in a way that screamed she loved how I displayed complete naiveté about basic things, all the while noticing details as small as a missing apostrophe. “A bank holiday is a public holiday, either decreed by royal proclamation or under common law. The banks are closed, hence the term.”

      “That makes much more sense. Back in Colorado, we refer to most holidays by their name, such as Labor Day, or we simply say long weekend.”

      “The Jubilee added an extra day off,” Polly said.

      “Yeah, Prin said she’s going to Paris.” I sipped my beer.

      “We’re both going to Paris,” Polly said, and then she had a lightbulb expression. “You should come with us!”

      “I want to witness the Jubilee.” Hadn’t I just said that? I was sure I had and not for the first time. No wonder Polly never noticed a missing apostrophe.

      “Why?” Prin looked at me like I’d suggested a voluntary root canal without anesthesia. “It’s going to be filled with two types of people I don’t like. Tourists and royal watchers.”

      “Okay, I know all about tourists and understand your sentiment, given what I’ve seen so far. Why do royal watchers annoy you so much?”

      “They feed the media’s obsession with the royals,” Polly answered, “never giving them a moment’s peace. They’ll read any trashy story about them, no matter how ludicrous. Even if some of it’s true, who gives a crap? Live and let live. I would never want to be a royal.”

      “Ah, I see.” I nodded slowly as I considered for the first time how awful that type of daily scrutiny must be. “Trust me. I’m not in the same category as them. I think it’s historic, really. Queen Elizabeth has been on the throne for so long. In the US, we change leaders all the time. We’ve never had a female president, and if you look at the number of women in the Senate and House, the record is abysmal.” I shrugged, adding, “I like the idea of a powerful woman.”

      “Is that right?” Again, Polly made a show of making eye contact with her twin. “So does this one.”

      Prin’s face went up in flames, which started me thinking about eating strawberries again. And other things. I rapidly veered my mind away from the abyss before it got completely lost in inappropriate thoughts. The whole thing was becoming downright Pavlovian.

      “You’ll be here for the Olympics, won’t you?” I asked both of them, scrambling for safer footing.

      Prin nodded. “Not that we can afford tickets to anything.”

      “There are going to be some free events. I plan to hit them all up.” I chugged my beer, wanting to extinguish the embers that still burned inside. Why did I have to be so susceptible to a pretty lady’s blushing?

      “That sounds about right for the British. It’s like how real estate is so bloody expensive in London. All the bloody foreigners.” Prin sounded bitter.

      “Uh…” What could I say since, technically, I was in that category?

      “Not you, naturally,” Polly rushed to Prin’s defense. “She’s talking about the foreigners who snatch up flats and then leave them empty most of the time.”

      Right. So, more like my uncle, then.

      Not wanting to dwell on the negative, I asked, “What’s your favorite Olympic event?”

      “Football, naturally.” Prin carefully selected a crisp that was folded over, resembling a taco.

      “Then why aren’t you watching the derby?” I asked.

      “I’m a Chelsea fan.”

      This meant nothing to me. “Where are they from?”

      “London.” The adorable smile returned, making my heart flutter. That really needed to stop. “Their stadium is near Brompton Cemetery.”

      “Is that what that structure is?” I forced myself to think about architecture instead of smiles. “I’ve seen it while walking around that area with Cooper.”

      “Since you like strong women, have you found Emmeline Pankhurst’s grave?” Prin asked.

      “No, where is it?” I moved to the edge of my seat, partially because I wanted to know the answer and partially because as soon as Prin had said the words strong women I’d gotten ridiculously turned on and needed a distraction. What the hell was wrong with me?

      “On the middle path, about a third of the way on the left if walking toward the chapel.”

      “Do you go to Brompton a lot?” Just keep talking until all that tingling subsides.

      Prin shook her head. “Only when I’m walking to catch a game.”

      “I’d love to attend a football match.” There was really only one way to fix my predicament. I swiped another crisp. Salt and vinegar crisps are almost as good as sex.

      Almost.

      “An Olympic match or football in general?”

      “Any, really.” The words came out muffled, and it took a couple more seconds of crunching before I was able to speak clearly. I might’ve overdone it on the crisps. “I don’t know much about football, but there haven’t been too many sports I don’t like. I mean, I even get all hot and bothered by curling. I love watching the guys using their brooms to guide the thingamajig. Usually, I’m jumping up and down in front of the television, cheering them on, and I have no idea about the technique or anything.”

      Prin smiled.

      Talk about getting all hot and bothered.

      Polly lurched upright into her seat. “That’s Prin’s favorite sport!”

      Seriously? Fuck.

      This was really bad. I was about to be such a goner.

      “Favorite Olympic winter sport,” Prin corrected. “Not all-time fave.”

      I was even starting to like the way the woman corrected everything. Why was this happening to me? Maybe Prin was a witch.

      Polly waved that it didn’t matter, her glassy eyes trying to convey some sort of deep meaning to Prin, who was doing everything not to look at Polly.

      It was comical watching the two interact, or would’ve been if I hadn’t been trying not to read all sorts of deep meaning into the situation myself. Time to change the subject.

      “Did you two used to dress in the same outfits?” I asked.

      Polly groaned.

      “Mum made us for the first five years, even though we don’t look alike.” Prin pulled a disgruntled face.

      “I think she also wished we were boys and had a fascination with sailor outfits.” Polly laughed. “She got part of her wish with you, Sis.”

      Talk about rude, but Prin, much to my surprise, laughed heartily at her sister’s jab. “It was probably the easiest coming out experience on the planet. Mum nearly cried tears of joy.”

      “Really?” That thought couldn’t penetrate my brain.

      “How did your parents react?” Polly asked.

      “Not great.” I fought off the urge to wrap my arms tightly across my chest. “I’m still waiting for them to receive a divine revelation that I’m not the devil’s spawn. One can hope.”

      The compassion in Prin’s eyes made my insides melt. “How long has it been?”

      I swallowed, forcing back any hint of tears. “Four years since I told them.”

      “For fucksake.” Polly’s face telegraphed anger. “What’s their problem?”

      “I grew up in a really small town in southern Colorado,” I said, figuring that explanation alone should make it obvious, but added, “which is code for crazy religious folks.”

      Polly fell back into her seat. “That’s shite. You’re their daughter. I hate types like that.”

      Prin eyed me before saying, “I’m so sorry.”

      I wasn’t sure if she was apologizing for Polly’s outburst, or my family situation, or the whole state of this fucked-up world. All three, perhaps.
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      Polly must have felt bad, or quite possibly her twin was giving her the evil eye, because she quickly added, “I’m so sorry. That slipped out.”

      “Don’t worry. I’ve said much worse about them.”

      “Is your whole family against… you?” Polly tiptoed through the question, but that didn’t stop her from asking.

      “No. I’m living in my uncle’s apartment, but I’m pretty sure he’s in the closet, so it might be his way of saying he understands.” I shifted in my seat. As much as I knew Polly was just trying to show friendship, I hated discussing this topic. “I’m here in London during one of the most exciting times. I don’t want to waste a second thinking of the things I can’t control.” I foolishly exclaimed, “Parents schmarents.” I always went a little over the top when this subject came up and people started to get that poor you expression. I hated anyone feeling sorry for me.

      Polly raised her glass. “Hear, hear!”

      Prin’s expression changed a little, but I could tell she was still absorbing my blurted confession. I mean, really, what do you say after someone admits their parents think they’re the devil’s offspring because they eat pussy? It was the ultimate conversation killer. I might as well have announced I had terminal cancer or something.

      Polly glanced at her watch. “Shit. I promised to be home half an hour ago.” She bolted the rest of her pint and rose. “Until next time.”

      When she was gone, I said to Prin, “I didn’t mean to chase her off.”

      “You didn’t,” Prin assured me. “Nothing scares my sister.”

      Yeah, I could see how that was probably true. I wished I’d had a sister like that.

      “Was that one of her attempts to get us alone, then?” I fiddled with the empty sheet of aluminum where the crisps had once been, reminding myself it would be very impolite to lick my finger and use it to gather up the last few crumbs.

      Prin chuckled at my suggestion, washing away some of the concern in her eyes. “Oh, I think this time her excuse was legit, but it’s probably worked out the way she wanted given we arrived at six and you at seven. She stayed long enough to be polite and then ran.”

      “I think it’s sweet that she has your interests at heart.”

      “Is that what you call it?” Prin’s tone hovered between annoyance and incredulity.

      I shrugged, not wanting to beat up my fam again but also pretty convinced that having a sister like Polly on her side made my companion one very lucky woman. From the way Prin’s expression softened in the silence, I suspected she had gleaned what I was thinking and that she agreed.

      “I try to be patient, but she’s not subtle. Ever.” Prin emphasized this with an emphatic hand slicing the air like a karate chop. A couple inches lower and she might’ve split the table in half like a cinder block, which would’ve been kind of awesome.

      “I’m noticing that. Maybe that’s why we get on. She’s not subtle, and I blurt things out I shouldn’t. Pretty much constantly.” Although I hadn’t mentioned the karate chop observation, which was progress.

      “Speaking of things one probably shouldn’t say…” Prin’s voice trailed off, and she jounced in her seat like she’d suddenly realized she’d sat down on an ant hill. I wasn’t sure I’d ever seen the woman so agitated. When she cleared her throat to speak, my attention was captured completely. “You know, my cousin gave me tickets to an upcoming football match. It’s at the Cottage.”

      It was within the realm of possibility that Prin had mentioned this fact simply to share a tidbit of information. But if I wasn’t mistaken, it was also quite likely that she had asked me out on a date.

      Well, not asked. But it was implied. I think.

      But, if she had done that, I was still left to wonder, was it a real date, or more like a pity invitation? Like, Hey, I’m sorry your family blows. Would a soccer game make you feel better?

      “It’s not a date or anything.” She fidgeted even more in her chair.

      Had my thoughts appeared like a cartoon bubble above my head? Or maybe it was the torturous seconds of dead silence in the room while I’d been asking myself all those questions that had prompted her to add that caveat.

      “You said you’d like to go, so… I offered.” She held a hand out like she was offering me the ticket right there.

      I stared at her graceful fingers like I was trying to commit them to memory. They were long, slender, the type of hands perfect for playing piano, or maybe the harp. And then I realized I still hadn’t said anything, and it had to have been like twelve hours by now since she’d asked me… What had she asked me again?

      Tickets. For a football match that wasn’t a date.

      “I’d love to. Is it safe?”

      This seemed to puzzle her completely, given the severe crumpling of her brow. It was almost like my question had caused her head to deflate. “What do you mean? Safe from…?”

      Even I had no idea in that moment what the hell I’d been getting at with such an asinine question. I bumbled through the best save I could manage. “I’ve read stories about fights at matches.”

      “Oh, that.” She bobbed her head as if doing me the courtesy of not pointing out my idiocy directly, which was pretty nice under the circumstances. “It used to be bad, but they’ve made significant changes. I’ve never felt unsafe attending.”

      “Well. That’s good.” I mean, yeah. What else was there to say about that, except please, God, next time strike me mute before I can say something that dumb, okay? “Uh, so when is it?”

      “First Sunday in October. Again, no pressure.” She held up two hands, implying nothing untoward, which was slightly disappointing because suddenly, in that moment, I was overwhelmed by exactly how much I’d like to know how her lips felt. Worst timing ever.

      “It’s a non-date, then.” I smiled, feeling foolish, because why couldn’t it be a date? Probably because I was an idiot. Maybe I shouldn’t have dumped my family baggage out there for all to see. Also, why did it have to be so far away? Waiting nearly two weeks would be hell.

      Although, once again, and quite belatedly, I reminded myself I was only here for a year. I needed to focus on my studies. It was probably for the best.

      No. It was definitely for the best.

      I had accepted the offer to come here for the professional and educational experience. Not for the chicks.

      Even if the woman staring at me was hot as shit.

      In addition to the fingers I’d been so fixated on before, now it was her pink lips that were really pulling me in, but I needed to put on the brakes. My time on the island was limited. Plus, there was no denying the fact that Prin could be difficult, complicated, and judgmental. I didn’t have time for that.

      Not at all.

      “What time is the game?” I asked.

      Because yes, I was still planning to go to the game. It wasn’t a date. We’d already established this, so that meant it was totally fine.

      “Four.”

      I nodded. “Should we do dinner after?”

      I froze with the words still ringing in my ears. I was pretty sure that even in a foreign country, adding dinner to any non-dating event immediately elevated said excursion to, if not a full-fledged date, at least something dangerously date-adjacent. That was international law. Also, if God truly wanted me to stop being agnostic, this would’ve been a great time for him or her to have cured me of that terrible mouth control affliction I suffered from. If ever there was something I should not have said, it was “Should we do dinner after?”

      Which was why it was so shocking when Prin answered, “Yes.”

      It wasn’t just the one-word answer that blew my mind. There was absolutely zero hesitation on her part. Or mine for that matter, even after lecturing myself about how dating was out of the question and all that crap. I was almost a hundred percent certain that me asking her to dinner, and her agreeing to it, had nudged us from non-date to official date.

      And you know what? I was willing to live with the consequences.
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      I waited outside of the apartment building for Prin, shuffling my weight from one leg to the next. Finally, I took a seat on the top step, not wanting to come across as an anxious teen who’d never been on a date before.

      I had, of course. Just never in Britain.

      And never with a woman who left me quite so tongue-tied and thoroughly confused as Prin did on a regular basis.

      Although, it’d been established, verbally, attending a soccer game was a non-date, technically, we’d never delved into if tacking dinner on afterward said otherwise. This was one of those times when I planned to use being a stickler for details to its full advantage.

      I glanced at my watch. It was a little after one. We’d agree to meet outside at 1:15 to have a drink before hopping the Tube. Which, yes, meant we were now having drinks, in addition to the match and dinner, but who was counting?

      I knew I was a full fifteen minutes early, but it was another beautiful sunny day, much warmer than I’d expected for the second of October. By the time the clock struck one, it was impossible for me to wait inside my apartment a minute longer.

      Apparently, I was not the only one, because I’d just sat down when the front door opened, and Prin stepped out in jeans and a lightweight top. In her hand was a jacket.

      I spread my arms out as if to embrace the sunshine. “How can you wear jeans in this weather?”

      “I could say the same about your long sleeve shirt.” With one eyebrow raised, Prin tugged gently on the cotton fabric of my sleeve, which sent delicious shivers racing up the length of my arm and down my spine.

      “Yes, but all I have to do is—” I shoved the sleeves up above my elbows, fumbling a bit because I was still a little distracted by the spine tingling. “See? Besides, I have a tank top on underneath if I need to shed the shirt.”

      “Clever. I can roll up my jeans if I’m about to expire.” Prin stared upward into the dark blue sky. “We set a record yesterday. The highest temperature for October.”

      I hopped to my feet. “I wonder if we’ll beat it again today.”

      “Let’s hope not. Brits aren’t made for this kind of weather.”

      “I never thought in a million years I’d be wearing shorts in London in the fall. I’d pictured always having to dash from one place to the next because of lashing rain and fog.”

      “Everyone who visits is surprised to see the sun.” She gave me the once-over. “Do you need sun cream?”

      “Cream?” I chuckled. “At home we’d call it sunscreen. I love learning all the tiny differences between here and there. To answer your question, I put on SPF fifty. I have two shades. Pasty white or lobster red. While the first isn’t the most attractive, it’s much preferred over a painful burn. You?”

      “I’m British.”

      “Does that mean you don’t burn?” I frowned. That didn’t seem to jive with the fact she was carrying sunscreen, but the way she’d said it kind of made it sound like she was above such an indignation by virtue of her nationality. If the sun never set on the British empire, maybe it didn’t have the balls to burn British people’s skin, either.

      Prin laughed at my confusion. “Oh, I do, which is why I’m swimming in protection. Let’s go to the local pub for a half pint before hitting the Tube. That okay?”

      “You’re in charge.” I waved for her to lead the way, and the nerves that had been pecking at my belly like an anxious chicken mostly subsided as we set off together side by side.

      Not surprisingly, we walked to The Grumpy Goose and requested two halves of lager.

      I held the small glass up to my eye level. “This is so cute.”

      “What?”

      “The glass. In the US, you either get a pint or even bigger.”

      “Ah, the American way of going big or going home.”

      “Something like that.” I’d started to figure out that even though Prin liked to tease my home country, she did it with good-natured humor. Most of the time. “Okay, now that we have our drinks and are sitting in the lovely garden, why don’t you fill me in on the teams.”

      “We’re seeing Fulham and Queen’s Park Rangers. It’s not going to be a top-flight match, but Craven Cottage is one of my favorite stadiums. If you want to get the full live experience, I recommend going there. You can feel the action.”

      “Which team is favored to win.” I sipped my beer, my heart beating a little faster in the face of her unbridled enthusiasm for the sport we were about to see. It couldn’t be hammering away like that for any other reason.

      Prin rubbed her chin, clearly giving the matter some serious consideration. “This is more about the experience. The Rangers advanced to the Premier league this season.”

      “What do you mean? They’re a new team?”

      “Not exactly. There are different levels in Britain. The Premier League is the top.” Prin held her hand over her head. “Every season, the three teams at the bottom of the chart are relegated, and three teams are bumped up.”

      “That’s different.” I tried to imagine the NFL agreeing to something like that, but no way would it ever happen. “How long is the playoff season? Hockey, basketball, and baseball drive me nuts, because it seems like the playoffs take forever and each stage has so many games back and forth.”

      Prin cocked her head to one side. “There aren’t playoffs in English football.”

      I blinked.

      She grinned like I was a visitor from a different planet.

      “None at all?”

      Prin shook her head. “It can get quite exciting near the end of the season. The teams at the top are fighting to be champions, and the teams at the bottom are battling to stay in.”

      “Like gladiators. That’s going to take some getting used to, but it does sound exciting. What else should I know?”

      “There’s an American player on Fulham who’s decent.” She hefted a shoulder. “Clint Dempsey. Have you heard of him?”

      “Nope.” I wondered if I’d let my country down by admitting that.

      “I do have a surprise in store for you, but I’m not going to say a thing until I show you.”

      I dramatically pulled back. “Why do I feel scared all of a sudden?”

      “It’s not scary, I promise.” She seemed to mull over what to say next. “Just really… unexpected.”

      “So, is this the British version of tailgating?” I flourished my glass.

      “What’s that?”

      It was my turn to react as if Prin had just landed in her UFO. “You’ve never tailgated?”

      Prin shook her head.

      “But you’re a sports fan.”

      She nodded, but her deep frown told me she saw no connection.

      I let out a low whistle. “I don’t think I’m in Kansas anymore.”

      She grinned, but her eyes were imploring. “Are you going to explain?”

      “I honestly don’t know how to. It’s a part of us, but let me try. In the US, before a big game, usually college football or an NFL game, fans bring grills, lots of food, and even more beer in their trucks and cars to the parking lot, and have a party before going in. There are games like corn hole, horseshoes, Frisbee.” I made a motion with my hand implying the list went on. “Tailgating, for some, is the main event. It’s a big effing deal back home.”

      “They have open flames in the parking lot?” Her face turned ghostly white. “That would never fly here.” Then another thought crossed her mind. “Do you mean a little grill?”

      “Mostly, but some will bring a massive gas grill.”

      “Most here wouldn’t have a car for something like that. Not to mention the lack of parking lots. We do have car parks, though,” she added, eyes twinkling, laughing in such a way...

      “That’s true.” Then my brain clicked. “Stop right there. Those are the same thing.”

      That was the moment I discovered how sexy an evil laugh can be.

      Very.

      “You ready for your first real football match?” There was a playful glint in her eyes that increased the sexiness factor about a hundred-fold.

      I laughed in what I hoped was a totally nonchalant and ultracool way. Hey, I can dream. “Why do I feel like I’m being set up for a practical joke? Like a reality show about an American trying to learn the proper British way of life?”

      “You’re speaking as if you don’t trust me.” She splayed not-so-innocent fingers over her chest.

      My heart pounded wildly against my ribcage. “To be determined…”
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      We got off the Tube station and joined the throngs of people walking toward the stadium. My eyes kept scanning everything like I was dreaming.

      Prin eyed me, slowing her pace but not stopping. “You okay?”

      “We’re walking along the Thames.” The sunlight skimmed the surface of the water, making it sparkle.

      “Yeah. We’re going to the stadium.” She said it like it was no big deal, pointing up ahead, but I couldn’t stop looking at the river.

      “No.” I stopped. “You don’t understand. We are walking along the Thames.” I spoke each word in the last sentence slowly and clearly, enunciating to make it sound like the individual words were complete sentences.

      “There’s another route, but I thought you’d like this way.” She cocked her head to the side, quite perplexed.

      “I fricking love it.” It was everything I could do to stop myself from breaking into a happy dance, which I wasn’t exactly sure Prin would be able to handle. “Do you know what I would pass on the way to Mile High in Denver?”

      “No. What?” She inclined her head even more, her eyes filled with curiosity.

      “Nothing. Just highways, ugly buildings, parking lots.” I turned back around to the water, holding my arms wide open. “This is a massive fucking river.”

      Okay. I may have been a bit over the top with that pronouncement, and while she hadn’t made an appearance in a while, I worried Prin the Ice Princess would rear her ugly head to smack me down.

      Instead, I was greeted with the gorgeous tinkling of her laughter. It was truly one of the best sounds ever.

      A man, with a sunburned face and glassy eyes, echoed me. “The fucking river!”

      Prin laughed some more.

      I slowly wheeled about to glance at the Thames and whispered, “Is he happy or mad about the river?”

      Prin hefted a shoulder. “I think he’s too drunk to know what he’s feeling.”

      “This is your life, isn’t it?”

      Confusion reappeared in a deep crease between her eyes. “How do you mean? Because I’m not drunk.”

      “No, I mean you walk along the Thames to go for a football match. Every single time you leave your home, you get to walk in this amazing city because it’s yours.”

      “To be clear, I don’t own London.”

      “Ha ha. You know what I mean.”

      She started to bob her head, her eyes seeming to search for something. “I hear Colorado has the Rocky Mountains.”

      “Yeah, but it’s—” I whirled back around to the water. “It’s not this. I feel like I’m walking through the pages of a history book wherever I go.”

      More people streamed by, many in jerseys with scarves around their necks.

      “Aren’t they hot?” I asked as we started the trek again to the stadium.

      “Probably,” Prin said with a shrug, “but it’s in their blood.”

      “Wanting knitwear in October?”

      “That, yes, but I was talking about their passion for their team.”

      I nodded. “That’s one similarity to the US. I’ll forever be a Denver Broncos fan, even though that relegates me to a lifetime of getting my hopes up only to have them bitterly dashed when the stakes get high. Same with the Nuggets. It ain’t easy being a Coloradoan.”

      “Poor you.” The sarcasm was spread thick, like frosting on a cake.

      I jabbed my elbow into her side. “Mockery? Really?”

      “You could be a Luton fan. We have a customer we call Crazy Luton Lady who comes to the bakery. The only thing she can discuss while placing her order is Luton.”

      “Is that a football team?”

      “Yep.”

      “Are they in the… What do you call Fulham’s league?”

      “The Premier League.”

      I chuckled.

      “What?”

      “It sounds kinda… I don’t know… elitist.” I waved my hand in a hoity-toity fashion.

      “It is the top league.”

      “What league is Luton in?”

      “If I remember correctly, the lowest one.”

      “Poor Crazy Luton Lady.” I made a sad tsking sound. “If she ever moved to Colorado, she’d be primed to be the heartbroken sports fan.”

      “We better hurry if we want to be on time.” Prin put an extra pep in her step.

      I matched her pace.

      The closer we got, the more my eyes boggled. After having our tickets scanned, we entered the stadium, and I noticed the lines for beer were nearly nonexistent.

      “This is amazing,” I said, my voice once again filled with awe.

      “What?” Prin’s eyes swept the dirty pavement and uninterested concession stand workers.

      “There’s no line for the beer. Shall we get some?”

      “Uh—”

      “It’s my round. You got the ones in the pub.”

      “Okay.” She hung her head.

      Did I break a football rule or something? The person who invites the other has to pay for everything?

      I handed over the cash for the beers and handed Prin hers. “We better get to our seats.”

      “We can’t.”

      “Did you lose your ticket?” I glanced at her hands.

      “No. We have beer.”

      “I’m aware. I just paid for them.” I laughed. “Come on. You didn’t want to be late.”

      “We can’t bring beer to our seats. No beer if you’re within sight of the pitch.”

      There were so many things that confused me about what she’d said that I chose one at random. “Uh, what’s a pitch?”

      “The field.”

      “So, we can’t drink while we watch?” I stared down at the full cup in my hand, the concept sinking into my head. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “I thought you knew.”

      “How would I know that?” I raked a hand over my head, weighing exactly how big a disaster this was.

      “You’re a sports fan.” There was definitely accusation in her tone.

      “An American one. Getting drunk at a game is all part of the experience.”

      “That’s why we went to the pub before.”

      I took a step back, trying to fathom not having a drink while watching a game. “Should we throw them away?”

      Prin stared at me as if I suggested eating cow dung.

      “I’m so sorry, Prin. I had no idea.” My shoulders sagged in defeat while I waited for Prin, who’d flipped out on me a handful of times already, to go full Princess mode, effectively slamming the brakes on what, until this point, had been such a delightful afternoon.

      She didn’t speak for a long second, finally saying, “Well, it is quite hot.” Then, much to my surprise she took a sip and smacked her lips. “Hot days and beer go hand in hand, doncha think?”

      I followed suit, mostly because I wasn’t sure what to make of this very new and improved Prin. “This is such a strange but wonderful place.”

      Honestly, the same could’ve been said for present company, too.
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      There was quite a bit of cheering coming from the crowd, and Prin reeled around toward the field, er, pitch. “Sounds like there’s been a goal by the home team.”

      My skin went prickly cold. Crap. Whatever had happened sounded exciting, and we were still waiting outside because of me. “Let’s hope that’s not the only one.”

      “Pretty early for a goal.” Prin’s attitude was nonchalant, and I was relieved to know I wasn’t going to be blamed for eternity that we’d missed seeing the action. “A team doesn’t usually get one into the net until the thirtieth minute.”

      I cocked my head, wondering if I’d heard that right. “Isn’t that a third of the way into the game? I seem to remember reading the games last ninety minutes.”

      “Yes, that’s right.” Her eyes glimmered in her you’re so cute way again. “What, not exciting enough for you, Miss America?”

      “Never said that.” I gulped my beer, not wanting to waste more time not watching the match.

      “You didn’t have to.” Prin edged closer to me, her arm pressing against mine, searing the contact into my brain as she drank her beer.

      This immediately increased my need to drink even more beer, because damn.

      Interestingly, Prin mirrored my response, tipping her drink back for a generous swig. Was her reason the same?

      Honestly, I wasn’t sure what my real reason was. Simply to get to our seats? Or, deep down did I fear I’d say or do the wrong thing, like at the Chinese restaurant? It seems, when it came to Prin, I’d been piling up a whole streak of wrong, and I didn’t want to blow whatever I sensed building between us.

      Just now, the air had sizzled when our arms touched. I mean, what did that portend if there was… more? It kind of made my synapses crackle to contemplate. But when it came down to it, did I really want to find out? I’d had a lot of solid reasons for not wanting to get involved in any romantic entanglements while living abroad. I wished I could remember even one of them right now.

      As soon as we’d finished our drinks, we headed for the stands. Relief washed over me when I saw the two empty seats on the end of a row. I hated being the douchebag who made people get up during a game.

      As soon as we’d settled in and I got a good look at the place, my eyes bugged out. Nestled in between two sets of stands was an actual, well, proper English cottage, with gingerbread trim and a brick chimney. “OMG!”

      Prin turned to me with a look like she was worried I was about to have a medical emergency and would need to be rushed to the hospital. “What is it?”

      “Is that an actual cottage over there?” I pointed to the opposite side of where we sat.

      “It’s called Craven Cottage for a reason.”

      I wondered if the bemused look on her face that she got every time I spoke was in danger of sticking permanently, like how parents always threaten that if you stick your tongue out at your sibling, your face will freeze that way.

      “I thought it was one of those quaint names you Brits like to use so much.”

      “Quaint, huh?” Prin shot me a look that had a hint of her old annoyance but was tempered with a liberal dose of mirth.

      “It looks like Hobbits could live there.”

      “Believe it or not, it only looks like a real cottage. They had to build it because the original designs failed to include any changing rooms. Now the seats on the balcony area go for a fortune.”

      “Only in England would you make players’ locker rooms that could double as a venue for a garden party.”

      “We do what we can,” Prin remarked dryly.

      A minute later, I started laughing again.

      “What now?” She leaned her head close to mine, and my heart skipped a beat.

      “That sign is hilarious.” I didn’t point to it because I didn’t want to move a muscle, not wishing to pull my head from her orbit.

      “Which one?”

      Now, I saw there were two, one about keeping off the grass, but I read the one that had me in stitches. “Beware of flying balls. Get it, balls? Who knew soccer would be such a threat to lesbians? And oh so polite, too. You never hear anyone yelling out warnings about flying ovaries.”

      Her eyeball roll was impressive, and I’m pretty sure the people ten rows back could feel it in the atmosphere. “You can be so juvenile sometimes.”

      I did a mental fist bump. I mean, yeah, of course it was juvenile. Claiming I had the sense of humor of a teenage boy was probably an insult to teenage boys. But I’d still made her laugh with what I’d said. In fact, I’d lost count of how many times today I’d managed to do that, but I was starting to feel like making Prin laugh was one of my special talents. As far as I was concerned, that wasn’t a bad thing to excel at. Not at all.

      Aside from the initial beer fiasco, I was doing pretty well on the Prin front today. We seemed to have achieved a certain level of being in sync that we never had before, and more than ever, my body thrilled at the possibilities of where this might lead.

      I forced my attention to the action on the field, noticing that, somehow, we’d moved even closer together. Not touching but almost touching. It reminded me of my fifth-grade science project, where I drew electricity toward me by placing a finger on a plasma globe. There was a current running between us, so strong it was nearly visible to the naked eye.

      Fulham scored another goal. Prin cheered along with the crowd, and I did, too. The energy in the air tripled. For a moment, I was convinced I might start to glow.

      Soon enough, Fulham knocked yet another goal into the back of the net. Even as a total newbie, I understood I was experiencing a particularly exhilarating game. By the end of the first half, Fulham was up by three, the Rangers unable to get a point on the scoreboard.

      “Now what?” I asked, stretching my arms overhead.

      “There’s another half after this,” Prin responded with complete seriousness.

      I bumped her arm with mine. “I’m not that much of an idiot. I mean, do we stay here or…?” My eyes followed the crowd flooding the stairs. “I doubt the beer line is empty now.”

      “Highly doubtful, but we can get a drink…” She didn’t finish the sentence, and I wasn’t sure what that meant.

      “But…?”

      “I chugged that last one.”

      “Yeah, I’m a little tipsy as well. I’m totally cool sitting this one out.”

      Relief flooded her eyes. “Good. Otherwise, I’d have to skip out on dinner.”

      “That would be a—” I almost said dating foul but quickly adjusted to, “weekend foul.”

      “Oh, really. Is that an American thing?” She eyed me in such a way that made me nearly swallow my tongue.

      “I don’t know. Personally, I think weekends are meant to enjoy, not to get sloppy drunk and miss half of it.” Bitterness crept into my tone as it often did when reminded of those last few months with my ex. Still, I felt a sudden lightness at her response, and it struck me that ever since seeing Prin stumbling that night, a small corner of my mind had been preoccupied with the concern I would allow history to repeat itself. The woman’s obvious relief at not drinking went a long way to put my mind at ease on that front for good.

      “I’m down with that,” Prin said, and then her face unaccountably burst into flames, turning an improbable shade of crimson that was only possible to achieve by someone whose skin had started out nearly devoid of all natural pigmentation.

      I ran through the last few snippets of conversation, trying to isolate the source of her embarrassment. The best I could guess was the word down had set her off, but I wasn’t sure why. Maybe it was because she thought, seeing as how I’d got such a kick out of the flying balls sign, hearing the word down would send my mind spiraling into the gutter.

      I was on the verge of taking offense, well, a little bit of offense, anyway, when another possibility struck me.

      Wait!

      My mind skidded to a screeching halt, my brain nearly smashing into my forehead. Maybe I was not at fault this time. Imagine, for a moment, a universe in which it was Prin’s mind that had fallen into the gutter instead of mine. Could it be? Had Prin developed that four-alarm fire on her face because she’d had a sudden, vivid vision of going down on me?

      If that was the case, this day had taken a big and potentially very exciting turn. How should I go forward so as to turn things to my advantage, and did I truly want to try?
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      As we exited the stadium at the completion of the match, spilling past the concession stands and out onto the grounds, exhilaration made every part of me vibrate like a guitar string being plucked.

      “Six goals. Six!” I crowed, holding up all the fingers on my right hand and adding my left thumb. “I love this game. So exciting!”

      “Just so you know, not every football match has that much scoring.” Though her tone was cautioning, Prin’s cheeks tinged pink. I assumed it was from the excitement of the game. Unless her hippocampus had treated the rest of her brain to another sexy image of the two of us doing the naked tango. Maybe the word goals had gotten her all hot and bothered. Or scoring. This was an entirely new reason to like sports.

      “What’s normal?” I asked, still musing about the source of her blush. I loved how easily her alabaster skin changed colors, giving me some insight into her internal thoughts. Or so I hoped.

      “Oh… that’s a hard one. How does one even attempt averaging final scores? I mean, a game can end zero to zero.”

      I had to admit this revelation stopped me in my tracks. Maybe I was too used to the NFL and baseball, where a tie resulted with overtime, agonizingly so when it came to baseball. I could count on one hand how many soccer matches I’d watched on television, and I’d never played as a kid. I couldn’t help but wonder what kind of ridiculous game could end without either team being declared the winner. Had they never heard of fighting to the death on this island? My cursory knowledge of history said yes, and by this, I mean my Henry the Eighth coffee mug that, when hot water was added, some of the wives’ heads disappeared like they’d been lopped off. Did this not extend to sports? Probably a good thing, but still…

      “I don’t get it. A tie? No one wins?” I held both palms dead-level in the air, jaw slackening as Prin nodded to confirm my assumption was on the money. “Where’s the fun in that?”

      “It’s part of the game. We call it a draw, and each team gets a point.”

      “They each get a point for not winning.” My brow furrowed, and some of the hairs distorted my vision. “That’s completely foreign to me.” I made a pfft sound, which probably really drilled home my Americanness because it was hard not to notice all the whispered comments about my compatriots when they were being loud and obnoxious.

      “They get a point for not losing,” she corrected. “And yes, this is probably one of the many reasons the sport didn’t catch on in America until lately. My team, Chelsea, was founded in 1905. I also think, given your country’s love of guns, the lack of brute physical violence, like in football in your country, attributes to soccer not being the number one sport.”

      Don’t mention your head chopping mug. Not when things were looking oh so promising for later.

      “Okay, it’s true that when we use the word draw back home, it’s more like, you know, pistols at high noon, where someone hollers draw and then everyone pulls out their weapons and starts shooting.” I pretended to yank a gun out of a holster. “But I don’t see why you assume all of our pastimes revolve around violence.”

      “You can be so very American.”

      “Is that good or bad?” I shot her a searching look, but Prin’s meaning was shrouded in mystery.

      “Time will tell.”

      Yeah, that hadn’t done much to clear things up. Discomfort surged in my stomach as it occurred to me my companion had already formed an opinion about me that had little to do with my own charisma and much more to do with Hollywood stereotypes. I glanced around for a conversation to divert her attention from my Americanness, maybe remind her of my more sophisticated qualities. Unfortunately, my stomach chose that moment to let out a grumble like a wounded wildebeest, so I settled on, “Where shall we go for dinner?”

      I stipulate for the record that all humans get hungry. It is not solely an American attribute, even if we have somewhat perfected the art of shoving food down our gullets at a record-breaking pace.

      “Hold on, Fast-Draw Brit. I promised you a surprise.” She made a circling motion with her hand, which I took to mean we had to walk around the stadium. Was there food on the other side of the stadium? God, I hoped so.

      “Watching six goals by the home team was pretty exciting,” I argued in an attempt to sway her toward my viewpoint on the whole food matter. “Is this surprise really going to top that?”

      Even as I said it, the heat rushed to my face, because my brain immediately tried to picture me on top of her, naked. I wondered how many other commonplace words would prove to be a trigger for sharply realistic sexual fantasies before the night was over.

      “Now the pressure is on,” Prin said, and since her skin remained mostly ivory, I assumed she had not shared in my little fantasy. That was a pity. “We’re almost there. Do you trust me?”

      There was a tinge of something in her voice I couldn’t decipher, and I took a step back, as if a vampire demanded to know my blood type. “What’s going on?”

      “I want to show you something,” came her enigmatic reply, the type of explanation that raises more questions than it answers. “But I want it to be a surprise.”

      I crossed my arms. “Where does the trust come in?”

      “Well…” Now Prin was blushing a little, and her eyes had shifted away. That was interesting. “Can I cover your eyes and guide you the rest of the way?”

      Ooh, kinky.

      “Uh…” I looked around to see a fair bit of people still milling about. If she was going to bust out the blindfold and handcuffs, I would’ve expected a little more privacy.

      She stepped behind me and put her hands over my eyes, her skin feeling like a perfect fit. “You can be so stubborn.”

      “Yeah, that’s me,” I joked, mostly as a way to calm the flutter in my belly. “Certainly, stubborn doesn’t describe the woman smothering my eyes to get her way.”

      She laughed. “Okay, walk straight ahead, slowly.”

      “You’re really going to make me do this.” I didn’t know why I said that, considering I thought it was fun, and I couldn’t deny the fact I found it sexy as hell. But I got the feeling she enjoyed believing she was making me squirm, so that may have been my motivation.

      “Stop whining. Keep walking.”

      I shuffled my feet obligingly, and we made our way at a snail’s pace to whatever this surprise was that warranted such extreme measures of secrecy. It took a few steps for us to get into a perfect rhythm, before which our bodies bumped and jostled all over the place. Not that I was complaining.

      “Stop right here.” Prin’s commanding tone sent all sorts of lovely impulses racing through my insides, and I filed that away for future reference. “On the count of three, I’m going to uncover your eyes. One. Two. Two and a half… three.”

      Her hand fell away, and as I opened my eyes, I spied a statue.

      If I’d been asked to list ten things I thought her surprise would turn out to be, this statue would not have made the cut. It wasn’t so much that I was disappointed, mind you, but honestly, I was confused by the sight of whatever this thing in front of me was supposed to be.

      I moved closer and then back a step, trying to understand what the fuck I was seeing. The best description I could think of was a child’s plastic action figure had been hit by an evil overlord’s growth ray and blown up to life-sized proportions as the first step in taking over the planet.

      Trust me. You really had to see it to understand.

      “Is that…?” I squinted, shielding my eyes with one hand. “Michael Jackson?”

      “Yes!” Prin broke into laughter, and she sounded immensely pleased with herself.

      “But, why?” I twirled around to face her, completely at a loss as to what the deeper meaning of this art installation was supposed to be. Other than a physical representation of madness, maybe. “I had no idea he was such a football fan, let alone a Fulham supporter.”

      “Oh, he wasn’t,” Prin said with a shrug. She was definitely having fun with this. “Not really. But the owner of the team loves Michael Jackson.”

      “Are you saying the owner put up a random MJ statue because he was a fan of the singer?” My eyes went back to the atrocity. I still couldn’t believe anyone would do this on purpose.

      “You see, a bloke named Al-Fayed owns the team, and he’s not just a fan. Apparently, he and MJ were close personal friends. Jackson even attended one Fulham match. Only one, but he was here at some point in his life. When he died, Al-Fayed was crushed and commissioned this”—Prin waved her hand vaguely at the thing which defied description—“in his honor.”

      “Al-Fayed,” I mused. “That name sounds familiar. Something about Princess Diana.”

      “That’s right. His son was lost in the same accident. He also owned the world famous Harrod’s department store and originally, this”—once more, she flicked a disgusted hand toward the hunk of plastic—“was supposed to go on display inside. But then he sold the store, and the new owner didn’t want it, presumably because he, unlike Al-Fayed, was in his right mind. So it ended up here.”

      I let out a low, breathy whistle. “I wonder what that’s like.”

      “What what’s like?”

      “Having enough money to do something so fucking stupid that all of London can see it.” I edged closer, fascinated but not wanting to get too close to the monstrosity in case my earlier evil overlord theory was correct, and it might suddenly come to life. “It’s not even a great representation of him. The poor guy looks as if he’s constipated.”

      Prin studied the statue, a finger placed thoughtfully on her chin. “His arms and legs do look stiff, now that you mention it. I know he’s supposed to appear like he’s dancing, but I think your assessment about needing the loo is spot-on.”

      “You agree with me that this MJ statue is desperate to take a shit?” My lips puckered.

      “I wouldn’t use those words exactly, but yeah.”

      “How long has it been here?”

      “It was put up last April, and the fans are not happy.”

      I shook my head. “It’s like a really bad joke. Was it installed on April Fool’s Day, and they haven’t gotten around to taking it down?”

      “Sadly, it was unveiled on the third, and I think it’s staying put.” She lifted her eyebrows in a little waggle and added, “For now.”

      “That sounds like you have insider information,” I said, intrigued. “You don’t think it’ll last?”

      “There’s one thing I know.” Prin’s expression was completely serious. “You don’t mess with football fans.”

      I let out a small laugh. “This is strange. So very strange. And, given this is your idea of a surprise worthy of blindfolding, maybe I should choose where we eat dinner.”

      “Is that right?” A sly, daring look crossed Prin’s features. “Can you think of a better use for a blindfold?”

      Lord almighty, had the temperature gone up a hundred degrees? If I didn’t diffuse the situation, I wasn’t going to last through dinner.

      I flicked my eyes back to the statue and then let out my best impression of “Annie are you okay? Are you okay?” from “Smooth Criminal” while doing a moonwalk ending with the line, “You’ve been hit by a smooth criminal.” I did double guns, making blasting sounds with my mouth. If that didn’t dial back the sexual tension a notch or two, nothing would.

      Honestly, I’d expected Prin to laugh, considering our earlier draw conversation. Plus, my impersonation was stellar, and I’m generally very funny. Which is why I was shocked when instead of delight at my lovable screwball antics, pure horror crossed Prin’s face as her mouth formed an O like she was giving her best impression of a startled goldfish.

      Something was off. Way off.
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      Upon closer inspection, I discovered Prin wasn’t paying me and my antics any attention—a real shame, since as I’ve said before, I really was on fire that time. But her focus was fixed on something behind me, and based on her expression, whatever the thing was, it wasn’t good. I followed her eyes with a casual glance in the same direction, where a stunning blonde was coming into view, one excruciating slow step at a time. It wasn’t necessarily that time had slowed down, either, a la a slow-motion sequence in a movie. No, she was actually walking that slowly. It was like the woman was prancing down a runway, each step involving optimizing every one of her good features. Of which, I won’t lie, there were many. From where I stood, it was hard to see any bad ones.

      Well, aside from the expression in her eyes, which was beyond petrifying.

      “Hello, Prin.” The blonde’s lips curled into a predatory smile.

      “Hey there.” Prin sounded like a kid who’d gotten busted for stealing a candy bar.

      “I thought I spied you in the crowd, but didn’t believe my eyes because why would a Chelsea fan attend a Fulham match.” From the way the stranger spoke, it was clear she’d really wanted to bump into Prin, and it occurred to me that as far-fetched as it might sound, it was possible that had been her only reason for scouring the grounds when most people were fleeing. That was how crazy this chick looked. “I’m heading to Nobu to meet some friends. It’s your favorite place. Wanna come?”

      “Uh—” Prin was pretty much frozen, a sight I truly never expected to see.

      Finally, the blonde seemed to become aware of my presence enough to bother giving me the time of day. “I’m Opal.”

      “Brit. Nice to meet you.” I didn’t bother offering my hand since her pinched face screamed, Don’t even dare. And being named after a gem, well, that kinda said a lot, didn’t it? Though it was nowhere near cold enough for them, for reasons of fashion that only she could understand, Opal wore a pair of thin leather gloves. Considering Prin still hadn’t thawed enough to move a single muscle, I started to suspect this newcomer was an evil snow queen who had to resist touching things so as not to put the entire world into a deep freeze.

      Miss Frosty turned back toward Prin. “What do you say?”

      I got the impression she was attempting to add some warmth to her voice, but if that was the case, she was failing miserably.

      “I’m supposed to have dinner with Brit.” Prin said this so quietly I might not have realized she’d spoken at all if I hadn’t caught her lips moving.

      “Oh.” Frosty the Evil Snowwoman shot me an icy glare. “Come along. You like sushi, right?” From the expression on her face, it was clear she assumed every civilized person did.

      “Not really.” I actually hated raw fish, and the thought of spending any time with this abominable snow beast made my stomach churn even more than swallowing something that hadn’t been cooked.

      “Too bad.” With a flick of the hand, I’d been dismissed. “When’s the last time you had sushi?” she asked Prin.

      “Don’t remember.” I don’t think Prin’s mouth moved at all when she said this because it came out as one jumbled word that sounded vaguely Germanic.

      “How can that be? It was our thing.” The woman attempted to soften her voice, but it only made my hackles rise even further.

      Again, Prin simply stared, not blinking.

      Not knowing what to do or say, I opted for, “It’s okay if you want to go. I probably should get some homework done anyway.”

      “Homework?” The woman had that mean-girl ability to make a one-word question seem like the biggest insult hurled in human history. “You’re still in school?”

      By the disgust in her tone, you’d think she was asking if I was in prison. I wanted nothing more than to see that ugly Michael Jackson statue come alive and bop the bitch on the head.

      Come on, evil overlords. Do a girl a favor.

      “Grad student,” I responded, trying not to let the word bitch, or possibly worse, slip out of my mouth to punctuate the reply. I had zero time or patience for the likes of Opal.

      “That’s cute.” The blonde moved closer to Prin, blocking me. “My treat.”

      “I can’t ditch Brit.” To her credit, Prin enunciated this time and spoke loudly enough to be heard.

      “She doesn’t like sushi, and she said she has homework.” Again, the way Opal spoke the word made it sound like I was a child who shouldn’t factor into any equation. Ever.

      Prin peered around Opal and attempted to make eye contact with me. “Are you sure?”

      “Sure, sure.” I waved no hard feelings, even though that was kind of a lie. Way more than kinda.

      “But—?” It was like Prin wanted me to say something, but I wasn’t sure what.

      I couldn’t tell if Prin wanted to go with Opal or not. I wouldn’t want to be around the woman unless it involved shoving her into a shark tank, but they clearly had a history. Was this the type of woman Prin was attracted to? If it was, anything I’d sensed building between us had been strictly in my head. I didn’t have a chance in hell, so it was good to learn now, before it was too late.

      “Seriously, I’ll be okay. Go. Have fun.” I took a step back, curbing the desire to imitate the moonwalk again, because how else was one supposed to extricate themselves from such a situation with their pride slightly intact? But you know what? Frosty the Snow Bitch didn’t deserve to see my talent. So there.

      Prin nodded, saying, “Okay,” in a monotone.

      Opal hooked her arm through Prin’s. “I love it when things work out for everyone. Don’t you?”

      Prin nodded, I think, since the movement was barely perceptible. I waved goodbye.

      I also liked it when things worked out for everyone, but sadly the monstrous MJ statue remained inanimate and did not start singing “Thriller” while beating Opal with its Plasticine arms until she looked like one of the walking dead; therefore, it was safe to say that only two out of the three of us were having things work out their way that day.
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      Cooper ran to the door to meet me, his excited barks saying he hadn’t expected me home so early, and before I could step into the apartment, he was smothering me with love. And you know what? That was just what I needed.

      “You truly are a mind reader, aren’t you?” I scratched behind his left ear, making the dog turn into goo. “Wanna go for a walk, my adorable little psychic puppy?”

      He replied with an excited yip, prancing in his way that conveyed I wasn’t expecting this, but heck yeah, Mom!

      I hooked him up, and we headed toward Holland Park. It was getting dark, but I needed to stretch my legs, not to mention contemplate what the fuck had happened. Our other go-to, Brompton, would be sealed off. While Holland Park would have the gates closed, the pathway next to the park was relatively lit, and at this time of day on a weekend, there’d be enough people going to and fro to make it safe for a woman and dog to walk alone.

      Halfway up the hill, Cooper had his head down, sniffing a spot, and he truly didn’t seem to have a care in the world. Whatever we were doing, aside from bath day, Cooper was enthusiastically all in. What would it feel like to be able to go through life like him?

      Why couldn’t Prin baby-step her way to wanting a crumb of happiness in her life?

      Whoa! That had come out of the blue.

      I came here to forget what transpired earlier this evening, I reminded myself, not dwell.

      I needed to be more like Cooper.

      I glanced down at him, only to catch him in the act of sniffing something unsavory on the grass. Okay, maybe not totally like him.

      My phone vibrated in my pocket.

      Should I read it or stay in the moment?

      A couple buzzed by, holding hands and laughing in that way only people in love laughed. Like they were communicating in a secret language, and no one else in the solar system could understand.

      Fuckers.

      Why did they have happiness while I was walking my dog on a Sunday night to forget a woman who ditched me for a bitch?

      Did that make Prin a bitch, too?

      Unable to curb the desire to check my phone, I read the one-word text from Prin. Sorry.

      A rush of relief flooded through me. I mean, here I was, thinking about her because I couldn’t stop my mind from turning to her whenever it wasn’t fully engaged in anything, and she texted sorry.

      Did that mean we were developing our own secret connection solely for the two of us? Or did it mean I’d read one too many romance novels and was going soft in the head?

      I was about to zip back a quick text to say no worries but decided against it. It would’ve been a big, fat lie. Best not to say anything at all. While it was nice to read an apology, it’s not like typing five letters into a phone counted as a herculean effort, and my mind still hadn’t been able to process getting ditched for someone like Opal.

      Opal.

      Even her name made me want to hurl.

      We reached the walled section of the park, and I tried seeing the homes on the other side. How much did they cost? What would the price be for being in a posh neighborhood, next to one of the fanciest parks in fricking London? More than I’d ever make, that was for sure.

      In the summer, operas were performed in Holland Park. Operas! I was from a small town in Colorado, and my graduating high school was less than one hundred people. I’d have to travel well over two hundred miles for a chance to see an opera back home.

      What could a rube like me offer a sophisticated woman like Prin?

      Nothing. Which was probably why she’d ditched me for Opal.

      Ugh. There was that name again.

      I gagged, pulling Cooper’s attention to me briefly before he started sniffing another spot.

      Opal had more pretentiousness in her little finger than I had in my entire body, or even in my entire family tree. Londoners seemed to breed class while the only thing my parents gave me was twenty bucks for gas money when I left for college.

      My mind zipped back to my first meeting with Prin.

      When Cooper had knocked her flat on her ass.

      Even sitting in the wreckage of apples and oranges, she’d acted stuck-up. Was that because she believed she was inherently better than me, or was it down to Cooper scaring the crap out of her as she’d claimed? She said she’d had a bad experience with a dog when she was a kid, but maybe that was a smoke screen that she came up with after mulling it over for days.

      So maybe that was the first piece of evidence, exhibit A in this impromptu trial to determine if Prin was worth the mental energy I kept affording her.

      Exhibit B? Opal, who was most definitely a prima donna. Whether or not they had dated, broken up, or what have you, that ice queen’s very existence in Prin’s universe did the woman no favors.

      Even Francesca, Prin’s cat, was high maintenance. Exhibit C.

      At this moment, Cooper was sniffing a pile of crap.

      All of the cards were pointing to Prin being irredeemably stuffy and pretentious.

      A whole handful of trouble.

      Guilty on all counts.

      The best thing for me, as I’d sensibly told myself at least five hundred thousand times already, was to stay far away.

      That was exactly what I intended to do.

      I tugged Cooper away from the poo, and we turned back home.

      I’d made up my mind. I wasn’t going to text Prin. I wasn’t going to seek her out. She’d ditched me to eat raw fish with a woman who would probably try to steal Cooper to turn him into a coat. That spoke volumes, and I needed to see the writing in the stars. Prin and I did not have a cosmic connection that would make others jealous. She was nothing but a black hole, a place where anything good would be swallowed up and disappear forever.

      Thank God I’d come to my senses in time.
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      The next morning, Cooper and I returned to the apartment around eight. I hadn’t managed to sleep a wink. So much for a lazy Monday morning when I didn’t have to go to campus. One of the best parts of being a grad student was the flexibility. Of course, the flip side was the amount of work that had to be done on my own, but I loved that aspect. Digging into my research got my blood flowing.

      But it was so early in the day, and my brain hadn’t switched on yet.

      Luckily, since it was a workday, I anticipated drinking my coffee on the balcony in peace. In all likelihood, Prin would either still be asleep or was getting ready for work.

      Or had she stayed at Opal’s?

      I tensed and contemplated picking up something and hurling it at the wall, but then I reminded myself I didn’t care if my stuck-up neighbor wanted to risk hypothermia by sharing a bed with a walking snow woman. More importantly, everything within easy grasp belonged not to me but to my uncle, who would not appreciate having his belongings smashed to smithereens.

      Coops scarfed his breakfast while I made coffee. Then we headed for the balcony. The day was simply too beautiful not to enjoy it. Prin be damned. She might be a black hole, but that didn’t mean I had to allow her to steal the sunshine from me.

      I slipped out onto the balcony as if I was a teenager trying not to wake my parents, while Cooper dragged his bone across the tiles to his outside bed, quietly gnawing on it. Well, as quietly as he could. It wasn’t easy having such a short snout, and Cooper wasn’t exactly the type of terrier to do anything by half measures.

      I pulled one of my legs up onto the chair and took a big swig of coffee, relishing that first sip that said all will be right with the world. Is that what smokers felt after the first morning drag of a cigarette? Not that I planned to find out, but I had always wondered about the appeal.

      My eyes skimmed the brilliant blue sky, which portended another warm October day. Honestly, I didn’t foresee wearing summer clothing in London this time of year, and it made me feel conflicted. As someone who studied the ins and outs of climate change, I knew this was bad. Oh, so bad. However, as a person sitting on her balcony enjoying her morning coffee with the sun beaming down on her head, it was a great start to a day of research.

      In the garden in the middle of the square, two men were sound asleep on the grass. Had they had too many beers there and couldn’t find their way to the exit? Or, could they not find their apartment keys and ended up in the garden to sleep it off? Then again, that made no sense. Why would they have their key for the garden but not their apartment?

      I leaned forward in my seat to get a better look.

      They didn’t seem to be moving.

      How in the world were they that sound asleep?

      While it was early on a Monday, there was still traffic noise from one of the busy streets a stone’s throw from where they slept.

      They weren’t dead, were they?

      Prin’s door opened, and Francesca pranced out, her tail up in the air.

      That figured.

      Cooper momentarily dropped his bone, intent on seeing if the feline would wander close to the mesh so he could say hello, but the cat stayed on the other side, basking in a sunny spot and not giving my sweet, deserving pooch the time of day.

      Like mother like daughter.

      I did everything I could to keep my eyes on the sleeping dudes on the grass and not on Prin’s balcony to see if she would be joining her cat.

      “Are they sleeping?” It was definitely Prin’s voice, even though I was trying to convince myself her cat had magically acquired the ability to speak. Hey, it could happen.

      “I hope so.” I took another sip of coffee to keep myself from saying anything else. Be polite but not forthcoming.

      Prin gripped the railing with both hands, seeming to try to get a better look. “Oh, one of them moved a leg. That’s gotta be a good sign.”

      I noticed the same thing, which put my mind at ease. About the guys. Not about Prin. When it came to her, I was still seething.

      She continued to keep her back to me.

      I slurped my coffee, not caring the sound was not exactly feminine. Maybe she’d get the hint I was upset about the previous night. I hadn’t replied to her apology text, but was that enough to clue her in? Probably not. If she’d believed me when I said no problem to her ditching me for another woman, it was safe to surmise she lacked emotional intelligence.

      The silence, though, was killing me, and she wasn’t making a move to leave the balcony. Usually, her morning time on the balcony was short and to the point. She didn’t even have her cup of coffee with her. What type of human being socialized first thing in the morning without caffeine? Was she trying to punish herself? Or maybe she was so hungover from drinking sake all night that even the thought of coffee made her want to hurl.

      A girl could hope.

      Finally, I couldn’t stop myself. “How was sushi last night?”

      “Terrible.”

      “All raw fish is terrible.” I exaggerated a shiver, even though she still wasn’t looking in my direction.

      “I’ve never liked it.”

      I sat up straighter. “I need a moment for my brain to stir. What’s Her Butt”—okay, I knew her name, but I wasn’t going to voice it—“said it was your thing.” Again, I had to stop myself from vomiting over the thought of them. Nope, don’t go there.

      “It’s her favorite.” Prin slowly turned around. “What’s Her Butt only knows what she likes and assumes everyone else feels the same way.”

      “Then why did you go with her?” What I really wanted to ask was why she’d tossed me aside like yesterday’s garbage to go with her, but I decided at the last minute to take a final stab at diplomacy. Please remember this moment next time they’re seeking nominations for a Nobel Prize.

      Prin swallowed as her eyes remained fixed to a spot on the balcony railing. “She scares me. Always has.”

      “That’s ridiculous.” I blew a raspberry. Talk about a lame excuse. It was clear she was trying to escape any blame for her bad behavior.

      Her shoulders sagged.

      I chalked it up to good acting and pressed on. I couldn’t stop myself now. “You’re a grown woman.”

      She hung her head in what came across as shame. At least, that was what I assumed since I couldn’t see her face. If that was truly the case, maybe this wasn’t an act.

      But in the grand scheme of things, what did it mean? I’d already reviewed the evidence and found her guilty. Did this change a single thing?

      One of the gardeners, arriving with a mower, spied the sleeping dudes and started nudging their feet with his own to wake them up.

      Neither of the guys seemed to understand what was going on at first, but soon enough, they were on their feet, and the gardener was chasing them. Instead of exiting through one of the four gates like any reasonable person would do, the two squeezed their way through a hedge, hopped over the black fence, and ran down the street out of sight.

      I started laughing. “That had to be a rude awakening!”

      Cooper lifted his head as if trying to see what the commotion was.

      Prin slowly turned around, and there was a smile on her face. Damn. She looked superhot, and I wanted to hop over the balcony railing so we could pick up where we’d left off last night before we’d been so rudely interrupted. What were those trigger words again? Down. Top. Was there another one?

      No, Brit.

      Do not overlook the preponderance of evidence and give her a reprieve just because of a sexy smile.
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      Prin’s sexy smile slowly transformed into a grimace. “I didn’t sleep a wink last night.”

      “Why not?” Were you up all night with Opal? I wanted to add, perhaps tossing in an observation about how difficult it must be for two cold fish like them to reach a satisfying conclusion to the evening, but I refrained.

      “I felt terrible for how things ended up. I know it was a non-date, but…” She shrugged helplessly, looking almost defeated.

      “Don’t worry about it,” I heard myself say, even though it was absolutely the last thing I meant.

      Dammit!

      Letting her off the hook easily was the one thing I’d been determined not to do, and I’d immediately gone and done it. I was pathetic.

      “No.” Her spine stiffened. “Don’t excuse my bad behavior. I want to make it up to you.”

      “How?” I wondered if she was the type to buy flowers as an apology. Chocolates? Jewelry was probably a little over-the-top, but there had been this one bracelet I’d seen in a shop not long ago that I was certain would look nice on me, if she was so inclined. Then again, she was a baker, and I would never turn down a cake.

      “Do you have classes today?” she asked.

      I shook my head, not sure where this was headed.

      “Polly is covering the store, so I don’t have to work.”

      There might’ve been a question hiding in that statement, but if so, it was well disguised. I waited for her to continue on with that make it up to me proposal she’d promised, not wanting to dive in and rescue her in my overly American everything is fine way. Not this time.

      “So, it’s still beautiful out. Would you like to have a picnic in the park?” Prin added, nodding to my dog. “We can bring Cooper.”

      The terrier yipped his consent. I have to admit I was floored by the suggestion to include him in the excursion. I knew how the woman felt about dogs, so the fact she’d offered to bring him told me she knew exactly how badly she’d fucked up.

      “I think he’s forgiven me.” Prin laughed nervously, her eyes begging me to answer.

      I swallowed, not quite ready to put her out of her misery. “He’s easily bought.”

      “Are you?”

      “What exactly are you implying?” I tried sounding stern, but the look of horror on her face was too priceless, and I couldn’t keep up the charade. I dissolved into giggles.

      “I didn’t mean it that way!” Prin frantically waved both hands in the air, although she was starting to giggle, too. “I swear that came out all wrong.”

      I took a deep breath, letting out a slow sigh. “A picnic sounds nice, but I was supposed to study today.”

      “Bring your stuff along,” she urged. “I’m in the middle of a book. We can spend the day in Holland and work on our tans.”

      “You said you don’t tan.”

      “I don’t. That was a joke.”

      “Right.” I studied her face and then glanced over my shoulder to see Cooper, who seemed like he was waiting for my answer. “I swear he’s human.”

      “He’s intriguing,” she said, “the way he follows our conversations.”

      “Only when it suits him. When he’s sniffing something gross in the park and I tell him to leave it alone, he never hears his name. And the word no is not in his vocabulary.”

      “Speaking of, you still haven’t given me a yes or no about the picnic.” She rocked onto her back heels and dug her hands into the pockets of her jeans.

      “I’m considering my options: go and enjoy the day, or let you dangle from the hook a bit longer.” I moved my hands up and down in the air like I was trying to balance a set of scales.

      “Is that why you didn’t respond to my text last night?”

      Busted.

      But instead of using this to gain an advantage, Prin dug her hands deeper into her pockets, seeming almost resigned to accept the punishments I might mete out. The action resulted in the lowering of her jeans by several inches at the waist, showing me enough skin that I pretty much forgot whatever it was we’d been talking about. I also forgot my name and, for a moment or two, how to breathe.

      Finally, I tore my eyes upward and blinked a few times to clear my head. The text. She’d been asking why I didn’t respond.

      “Honestly…” I began, deciding that I might as well go with the truth. “I think it was best for both of us that I didn’t. I’ll admit I was not in the best of moods, and I’m the type who stews. If I’d said the first thing that came into my head last night, we both would’ve regretted it.”

      “Kinda figured that.” She bobbed her head in a way that conveyed I was well within my rights to be upset.

      “Did you plan to have today off or…?”

      “Polly and I switch off every other Monday to have three-day weekends twice a month.”

      “Smart.” Some air slipped out of my hopeful balloon since I much preferred thinking she was such a wreck over our falling out she’d had to pull a sickie. “What type of picnic were you thinking of?”

      Confusion flickered in Prin’s eyes, which were even more stunningly blue than I’d recalled. “What do you mean?”

      At this point, I revealed a glimpse of the extent of my culinary skills by prompting, “Are we making peanut butter and jelly sandwiches?”

      “Please, give me more credit than that. I don’t know how Americans can eat something so repulsive. Leave the menu to me. I’ll procure everything. Shall we head out at ten? Will that give you enough time?”

      How could I say no? I was intrigued, if only to find out what a woman like Prin would serve in lieu of the time honored PB and J, which apparently wasn’t a thing here. Maybe they didn’t make them right. The secret was in the ratio of peanut butter to jelly, which should have way more of the PB and only a slight coating of the latter to prevent sticky fingers.

      Cooper danced around my chair, happily yipping his permission for me to let bygones be bygones and accept the invitation already so we could spend the day in the park.

      “I think it’s a date.”

      My words hung in the air, but when Prin didn’t correct me by saying it was a non-date, my pulse quickened.

      I think it actually is a date this time.
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      We found a spot on the grass with the ruins of Holland House in view. Given it was a beautiful day, there weren’t many picnickers, but that was probably because it was a Monday in October and most of the world had other obligations to attend to.

      “It baffles me that the house was bombed in World War II.” I tied Cooper’s leash to my chair, which I’d brought from my balcony.

      “What do you mean? A lot of London was bombed during the war.” Prin spread out a blanket next to my chair, claiming she preferred sitting on the ground. This made me smile, given I couldn’t knock out of my head that her name was the shortened version of Princess. No matter how many sides of her I saw, part of me would always be shocked if she didn’t demand a throne.

      I looked around, seeing the green grass and the explosion of colors on trees and bushes, which at the moment was the only clue that it was technically the fall despite the summer temps. “This park seems too beautiful and serene to have played a role in the war. It’s hard to wrap my brain around why anyone would want to bomb this place. Or, anywhere, I guess.”

      She nodded, seeming to understand. “I’ve read a few books about the Blitz, and, in my opinion, Sarah Waters’s The Night Watch truly brings the horrors to life.”

      “I haven’t read that one.” I placed my notebook and pen on my lap, not in a hurry to turn my focus to my actual studies.

      “Are you a fan?”

      I nodded. “Fingersmith was amazeballs!”

      “Oh my God, I remember when I finished the first part—that cliffhanger. I had to stay up all night to find out what happened next.”

      “Me too!” My heart beat faster as we delved deeper into this shared passion. “It was one in the morning when I reached that part. While I hated pulling all-nighters for school, with a good book, I have no problem staying up all night.”

      “If my memory serves correctly, it was two in the morning for me. Sheer torture.” The grin on Prin’s face said it had been nothing but the very best kind of torture. She paused a moment before playing her trump card. “I met her last year.”

      “Hang on there.” I held up a hand and made a back it up motion along with the beeping of a truck, because if there’s one thing that can always be counted on in a situation like this, it’s for me to remain very calm and act in the most dignified manner. “You what?”

      “Met. Her.” Prin relished each syllable.

      My eyes widened, my mouth dropped open. I knew I had to look pretty ridiculous, but I didn’t care. “You’re only just telling me this?”

      “Are you that much of a fan?” She wore a bemused smile.

      “You’ve got to be joking. Lesbian”—I circled a finger in front of my face—“who likes to read books. If I’d met her, I’d announce that to everyone I met, right along with my name. Possibly before my name, depending on the situation.”

      “Is that so?” Amusement danced in her eyes as Prin stretched her legs out on the blanket, leaning on her arms. Cooper settled on the blanket with a bone. Much to my surprise, she petted his head as if it were the most natural thing to do.

      “Let me show you how you should handle introductions from now on.” I got to my feet and pretended to approach her. “Hi there. I’m Prin, and before we go any further, I need you to know I’ve met Sarah Waters. I’m basically lesbian royalty and expect to be treated with the honor that deserves.”

      “I didn’t know I had so many honors coming my way.” She laughed, relaxing completely, and suddenly, I ached to tell her how beautiful she was. But I didn’t. I should never utter the line, “Prinny, you’re so pretty,” because that would zap all my likeability points on the spot.

      “How’d you meet her?” I asked instead.

      “She was doing a speaking engagement for the public, and one of my friends was the organizer, so I got in early, and we had a small conversation.”

      “Wait, wait, wait. You said you met her. Now you’re telling me you conversed.” I was still standing, so as my eyes darted downward, I spied some cleavage and momentarily had a brain freeze, but I recovered quickly and don’t think she noticed. “I need to know everything that was said.”

      “It wasn’t a big deal. Just hellos and it was the start of November, so I mentioned I was worried about my cat. She hates the fireworks.”

      “Fireworks in November?” Reluctantly, I retook my seat, bringing my unobstructed boob view to a sad end.

      “November fifth is the day we set off fireworks.”

      “Oh, like the Fourth of July. To celebrate independence.”

      “Not exactly. Back in 1605, Guy Fawkes tried to blow up the Houses of Parliament, when the king would be in attendance, but the conspirators failed. Part of the celebration is tossing effigies of Fawkes into bonfires. It’s been happening for centuries, and guards in Parliament have a ceremony looking for potential arsonists.”

      “That’s… different. And weirdly violent. Basically, you’re saying you celebrate the continuation of the status quo.”

      “It’s the British way.” She hitched a shoulder and swept her hardcover book up from the blanket.

      I tried picking up an article I was reading for class, but the words were blurring on the page. I tilted my head to see the title of what she was reading. “Daughter of Smoke and Bones. Any good?”

      “Very intense. I know you like historical fiction, but what’s your take on fantasy?”

      “Huge fan. Currently, I’m addicted to Game of Thrones.”

      “Good choice!”

      I laughed.

      “What?”

      “I have to admit, when I got up this morning, I didn’t picture us going on a picnic in Holland Park and discussing books.”

      “What did you picture would happen today?” Prin’s voice was a little husky, and all at once, I was overcome with a strong surge of lust.

      “Between us?” I squeaked. Always smooth, me.

      She nodded, showing a hint of a sly smile.

      “Stewing.” It was an honest answer.

      “Are you still stewing under the surface?” She wiggled a finger in the air as if trying to get under my skin to find the truth.

      “That’s for me to know and for you to find out.”

      “Sounds scary.” She unzipped a cold pack. “What if I ply you with cheese and crackers? Will that make the stewing any less?”

      “Only one way to find out.” I licked my lips. I love cheese and crackers, and food in general, so she was definitely on the right track.
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      “Can I ask you a question?” I boosted my eyebrows innocently, but I feared my eyes showed something more sinister.

      She slowly spread a soft cheese onto a cracker, clearly taking her time to decide. “In my experience, that question, when asked that way, doesn’t lead to anything good.”

      She had a point.

      “Does that mean I shouldn’t ask?” I pressed.

      “I don’t think that’s an option now that the cat’s out of the bag.” She bit into the cracker, some crumbs falling onto her shirt. Leaning over, she brushed them off onto the grass.

      There was that little flash of cleavage again. Hello, old friend. Okay, where was I?

      Oh, right.

      “Did you date Opal?” The question hung in the air for long enough that I thought she might not answer.

      “Yes.” Her eyes dropped to the blue plaid blanket. Apparently, that was all she had to say on the matter.

      “For a long time?” I prodded, because she might’ve been done talking, but there was a lot more I wanted to know. As an American, prying it out of her was part of my charm. Or so I was telling myself.

      “That’s another question.” She tried to smile, but it faltered. “I only agreed to one.”

      “Do I only get one per day? Week? Year? I like to know the rule.” I was trying to lighten the mood, but from the way she squirmed on the blanket, even Cooper seemed to notice the change in the atmosphere and eyed me in his way to see if I was about to cry or something.

      Prin sucked in a deep breath. “Women like Opal aren’t easy to say no to.”

      “I noticed that last night, but do you mean for you or everyone?”

      “Well, I can only speak for myself, but I don’t have a great track record of standing up to her.” She hated herself for it, though she didn’t say it. She didn’t have to. It was written on her face as clear as the printed words in her book.

      “Does that mean she dumped you?” I tried the cheese, the taste exploding on my tongue. “Oh, my God, this is yummy. What type of cheese is it?”

      “Danish blue cheese. It’s my fave.”

      I took another generous bite. “I can see why. Oh, wow. This is dangerous. I still have eleven months here, and now I’ve met this cheese. How can I limit my intake to make certain I don’t have to buy myself two seats for the return flight?”

      She laughed. “Is cheese your weakness?”

      “It is now. So much better than what we get in the US.”

      “I’ve always found that interesting. You have a large dairy market, but your cheese selection is…” She readjusted on the blanket, seeming to try to find the right words. “Well, fake.”

      “What?” I batted my eyelashes. “You’re telling me you’re not a connoisseur of cheese from a can?”

      Prin started to speak, stopped, swallowed another bite of the Danish blue, and asked, “Is that an actual thing, or are you making it up? I was referring to the yellow squares you put on sandwiches.”

      “Spray cheese is very much a real thing,” I assured her. “I wonder if I can find a can here for you to try, because I would love to see your reaction.”

      “Why? Do you hate me?”

      “Not really, but I am noticing you’re not answering my question about Opal, so it seems like an adequate punishment.”

      Prin made a face, one that could easily be intended as a reaction to cheese in a can or her ex. “Right. Opal. Can you refresh my memory?”

      I groaned. “I never thought you’d be so bad at diversionary tactics.”

      “Are you accusing me of being bad at redirecting a conversation?” Prin’s outrage, though convincing, was almost certainly for show.

      “Not going to work. Did Opal dump you?”

      “Why does it matter to you?”

      I rolled my eyes. “You’re not playing fair.”

      “You’re the one digging into my private life. The least you can do is tell me why you want to know the answer.”

      Because I want to know if I should ask you out on a date!

      I couldn’t say that. Well, maybe I could, but I didn’t think it would result in me getting what I wanted. Better to try an indirect approach.

      “Because she seems like such a bitch, and honestly, I don’t know if I can live next to someone who likes people like Opal.”

      “You live in London. It’s best to assume a decent amount of the population is snooty. However, to be fair, I’ve watched every episode of Sex and the City. It’s not that much different between here and there in certain segments.”

      “You really don’t want to answer this question, do you?” I laughed, but I still wanted to know. Very much.

      She leveled those eyes on me. “No. She didn’t dump me.”

      “So, you can tell her no.”

      “No. I can’t.” Prin splayed her fingers on her chest. “Polly, on the other hand, has no problem telling Opal to shove it.”

      I glanced at Cooper to see if he heard the same thing. “Are you telling me your twin sister broke things off with Opal on your behalf?”

      “In a way, yes.” Prin’s voice was oddly quiet. “Polly told her to never come by my place again.”

      “Opal did as she was told?” This was hard to believe. Cooper seemed more likely to follow commands than that woman did.

      “She’s never come back.” Prin could’ve stopped there and appeared almost ready to, but then she added, “She used to come by at all hours. Drunk and a total wreck.”

      I swallowed hard. It was a familiar scenario.

      “Is that your… type?” Type was not the right word, but it was all I could think of, which was unfortunate because Prin stiffened when I said it, and it was obvious it hadn’t landed as well as I might’ve liked.

      “No. It’s the opposite of my type.” She made a huge sweeping arc in the air with her hand.

      “Can you define that?”

      She half-laughed, half-snorted. “I wasn’t expecting this type of grilling in the park.”

      “You had to have guessed I’d have questions.”

      “Honestly, no. I’m the type to live and let live.”

      “Oh, no.” I gave my head a vehement shake. “I hate not talking things out. I also read a fair share of romance, and I hate when a simple miscommunication breaks up the couple. Why not confront things right out of the gate?”

      Prin tugged on her shirt and looked up at the sky, the sun blaring down. If she’d caught on to the fact I’d compared us to a couple in a romance novel, she didn’t let on. “This is different. I’m used to being surrounded by people who speak in code.”

      “Which do you prefer? Honesty or code?”

      She met my eyes. “I’m not sure yet.”

      It was the most honest answer I’d ever heard.
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      “Brit?” There was a hint of vulnerability in her voice. “I’m asking you once more to tell me why this matters so much to you. Please.”

      It was getting harder not to say it, and besides, she had said please. I sighed. It was time.

      “Because I’d like to ask you on a date. A real one. Not a non-date. Not an ad hoc picnic to make up for ditching me on our non-date. But a date, date.” I emphasized the last two words by jabbing the air twice. “So, would you like to go on an official date?”

      Prin turned her head to Cooper and gave his left ear a good scratch, which made the terrier a puddle in her hands.

      Was she weighing her options for letting me down easily?

      “With me,” I added lamely after too many seconds of silence to count. “Did I mention that part?”

      Still no answer, and was my dog seriously still sitting there, wriggling in delight as he betrayed me in my hour of need?

      I narrowed my eyes at Cooper, but only briefly. Although Prin couldn’t see me at that precise moment, if she turned around quickly and caught the expression, I didn’t want to risk her thinking she was the intended target. Let’s face it; that was exactly the way things would go, too, given our track record of stupid misunderstandings.

      Prin continued to scratch Coop’s ear, but I noticed her shoulders loosened as Cooper rolled onto his back for a belly rub. While Cooper happily rolled about on the grass, Prin continued to pet his stomach.

      Finally, she turned around and said, “I’d really like that.”

      I tossed the cheeseless cracker I had in my hand at her, but it didn’t make contact, landing a foot away on the blanket. “Way to let me hang there.”

      “Hey. I don’t know how things are in your country, but we take cracker abuse seriously in Britain.” She swiped it up and spread cheese on it.

      “Are you accusing me of abusing a cracker or abusing you with a cracker? I need to get this straight in case it has an impact on my visa.”

      “In this case, I think both apply.” She bit into the cracker. With the cheese on top, it looked really tasty, and I was sorry I’d chucked it.

      I nudged her thigh with my foot. “You drive me mad.”

      “Hopefully not always in a bad way.” The way her eyes sparkled sent a flood of warmth throughout my body.

      “That remains to be seen. Are you free this weekend?”

      “Yes, but I feel like I should plan the date.” She held up a hand to stop my protest. “I have a place in mind for dinner and a pub for pre-dinner drinks.”

      “You’ve put some thought into this,” I remarked, wondering if she had meant to tip her hand.

      The flush of her cheeks told me she’d given away more than she’d intended. “It’s the least I can do after last night. I was having a lovely time with you, and then—”

      “Opal.” The name felt like a curse.

      “She’s ruined so many things for me. I don’t want her to do it again.”

      “How do you plan on accomplishing that?” Honestly, I was curious. I’d had enough experience of my own with situations like hers to know it wouldn’t be easy.

      “Leave everything up to me,” she assured me. “Will fiveish work?”

      “Yep. Meet outside?”

      She nodded.

      With that, I had a date with Prin.

      She picked up her book again, as if nothing out of the ordinary had transpired and like nothing else needed to be said.
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      “You’re going to dinner with the ice princess?” Angela shrieked through the phone, filling me with the desire to put a pillow over my head so I could hide. “Why do you continue to punish yourself by going after women who aren’t good for you?”

      “She’s not icy—”

      “Have you been listening to your own stories?”

      Well, no. That’s what I had Angela for, clearly.

      “Her personality is hard to pinpoint,” I tried explaining in what was the understatement of the century. “While some of her actions have come across as icy, she’s able to lower her walls, and I see someone who’s capable of being so kind and loving. It’s difficult to describe. You have to meet her to know there’s a lot more under the surface. She’s scared—”

      “Oh wow, you really do have a type.” Angela’s words dripped with reproach.

      “What is that supposed to mean?” I snapped.

      “You’re like Dora the Explorer when she finds a lost animal in the jungle. You love rescuing people, and when you set your sights on someone, you don’t know when to give up.”

      “That’s not true!” I argued this position with an extra helping of gusto because I was really annoyed by how right she probably was. Was that really how I was? Was Prin a lost leopard cub who would grow up to maul me to death when I least expected it?

      “How do you explain Tanya?” Damn it, she had to go for Tanya first. “She treated you like dirt, yet you kept going back for more.”

      “That happened in high school, which shouldn’t even count. Your brain isn’t fully grown then. Every teenager was insecure and didn’t stand up to—”

      “A bully!”

      I sighed. “Are you going to lecture me? If that’s the case, I should get some studying done.”

      Angela steamrolled on, “Then there’s your parents. They’ve treated you like shit ever since you came out.”

      I took a steadying breath. “Not going there with you. Or anyone.”

      “I don’t want you to repeat the same mistake over and over.” Angela softened her tone but not the message.

      “I want you to trust me. I’m not the scared kid in high school who’s afraid of ending up alone because my parents fucked me up by tossing me out.” While this was true, if Angela could’ve seen me then, she might have pointed out the way I was curled up in my chair in a semi-fetal position did not give credence to my argument.

      “I remember those days vividly. Thank God for your grandmother.”

      Tears stung my eyes. “She was a special woman.”

      “I’m sorry, Brit. I didn’t mean to bring that up.”

      I uncurled myself, stretching my legs out in front of me. “It’s okay. I love remembering the woman who took me under her wing to show me not all family is evil. She and Uncle John have saved me over and over.”

      “You’re lucky on that front.”

      “Don’t I know it.” I gave my somewhat shabby apartment a loving sweep with my eyes. “I’m living in London, having a ball. Today, I took Cooper to Kensington Park, and while we were playing fetch, he spit the tennis ball out of his mouth and stared at the palace. It was like he was trying to tell me, ‘Hey, did you know there’s a palace right there?’ I wish you could have seen his face.”

      Angela chuckled. “I miss that little shit.”

      “He misses you. No one comes in at three in the morning and gives him a bone to keep him quiet so I can sleep.”

      “We had a good routine. I miss you guys so much.”

      If I said how much I missed her, too, I’d be on the phone all day. “How are things there?”

      “Well—” she hesitated, “I have some news.”

      “Did you get that internship you’ve been angling for?” Even though she’d been riding my ass since we’d gotten on the phone, I was still her biggest cheerleader.

      “Yes and no.”

      “How does that work?”

      “I did score an internship but not the one I thought I’d get.”

      I grinned. “That’s wonderful!”

      “Maybe.” The hesitation in her voice was thick, causing my stomach to tighten.

      “What’s wrong, Angie?”

      “It’s in Austin.”

      “As in Texas? You have to move to fucking Texas?” For the record, I’ve never been a fan of any state that feels the need to put its flag and state outline all over the place like it’s all super special to not be shaped like a rectangle. California, consider yourself on notice, too.

      “Yeah. Texas. The Lone Star State.”

      “Oh.” The air seeped out of my lungs, and I briefly considered curling back into a ball. “That’s a big change.”

      “I know. I don’t know anyone in Austin.”

      “You’re leaving me,” I said, even though I knew it was the one thing I shouldn’t have said.

      “No! Don’t you ever think that. I’m relocating. Like you did when you left for London.”

      Oh sure. Point that out, why don’t you?

      “Yeah, I guess so.” My absence had a ticking clock, and I planned to move back to our apartment. I dug deep to say, “I’m really happy for you. I am. I hear the music scene in Austin is fantastic. And, the food. I bet by the end of your first month, you’ll meet the cowboy who’ll sweep you off your feet.”

      She laughed. “Oh, God. So not my type.”

      “You don’t know for sure until you meet the person.” I mean, I sure as hell never put prickly English ice princess on my top ten must-haves list, yet here we were.
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      Getting ready for my date with Prin, I couldn’t decide what to wear. Usually, this was the last thing on my mind. In Colorado, a person could get away with jeans and a T-shirt for just about any occasion, whether it be going to a game or dinner. Many of the fancy steak joints had animal heads on the walls.

      After a short time in London, I was learning fashion was an entirely different creature on this side of the Pond. People took it deadly serious, and there seemed to be a lot of rules. I tried fishing for hints about where we were going, but Prin was keeping the details close to her chest. All she would say was a pub first and then dinner. So not helpful.

      Did that mean drinks in a pub and then moving over to the restaurant side?

      Was the pub one of those old man pubs with a sad assortment of lonely individuals drinking bitters? It seemed like a weird type of beer to me, even if it belonged in the pale ale family of which I was a huge fan.

      Would it be a trendy gastropub?

      Something in the middle?

      From what I’d already experienced of the city, the word pub on its own meant nothing, and considering the range of restaurants in the area, from casual to ultra-fancy, that also was little help. We’d only gone to the Chinese place together, and that didn’t require any thoughts into my outfit since it was a spur-of-the-moment thing. But I’d seen establishments where tuxedos and gowns wouldn’t be out of place.

      So, I was back to my original dilemma. What to wear?

      After an hour of back and forth, I opted for what I pictured being in the exact middle of the spectrum between poor slob and chic billionaire.

      After sliding on a dark pair of skinny jeans, I slipped on a button-up top with tiny flowers that had a contrasting polka dot collar and cuffs that I thought made it both trendy and playful. I topped it all off with a dark-navy blazer as a nod to formality and chose one of my nicer pairs of shoes, although, frankly, I didn’t own anything that would be considered really dressy. Prin was lucky they weren’t sneakers, or trainers as they called them here. I twirled in front of the fancy gold mirror in the entryway, with Cooper dancing around my feet, barking excitedly.

      “Do I look okay, Coops?”

      He jumped on my legs, offering his face for a kiss.

      I didn’t want to show up with a dog-slimed chin, so I scratched behind his ears, which was the perfect compromise.

      Out front, Prin was already waiting for me. She wore jeans and a blazer.

      I laughed.

      She cocked her head to the side. “What?”

      “I wasn’t sure what to wear, but—” I ran a finger up and down in the air. “We look like twins.” After the words left my mouth, I wanted to retract them. Not only was she an actual twin, but it didn’t seem like the best course of action to imply we were well on the way for the lesbian merge.

      Luckily, she simply laughed at my joke. “You’ll see why soon.”

      That was intriguing, but I didn’t want to press the twin comment or accidental merging reference, so I nodded and kept my mouth shut. Honestly, that was one of those skills I needed to work on, anyway. It’s not as easy to fit your foot in your mouth when it isn’t open.

      “Got your Oyster card? If not, I have a spare.” She held up her wallet.

      “I’ve got mine.” I patted the strap of my bag crossed over my chest.

      She motioned for us to head to the Tube station.

      “Are you going to tell me where we’re heading yet?”

      “Shoreditch. It’s a trendy part of London.” After sidestepping an older woman with a cane, Prin added, “The arty set lives there.”

      “Haven’t heard of it,” I said with a slight frown. I had little hope of ever qualifying as arty, even if I did have a polka dot collar and cuffs.

      “I was hoping for that.” Her eyes twinkled.

      “Oh, really? Why?”

      “I know you’re here to experience the Jubilee and Olympics, but I want to show you why I love London.”

      After my call with Angela, I’d been mentally calculating the pluses and minuses of pursuing Prin. This was a big tick in the pro column.

      “It’ll take forty-five minutes and involve two trains. Getting anywhere from Earl’s Court takes forty-five minutes.” Her accompanying laugh was filled with a good measure of self-deprecating humor, considering she’d chosen to live in this out-of-the-way corner of the city.

      “I’ve been noticing that.” It was safe to say our neighborhood, with all its fine qualities, would probably never be what anyone would call trendy. I did, but I also grew up with more barren land than people.

      After taking the District line to the White Chapel station, we hopped onto the Overground, disembarking on Shoreditch High Street.

      Getting out of the station, Prin looked me up and down like she was inspecting a building’s foundation for signs of cracking. “You doing okay?”

      “Are you afraid public transportation will break me?”

      “It can, sometimes.”

      “I’m tougher than that.” I puffed out my chest for good measure, like a soldier ready for inspection.

      Prin wore a crooked smile, the one she often did when confronted with a reminder of my goofiness. “Good to know. Our first stop of the evening is right around the corner.”

      It was already dark outside, so when we entered a pub that was also dimly lit, it took my eyes a few seconds to register much of anything. As I blinked to help my eyes adjust to the red lights, my first impression was it looked like a horror flick. An intriguing start.

      Slowly, details came into view.

      The chandeliers overhead were made of antlers. The wall on the far side was all mirrors, the red lights reflecting on the glassy surface. Given it was a little after six on a Saturday, there was quite the crowd already, and the place smelled of beer.

      We ordered beers at the bar, and Prin steered us down a couple of steps, where there was a small table near the television.

      “I wasn’t expecting a place with antlers.”

      “I wanted you to feel at home,” she cracked with that crooked smile of hers.

      “It’s edgier than back home,” I said. “I’m not sporting nearly enough nose rings or tattoos.”

      “Do you have any tattoos?” She sipped her beer before taking off her blazer, looking scrumptious in a simple V-neck tee that hinted yummy curves were underneath.

      “Not a single one. Will they kick me out?” I playfully arched an eyebrow.

      “Luckily for you, I have two. That should cover us.”

      My eyes widened in surprise.

      “Why does everyone react that way?” She circled a finger in front of my face.

      “I wouldn’t have connected you to tattoos. Not in a million years.” I eased out of my blazer, hanging it on the back of my chair. “Next, you’ll be telling me you have your belly button pierced.”

      Her teasing smile made me choke on my own tongue.

      “No fucking way,” I said, ever so eloquently.

      “That’s for me to know—”

      “And for me to find out?”

      Prin did a really good impression of stiffening up like a prude, but unlike other times when she’d done it, this time I knew she was joking. “Not sure that’s been determined yet. Why do American’s always like to skip steps?”

      “I wasn’t aware that was a universal American trait.”

      “All negative qualities are ascribed to Americans as universal traits.”

      “I see.” I leaned onto my forearms. “On the other hand, we, as in Americans, like to think of British people as highly sophisticated.”

      “Naturally.”

      “Imagine my shock when I found out it wasn’t true.” I ducked her swipe of the hand toward the back of my head.

      “I demand proof of that.” She pressed a fingertip onto the table as if to show me the exact spot where I should put my documentation.

      “Remember you asked for this.” I gave her a cocky smile as I prepared to oblige. “One of my first nights here, I flipped on the television, and it was a show about people having something wrong with their bodies—”

      “Embarrassing Bodies. Yes, I’ve seen it.” She drank some beer, and I couldn’t tear my eyes from her long neck as she swallowed.

      “The first story was a man who had a rash or warts on his penis. I should back up a second. When I sat down to watch the television, I had just prepared my dinner, which was sausage rolls, an unfortunate choice considering the topic of the show.”

      That provoked quite a snicker from my companion. I committed her reaction to memory in case I needed additional proof because, really, how sophisticated was it to laugh at a dick joke?

      I pressed on. “Usually, I like these shows, but I was shocked, when after the man described his condition, the doctor said let’s take a look. Before I could avert my eyes, the doctor was flipping the man’s willy all over the place. That’s what you call them here, right? And the camera was zooming in.” I chugged some beer in an attempt to blur the image in my mind.

      “Did you miss the part about the show being about something embarrassing?” Prin’s lips were pinched as she tried not to laugh. “It was right in the title. Delivering on a promise is not proof of a lack of sophistication.”

      “I got that, but this was before I hooked up cable, and it was one of the free channels that gets piped into all homes. And, did I really need a closeup shot of a diseased or defective penis while eating my dinner? In the US, that wouldn’t happen. Not on one of the network channels, right smackdab in the middle of the dinner hour. You can’t even say the words cock or dick.” Again, I drank heavily.

      “That’s because you’re all American prudes, not comfortable with your bodies.”

      I didn’t think that was entirely true, but it wouldn’t suit my purpose in the moment to correct her assumption. “If that’s the case,” I said, going in for the kill, “why don’t you show me your belly button ring right now? Come on; whip it out.”

      “Nicely played.” She wore a you got me grin.

      I winked, but I wasn’t done with the show. “The segment after the penis, was a woman with really large pussy lips. Her doctor stretched them out, and I swear, I wasn’t able to finish my meal. I’m not sure I can eat another sausage roll in my life.”

      Prin roared with laughter. “That’s a shame, because sausage rolls are one of our culinary specialties in this country.”

      “I agree, which makes this a true travesty. Really. Someone should have warned me.”

      “Again, I’d like to remind you that the title of the show is Embarrassing Bodies. What did you expect?”

      “Toe fungus? Gross, yes, but still not too revealing, ya know?”

      “Does this mean you don’t like to be in any situation that’s too revealing?” Her voice was flirty, and I couldn’t be sure, but I’d put money on the fact that she leaned on her forearms in just the right way to give me a shot of her goods, which were spectacularly displayed within the deep vee of her shirt.

      “Didn’t say that.” I shifted as my internal temperature soared, needing more beer to temper it. “There’s a time and place for certain things.”

      And since the time was not right this second, and the place was definitely not the middle of a crowded restaurant, I knew I was in for a long, torturous evening.
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      Prin eyed me in a way that made me blush. “Do you know what it’s time for now?”

      “Uh—?” Surely, she wasn’t saying it was naked time, but that was all my brain could conjure up. What would it be like to pop each blouse button slowly to reveal…?

      “Food. You ready to head to the restaurant?” She made quick work of the rest of her beer, leaving me to attempt a mental shift from blouse buttons to menus all on my own.

      “Food. Right. That should have been clear.” I stood, putting my blazer back on.

      Prin shot me a look that sent electricity zinging to my toes as she slid into her own blazer then scooched close to me and said in a husky half-whisper, “What did you think I meant?”

      Her perfume infiltrated my nose, and I wanted to place my face into the crook of her neck to get the full experience. Digging my nails into my right hand, I said, “Dinner, of course. In no way did I think you were implying some other form of eating, and frankly, I’m shocked—shocked, I tell you—that you might have believed otherwise.”

      Her face pinked, and I did a mental victory dance. Two could play the flirtation game, and as in a riveting soccer match, it was always so exciting to score a point.

      While I didn’t know what to expect from the date, I hadn’t factored on Prin taking banter to the sexual innuendo level so easily. An exciting development, for certain, though one that was almost guaranteed to cause physical discomfort by the end of the evening as I struggled to keep my bodily urges in check. My clit was practically on tippy-toe like a ballerina.

      The restaurant was a short five-minute walk, mostly done in silence, which was unnerving, and yet it wasn’t. On three occasions, our shoulders bumped, but neither one of us apologized for the contact nor rushed to pull apart. What did that mean?

      Prin held the door open for me, which was another tick in the positive column. As were her excellent flirtation skills. She was great at it, which was totally unexpected. The ice princess routine was all a veneer, and a thin one, at that, easily cracked if you knew how to do it.

      She spoke with the woman at the podium, who immediately led us through the high-ceilinged space. I assumed it must have been a factory at some point and had been converted into a posh restaurant.

      In the center was a massive cow statue, and on top of that, stood a chicken. Along one wall, was a bar, and there was a painting of the cow with a chicken on its back.

      The woman left, and I said, “I hope they serve pork.”

      Prin’s face paled. “Oh—”

      I pointed at her, laughing. “Totally kidding. I give them points for making it clear you can get beef or chicken without having to look at the menu.”

      “Polly recommended the place.” She repositioned in her chair, still looking uncomfortable.

      “Is that your alibi in case I don’t like it?”

      An easygoing smile returned to those lovely lips. “Absolutely. It pays to have a twin I can blame everything on.”

      “I know you two aren’t identical, but I remember your mom dressed you two in the same outfits. Did you two ever try to pass off as the other? Like the movie…?”

      “Parent Trap.”

      “Yes.” I snapped my fingers. “That one.”

      “I would tell you, but it breaks the twin code.”

      “Is that really a thing?” I bit down on my thumb, while what I really wanted to sink my teeth into was Prin’s earlobe to see what kind of reaction that would get. Yeah, definitely going to be a long night.

      “You can’t prove that it isn’t,” she teased as she flipped her menu open.

      I’m sure I would’ve come up with a great rejoinder, but something out of the corner of my eye caught my attention. When I realized what it was, I let out a nervous squeak.

      Prin followed my eyes, and hers narrowed. “Polly didn’t mention… that.”

      A server, dressed in black, carried a tray up high, possibly to avoid whacking diners in the head, or possibly because they were so proud of its odd display. I say odd because on the tray were two chickens that looked like they’d been chopped right below the neck, and the fried bodies had been placed on the plates, with the legs sticking up in the air and still completely attached, flopping back and forth.

      “Are those claws?” Prin demanded, as if somehow, I was supposed to know.

      I nodded as I covered my eyes, but couldn’t stop peeking through the cracks of my fingers at the macabre spectacle. “Yes, I think so.”

      “Are you okay? You’ve gone a bit pale.” This was definitely the pot calling the kettle black, because Prin herself was as white as a sheet.

      I cleared my throat and tried to focus on the table so as not to become completely nauseated. “I’m the type who can never order a lobster because I can’t stand the sight of a full animal on my plate. I’ll eat a lobster roll, but the whole thing—no can do.”

      “Me, too.” Prin’s pallor took on a greenish tinge.

      “Does Polly hate you?” I wasn’t sure whether to laugh or cry.

      “She actually hasn’t been here, but one of her friends raved about it.” She leaned over the table. “We can go if you’d like. It’s weird. I wanted edgy and fun, not… this.”

      Another tray whizzed through the crowd, the chicken legs swaying to and fro.

      “It’s like stumbling upon a car wreck.” My head swiveled to follow the tray. “I can’t stop looking.”

      “Does that mean you want to go?” Prin started to get up.

      “No. It means I’m ordering steak.” I waved for her to sit back down. “Don’t argue. We’re staying.”

      Her face relaxed some, but the greenish hue hadn’t left quite yet.

      “It seems Britain is determined to show me the good, the bad, and the ugly of the world.”

      “Nasty penises and chicken legs.”

      I snorted with laughter, covering my face with a napkin.

      Prin joined in.

      “Here I thought you guys were the epitome of class.” I dabbed my eyes with my napkin, trying to minimize the mascara damage.

      “We are. I mean, the chickens look fancy, don’t they?” She seemed to try to say this without puking or laughing, but ended up looking adorably confused.

      “If you say so, but right now, I’d rather eat square-shaped chicken nuggets that don’t resemble an animal at all. That’s the American way, and I’m going to say the only way.”

      A man came to ask for our wine selection, and we chose a bottle of red.

      After a few minutes, we placed our order, opting to share a large cut of steak and getting chips, which I was learning were fries, and asparagus for sides.

      When the dude in black left, I said, “If the legs are still attached to the steak, I’m out of here.”

      Her eyes panned the restaurant. “I think we’re safe on that front. I’m not seeing any hoofs.”

      “That’s a relief.” I laughed to lighten the mood, but Prin looked mortified.

      “Brit, I’m so sorry. I wanted tonight to be memorable. Not a disaster.”

      She looked ready to cry, and my heart clenched as I realized the depth of her distress. I’d had no idea that under her smooth exterior she was so insecure.
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      “Oh, Prin, this is not a disaster.” I reached out to squeeze her hand. Her fingers were warm beneath mine, and I allowed myself to linger, not wanting to let go. “I promise, this is the most memorable date I’ve ever had in my life. Neither of us will ever forget this; that’s for sure.”

      Though she was still clearly distressed, the corners of Prin’s mouth quivered. “That’s probably true.”

      “Look at it this way, if things work out between us, we can always share this story and say, Love really does conquer all.”

      At the look of terror that invaded Prin’s face, I snatched my hand back, picking up a napkin to smother my mouth, while silently berating myself for the love comment. I mean, talk about way too soon to even bring up the L-word, and it wasn’t like I was experiencing anything on that level. In my effort to calm her, I’d done the exact opposite.

      Her entire body seemed frozen.

      After two booming ticks of my heart that thundered through my ears, I wondered if Prin was actually breathing.

      “Don’t read too much into that,” I backpedaled.

      “What?” She swallowed, but her eyes were focused on a spot over my head.

      I turned to discover more chicken legs were making their way through the restaurant, and one had rolled onto its side, the bowl underneath splattering a diner’s shirt. Relief whooshed through me as I realized I’d been given a reprieve. She hadn’t heard a word I’d said, or at least, not the word I so regretted.

      “I’m sorry. You were saying?” She motioned for me to continue.

      “Nada. Nothing at all.” I mimed zipping my lips shut, watching with morbid curiosity as someone who appeared to be the manager made her way to the angry diner, trying to settle things quietly. “I wonder what dessert will be like.”

      “Ice cream,” she said as if there was no point in arguing, but who would? Ice cream is the perfect dessert in all situations.

      “Oh, did you already peek?”

      “No. I’m saying as soon as we finish, we head back to my place or yours and have ice cream.” It seemed like she was trying not to squirm in her chair, but I spied several seemingly uncontrollable flicks of different muscle groups that gave her away.

      “Now, that sounds like a plan.”

      Our porterhouse, thick and still on the bone, arrived on a wood cutting board with the sharpest knife I’d ever seen.

      “Would you like me to carve it?” the server asked.

      We both nodded. A knife like that could take off a finger.

      He made quick work of it, leaving us to examine the result. I, for one, approached our dinner with a hint of trepidation, the chicken legs still very much on my mind.

      “Aside from the bone, which I think is normal for this cut, there isn’t cowhide, hairs, or anything. That’s a major plus.” I took a fortifying sip of wine, trying not to watch four pairs of chicken legs flop through the air. Why weren’t the other diners having issues with the sheer barbarity on display?

      Prin also couldn’t tear her eyes away, her greenish shade deepening. “How well do you think this meal would travel?”

      My eyes were still on the chickens as I said, “Well, considering all the legs, I imagine the leftovers can walk home on their own.”

      She shuddered. “Not what I meant. If we have them wrap it up, can we take it home? I don’t know how many more”—she waved a hand back and forth, and I assumed she couldn’t bring herself to say chicken legs—“I have in me for one night.”

      I perked up in my seat, because not only did I welcome escaping this weird environment, I also quickly deduced that taking the meal home meant we’d be alone. I’m very clever like that sometimes.

      “That’s a great idea,” I agreed. “I even have a nice bottle of red at my place. My uncle left it for me for a housewarming. I know for a fact he has great taste and a much bigger wine budget than I do.”

      “That settles it.” Prin caught the server’s eye and called him over. “Can we take this home?”

      The man’s brow furrowed. “Is everything all right?”

      “It looks wonderful.” Prin shielded her eyes from another chicken. “I have a headache.”

      “Of course.” He scooped up the dishes, and I relaxed into my chair, overwhelmed with relief that we would soon be out of this nightmare place.

      “I’ve never had to use the headache excuse with a man before,” I joked.

      “There’s a first time for everything, I suppose.”

      My mind was busy racing through the rest of the evening, picturing the trip home, the pouring of wine, the obligatory eating of dinner, and then… I felt my cheeks tingle and searched for something, anything, to say so as not to give away my thoughts. “I went to a restaurant in St. Louis that served pig snout, but it was called snoot.”

      Okay, that was an unexpected topic. I had no idea where it had come from, but I was going to have to roll with it.

      Prin’s face returned to a greenish shade, and she struggled to get her words out, “Did… y-you... try it?”

      “Trust me. There’s not enough barbecue sauce in the world to get me to eat a pig’s snout. Or any other type of snout, for that matter. I guess I’m not as adventurous in culinary delights as some.” I glanced around the room, many of the diners laughing and having a grand time. Who were these weirdos?

      “I’m with you on that.”

      “I do give you credit for finding the edgiest restaurant in London, though. Before tonight, I didn’t even think this type of dining was possible, unless you had to butcher your own chicken and were too exhausted from chasing the headless creature to remove the legs.” I flourished my wineglass in her direction, relieved to see a slight smile on her face. “I think it’s sweet you asked around for a restaurant.”

      “To be honest, when I mentioned our date to Polly, she scuppered my go-to. In hindsight, I shouldn’t have listened to her. Do I get a redo?”

      I quickly figured out scuppered meant nixed but wanted to be one-hundred percent positive about her use of the word redo. “What do you mean?”

      “You probably think I’m bonkers or something, bringing you here. Can I take you on a proper date to make up for it? Please know I’m not a serial killer or anything.”

      Laughter burst out of me. “Oh, wow! No one has ever had to beg me to believe they’re not psycho.” Another thought entered my mind. “Has this been your plan the entire night, to guarantee a second date simply by planning something so preposterous that I would have to believe you when you said it was an accident and give you a second try out of pity?”

      Prin squeezed her eyes shut in utter embarrassment but managed a weak chuckle. “I’m going to kill Polly.”

      “You’re making it hard for me to believe you don’t have homicidal tendencies, you know. I mean, if you did kill your twin, wouldn’t that be like you killing a part of yourself? I wonder if that type of crime has an even greater penalty.”

      “What’s it like inside your head?”

      I placed a hand over my chest, enjoying her gaze lingering a second too long. “Says the woman who brought me to this place where they clearly desecrate poor dead chickens.”

      Right on cue, another pair went by, and we both covered our eyes, laughing.
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      We stepped out of the Earl’s Court Tube station. While the air was slightly cooler and fresher than underground, the rumbling of a bus going by polluted the surroundings with noise and fumes. My spirits lifted regardless, as the sight of the red double-decker was becoming a delightful norm for me.

      “What’s causing that smile?” Prin pointed to my lips.

      “The bus.”

      Prin followed it with her gaze as it headed in the direction of Brompton Cemetery. “That makes you happy?”

      “Yes and no. I mean, buses don’t get me hot or anything.” Why in the heck did I have to say that? She was definitely going to think I was lying to cover a weird bus fetish. I forged on. “Seeing it, though, makes me feel like I’m at home.”

      “Ah, that makes sense. Do you like it here?” We turned onto the side street, the first of three before we’d be on our square.

      “Very much so. In fact, I’m already dreading having to leave in the fall.”

      “Do you have to go?” There was something in the way she said it that made me think she hoped I would say no, which made me happy. “Is it a fixed date?”

      “Good question.” We crossed a street, avoiding a person on a bike. “I love the school and I know there’s a possibility of applying to the program here. It’s one of the reasons I chose it, to see if I’d like the school and make the right connections in case I wanted to apply.”

      “I see.”

      I couldn’t tell what she meant by that. Had I been wrong earlier, and she preferred knowing I was here for a short time? Or did she like knowing I had options for staying? Why were women so hard to read?

      Knowing I would never figure out the answer to any of my questions on the spot, I changed the subject. “Do you have ice cream at your place? I don’t.”

      “Are you a fan of Ben and Jerry’s?”

      “I most certainly am.”

      “Any particular flavor?”

      “It’s probably easier to say that I haven’t met one I don’t love.”

      “You’re easy.” Her face turned bright red, and she stopped on the corner of our street.

      Teasing was well and good, but instinct told me this was not the time for it. “I prefer your face this color over the ghoulish green you were sporting in the restaurant.” I wanted to lean in and kiss her. The way the street lamp lit up her adorable face meant it took all of my self-control to resist the urge.

      My mundane comment about her coloring seemed to settle her nerves so that she was able to say, “I’m enjoying the fresh air. I honestly wasn’t sure how much longer I would have lasted in the restaurant without throwing up.”

      “That would have brought the date to the next level—or should I say down a level?” I held my hand below my knees, having to hunch to do so.

      “Maybe you should plan the next date.”

      I pranced on my tippy toes, twirling around, pressing my hands together in my exuberant dorky way. “I can do that. There’s a place I’ve been wanting to try.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “I just did.”

      We made it to our staircases.

      “I feel like such a jerk,” Prin lamented. “I never should have opened my big mouth about planning everything tonight. I think the universe was trying to punish me for getting cocky.”

      “I’m glad you did.” I slanted my head to see her eyes better. “If you hadn’t, we would have missed out on this experience. It’s been memorable, as you’d hoped. But one question remains.”

      “Which is?”

      “Are we eating in your place or mine? The smell of steak on the train has drastically raised my hunger factor.”

      “Let’s go to yours, if you don’t mind,” Prin answered. “But first, I need to run to mine for the ice cream.”

      “I’ll leave my front door open.” I inserted the key to the main door.

      “Perfect.”

      Our eyes locked, and again, the urge to kiss her was practically overwhelming.

      “Right. I should go get the ice cream.” She didn’t move.

      “I should get this upstairs.” I hefted the bag.

      After another long second, we went our separate ways. For the moment. Within minutes, we’d be back together.

      Upstairs, Cooper barreled into me as soon as I entered the apartment. “Dang it, Coops. I forgot about you.”

      I placed the takeout bag on the table in the front room.

      After hooking Cooper up with his leash, I said, “I need you to be quick about this, okay?”

      He barked.

      We started down the stairs. Fortunately, hearing the creak of the third one from the bottom, I yanked on Cooper’s leash and quickly picked him up.

      Prin came into view around the bend of the staircase.

      “We almost had another catastrophe,” I said, snuggling Cooper close to my chest. “Sorry, I forgot to factor in that I need to take him around the block quickly.”

      “Do you want company?” She held a carton of ice cream.

      “Usually, I would, but I’m afraid that delectable ice cream will melt, or your hands will freeze. Are you okay with putting it in the freezer on your own while I take him out? The kitchen is down a set of stairs. I’m so sorry. I completely forgot how long we’d been out, and Cooper won’t rest until he takes care of business.”

      “No worries. I understand being a pet owner,” she assured me.

      “Make yourself at home.”

      “Be careful.”

      Yet again, there was the stare between us that screamed, “Don’t leave.” What a strange thing to experience, not wanting to be without someone, even when it was only a quick trip around the block. I doubled my pace. The faster I got Cooper out and back, though, the faster I could rejoin her for the night.

      We passed on the stairs, our arms brushing each other, causing a delightful jolt of electricity.

      Outside, Cooper and I walked briskly around the garden. All the while, I kept looking up toward my window, trying to sneak a peek at Prin, but she never came close to the balcony.

      On the far side of the garden, while Cooper sniffed the bottom of a lamppost, I said, “This has been the strangest date, but, ya know something? It’s also been wonderful in a weird way. Maybe one of the best nights I’ve ever had.”

      Cooper wiggled his butt as though he understood what I’d said and agreed with me completely. I wondered if Prin felt the same.
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      When Cooper and I reentered the apartment, there was music playing in the front room. While unclipping Cooper from his leash, I strained to hear the tune, but the volume was too low to make it out. It sounded mellow, though, perfect for some background ambience while enjoying a meal. And other activities.

      With these other activities featuring prominently in my mind, I put my little terrier in the bedroom, much to his annoyance. But considering all the monumentally bad luck Prin and I had already suffered on our way to this moment, I would be damned if I was going to leave the door open to further disruptions.

      Prin stood in the front room, with a glass of wine held out to me. “I really hope you meant for me to make myself comfortable, because I’ve rummaged through your cabinets to pour the wine, and I may have gone through all your CDs, too, to find something suitable.”

      “Of course, I meant it. And the CDs are my uncle’s, so if the selections are terrible, I can’t be blamed.” I took the glass. “Thanks. I really need this.”

      She didn’t let go of the glass right away, our fingertips touching. I would have forgone the wine entirely so I wouldn’t have to pull my hand away. Finally, though, she let go, and I took a sip, the red liquid burning pleasantly down my throat. I don’t know about music, but my uncle had damn fine taste in wine.

      “Was the walk okay?” Prin scooted around me. “Where is the little cretin?” This time, the way she said cretin was much softer and spoken with playful tenderness.

      “Locked up in the bedroom.”

      “Aw.” To my surprise, Prin affected a sympathetic pout. “I bet that made him unhappy.”

      “Briefly, but I bet he’s settling down on the bed this very second, ready to sleep. While he loves to put up a fight, he doesn’t make much noise after the fact.” I took another sip. “You even found the plates and silverware. Impressive.”

      “Not really. I’ve been here before for dinner.”

      “You know my uncle?”

      “Not well, but yes.”

      “In that case, please don’t tell him I was casting any aspersions on his music selection.” I waved for us to sit at the table by the window. “Shall we finally enjoy that gorgeous steak?”

      Prin took her seat, placing a paper towel in her lap. I had the urge to laugh. Here we were eating a superb cut of steak and drinking what was certainly an expensive wine, and I didn’t even have normal paper napkins to offer her, let alone the fine linen that would’ve been more appropriate to a romantic dinner. I was sure the same would not have been said if we had chosen to dine next door. Though we were roughly the same age, Prin was leaps and bounds ahead of me when it came to being a proper adult. I had a feeling if we continued to see each other for any length of time, a certain sloppy grad student was going to have to up her game.

      Honestly? I looked forward to it.

      “Is this Dolly Parton we’re listening to?” I asked.

      “It is. From what I could see, your uncle’s a pretty big country music fan.”

      I snorted. “I’m so sorry. All I can say in his defense is he grew up in Colorado.”

      “You don’t like the music?” A frown flickered across Prin’s mouth.

      “No, I do,” I rushed to assure her, “but I grew up with it. I meant I was sorry to inflict it on you.”

      “Not at all,” Prin replied. “I like it, too.”

      “Really?” I leaned back in my seat. “I had no idea British people listened to country music.”

      “I can’t speak for every Brit, but I enjoy it.” She flashed a sexy and confident grin. “Each song is a story. Can you imagine having to write a four-minute story with a beginning, middle, and end?”

      “Not to mention a catchy chorus,” I added. “It must take a lot of talent. I struggle to write my research papers sometimes, and those don’t even have to be set to music.”

      “Who’s your favorite?”

      “Country artist?” I thought for a moment. “You pretty much guessed it. Gotta go with Dolly. You can’t go wrong with any of her songs, and she’s a fabulous person. Did you know she has a literacy program that has sent over a million books to kids?”

      “The Imagination Library,” Prin said without skipping a beat, surprising me. “We have it here, too. The woman’s an international treasure.”

      “Agreed.” I sliced into a piece of steak and placed it into my mouth, letting out a satisfied moan. After swallowing, I said, “I see why this place was recommended.”

      Prin, chewing, nodded by way of answering.

      A new song played through the high-end speakers in the living room, which, as a bachelor, was about the only thing my uncle had really sunk some money into when furnishing the place. The room was soon filled with Dolly and Kenny Rogers singing “Islands in the Stream.”

      The song is about two people so mad about each other that nothing could get in between them. When Dolly burst into the line about not being able to live without her lover, I wondered for a brief moment, as I gazed at Prin across the table, if the universe had played this one for a reason. After such a bumpy start, I was shocked to discover the more I got to know Prin, the less I wanted to be apart from her. That had never really happened to me with the women I’d dated in the past. If anything, the more time I’d spent with them, the more I’d realized I made a mistake.

      Prin noticed me watching her and quirked an eyebrow, but I shook my head as if saying, “Nothing to see here,” as my ears picked up the next song, “It’s All Wrong But It’s All Right.” The title pretty much explains what this one was about. Talk about mixed messages. Sometimes I’m convinced the universe has a strange sense of humor.

      “Have you tried the asparagus yet?” Prin asked.

      I shook my head and started to reach for it with my fork, but she offered me a bite from hers. Aside from it being slightly cold, it was yummy. The way Prin stared into my eyes made every hair on my body stand straight up. I shifted in my seat. I suddenly felt like we were starring in the spaghetti scene from Lady in the Tramp, but with Dolly Parton playing on the stereo instead of “Bella Notte” on an accordion

      Speaking of which, at exactly that moment, “Here You Come Again,” started playing, and I had to swallow a large bite of steak while I listened to the lines about smiling a certain smile and losing all defenses. Yep, the universe was hitting a home run with this one. Or maybe it was the woman seated across from me who deserved the credit.

      If someone had told me before the date started that Prin would pull all the stops to woo me, I would have said the woman didn’t have it in her. How wrong I’d been.

      “Look at the moon.” Prin pointed out the window.

      It was right over the garden, nearly full and radiating.

      I laughed.

      “What?” Her eyes crinkled with amusement.

      “Look at everything.” I pointed to the moon and then to the food. “And, the music.”

      “Do you not like it?”

      “Oh, no. I love it. Everything is absolutely perfect.”

      “And, no wobbly chicken legs.” Prin pressed her wineglass to her left cheek, her eyes glowing with promise.

      “I can’t believe I’m about to say this, but thank God for them.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I don’t think this would have happened there.”

      “What’s this?” she asked quietly as if she understood the magnitude of my statement, but was still fearful to hear my take on it.

      “The absolute perfection of this moment. Well, it’s almost perfect, anyway.”

      “What’s missing?”

      “I should have locked up Cooper in the office, not the bedroom.”

      Laughter bubbled out of her, but she managed to say, “I wondered about that decision, but I didn’t want to seem presumptuous by pointing it out.”

      “Trust me, I can be a little dense sometimes, especially if it means I’m inadvertently working against my own interests.”
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      “Should we move on to dessert?” I asked when we had finished the meal. I was unsure how to say, Can you give me a moment so I can move Cooper to the office, quickly change the smelly dog sheets, and then dazzle you with my seduction skills? Whenever you have to utter the words smelly dog sheets in the same breath as the word seduction, you can be guaranteed the moment has passed.

      “Do you want help?” Prin placed her napkin on the table, readying to stand.

      “No!” When I realized how shouty that had come out, my cheeks burned. Another way to spoil the mood? Yelling like a maniac. I cleared my throat and tried again. “What I meant to say was, why don’t you take your wine onto the balcony and enjoy the moon? I’ll just be a minute.”

      “I won’t complain about the wine and moon aspect, but I have one condition.”

      “Oh?” I swallowed, suddenly scared of what it would be.

      “Can Cooper be let out to enjoy the balcony with me?”

      It was almost like she had mind reading capabilities. Was she doing her part to help me move the stinky beast out of the love room? Fuck. If she really was able to read my mind and heard me thinking the phrase love room, I was royally screwed. Then again, considering how many weeks we’d known each other and how stupid and inappropriate my thoughts were on a regular basis, she’d certainly already heard worse and hadn’t run away screaming, so I was probably off the hook.

      “You wouldn’t mind?” I picked up the dinner plates to take to the kitchen.

      “Not at all. Honestly, I feel a bit guilty I was the cause of you having to lock him up.” She opened the balcony door and stepped outside. “Send him out whenever you’re ready.”

      As I turned the doorknob on the bedroom door, there was a brief moment when the plates in my arms started teetering and I thought all was lost, but in the end, I made a swift recovery, and only one fork clattered onto the floor. At the sound of it, Cooper launched off the bed, giving me an angry snort. I think he was informing me we’d be talking later, and he did not share my opinion that I should put my date’s needs before his.

      Wait until he found out my master plan. He was going to be one pissed-off pup. There was nothing I could do about it, though. There were some things a girl didn’t want to share with her dog. Her first time in bed with a new woman was high on that list.

      Cooper darted toward the front room, and considering my arms were full, there was little I could do to stop him, leaving Prin to defend herself from an overexcited terrier, but on the other hand, she’d have to learn to handle him on her own eventually, anyway. I mean, if things were to progress with us, she’d have to accept that Cooper and I were a package deal, for better or worse, right?

      After ditching the plates in the sink, I soon learned exactly how quickly one could strip a mattress of its sheets, find fresh ones, and spritz the whole bed with a lovely smelling linen spray when sex was on the line. Not wanting to waste time, I shoved the dirty sheets into the bureau and closed the doors. The right one didn’t shut completely, but that was always the case since the furniture had certainly come out of a box and been put together with an Allen wrench. Mercifully, the mattress and pillows were of a much higher quality.

      I swiped the fork from the floor and bounded back down the stairs to the kitchen for my final task of locating the tub of Ben and Jerry’s for dessert. Before heading outside with the single ice cream container and two spoons, I shut the interior office door and then opened the one that led from the office to the balcony. That way, when the time came, I could lure Coops into the office without risking him escaping and destroying all my hard work.

      Having planned for every eventuality, I stepped from the office onto the balcony.

      “Is he behaving?” I asked, coming up behind Prin’s chair.

      Prin pirouetted around, placing a hand on her heart, laughing. “Blimey! I was expecting you to come through the other door.”

      “Sorry. I like to mix things up.”

      “That you do.”

      The way she said it implied so many things—good things, I hoped, but I didn’t want to press my luck by asking. No, it was best to let it go for now. I’d find out soon enough if her comment implied what I thought it did. And if it did, things were looking good for the love room.

      Fuck, Brit. Stop thinking of it as the love room, or you’re going to say it out loud.

      I wish I could’ve come back with a good retort, but that voice in my head was right. That was exactly the kind of thing I would do.

      “Your spoon, madame.” I offered the utensil like it belonged to the queen.

      “Thank you, madame.”

      As Prin had chosen the chair with a cup holder built into the arm, I set the Ben & Jerry’s tub in the mesh holder and pulled the other chair as close to hers as I could. If only my uncle had foreseen the need to install a love seat out here, or maybe a nice porch swing, so we could truly sit side by side, my life would’ve been complete.

      Cooper was on his bed, acting like the perfect gentleman. That was new when a guest was over. Eventually, he’d settle down, but considering I had locked him up, he usually acted out as a way of punishing me.

      “Everything okay?” She followed my eyes to Coops.

      “He usually acts crazier when someone is over. Jumping all over them.”

      “Does that mean he doesn’t like me?”

      “The opposite. I think he’s comfortable.” I strained my eyes to detect a sign of something wrong with him, but he was normal. Happily so.

      Prin stretched out her long legs. “How could he not be on such a beautiful night. I really hope you don’t think London weather is always this pleasant.”

      “I had been expecting much worse, and part of me is sad my fancy rain jacket hasn’t gotten any use. I hate carrying an umbrella. Too lazy, and why bother when you can pull up a hood?” I mimed doing this.

      “I’m the same.”

      Her eyes seemed to plumb the depths of mine, as if determined to unearth more similarities, making my pulse skitter like a runner before the start of the race. It was a silly thing to bond over, perhaps, but what is a person other than the sum of millions of beliefs and preferences? I looked forward to discovering each thing we had in common, one by one.

      I scooped a bite of ice cream and placed it into my mouth, letting out an excited moan, but I wasn’t sure it was solely a reaction to the explosion of flavor. It was that, plus the warm night air, the scent of Prin’s perfume, and the nearness of her skin that made my own tingle. The evening was bursting with too many amazing sensory experiences at once, hopefully with many more to come.

      “I’m sorry the tub wasn’t unopened,” Prin said, looking a little sheepish. “I didn’t know it’d be our backup plan tonight.”

      “I’d think there was something wrong with you if it hadn’t had a few bites missing,” I told her. “I would never be able to have that much self-control. Not with ice cream. The only reason I don’t start eating it on the way home from the store is it doesn’t come with a spoon.”

      Prin’s groan after her first bite also gave me insight into her thoughts.

      “I do have a question.” I plunged my spoon for another bite.

      “Go on.” Prin also scooped out a bite.

      “You own a bakery. How come you didn’t offer to bring over a cake or something?”

      “I never keep cake in the house.” She snorted. “If I brought my work home with me, I’d be fifteen stone.”

      “Stone?”

      “Ah, right. You guys say pounds. One stone is fourteen pounds.”

      “So, fifteen times fourteen is two hundred and ten,” I rattled off.

      Prin’s eyes widened. “You didn’t even have to count on your fingers.”

      I laughed. “Environmental science doesn’t involve the complicated math that many other disciplines do, but it requires a surprising amount of arithmetic. It’s probably better I didn’t know that going in, because math was not my best subject in school. However, I’ve gotten better over time. Just don’t ask me to do calculus.”

      “I would never dream of it,” Prin replied. “Especially since I don’t have the first idea what it is.”

      We fell into a comfortable silence, enjoying the ice cream and the moon, now hanging high in the sky.

      Who would have thought mere weeks after her disastrous meeting with Cooper, we’d have ended up here, on the verge of spending the night together? Preferably naked.

      Prin practically jumped to her feet, and I swear this time I was certain she’d read my mind and was ready to run out the door. Oh, God. Please tell me I didn’t say the word naked out loud so she could hear.

      There was a look of panic in Prin’s eyes. “I need to—”

      “Are you leaving?” I asked at the same moment, probably looking as frantic as she was.

      “No. Not unless you won’t let me use your loo, that is.”

      “Oh… of course. It’s right down the stairs.”

      With her out of sight, I weighed my options: lock Cooper into the office now and suggest moving things into the bedroom, or let it play out on the balcony. The more I thought about it, the weirder it seemed to suggest chatting in the bedroom. There was no way to do it without making it obvious what I was really after. No matter how I phrased it, let’s go to my bedroom was, well, not subtle.

      But, if I didn’t start getting us inside, would we end up forever on the balcony?

      Maybe transitioning to the front room was in order.

      “Come on, Cooper.” I tossed his bone onto the papasan in the office, thankful I had moved it from the front room last week, and closed the door, after ensuring with a quick glance the water bowl was full.

      At first, he sat on the green cushion, a look of betrayal on his face, but it morphed into a yawn. Cooper was many things, but he’d never been a night owl.

      I swept up the ice cream and spoons and headed into the front room, almost crashing right into Prin.

      “Where’s the fire?” She laughed.

      A sassy retort sat on the tip of my tongue, but in a rare moment of sanity, it occurred to me if let’s go to my bedroom was the wrong thing to say, it would be even worse to announce that the fire was in my pants. Instead, I stared deeply into her eyes without saying a word.

      Let’s find out once and for all if you can really read my mind.
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      After an intense stare, Prin took the mostly empty ice cream container from my hand, setting it on a coaster on the coffee table. My eyes followed the action, my brain wondering why I hadn’t thought of that solution. It was like I was frozen in every aspect.

      She swept some strands of hair off my face.

      Her fingers turned the two-alarm fire down below into a fiery three-alarm. Exactly how high did those alarms go? Honestly, I think a hundred alarms was closer to the truth.

      Prin’s face leaned closer to mine, her lips, soft and glistening, were within reach.

      Was this happening?

      It felt like a dream, but I fervently hoped it wasn’t. I mean, my dreams usually involved me showing up for a class I didn’t know I was registered for and finding out there was a test. If instead of kissing me, Prin directed me to take out a number two pencil and start filling in the bubbles, I would be crushed.

      If this was a new type of dream, one where something good actually happened, I might not complain. Although, having this happen for real, would be oh so much better.

      Jesus Christ, Brit. React!

      I closed the one-inch gap, our lips lightly brushing, and yep, the fire was practically out of hand now.

      While we enjoyed the pure sensation of our lips touching, it didn’t take long for the kiss to deepen, and I wasn’t entirely sure who was responsible. Perhaps, both of us were moving perfectly in tune.

      One of my hands reached around the back of her head, my fingers threading through her hair, pulling Prin further into the kiss.

      Her hand was on my lower back, slipping under my shirt, and holy fuck, the skin she grazed was practically singed.

      She pulled back, resting her head to my forehead. “Should we…?”

      I kissed her again but walked her backward toward the bedroom.

      “The balcony door,” she said between frantic kisses. “Cooper.”

      I made quick work of certifying the office door was secured and closed the one in the front room. When I turned around, Prin beckoned me with a slender finger, her eyes smoldering, and damn if that wasn’t the sexiest thing I’d ever seen.

      She met me in the middle of the room, as if some magnetic force pulled us together.

      After another sensuous kiss, I laughed. “We’re farther from the bedroom now.”

      “Oops.” Prin took my right hand into hers and led me in the right direction this time. Wowzers, her take control energy was doing wonders for pulling me even deeper into the moment. Without further wrong turns, we made it to my bedroom, and all the way across the floor to my bed.

      I moved to undo my shirt, but she stopped my hand. “Allow me.”

      Instead of continuing at the top of the shirt, where I’d popped the first button in my eagerness, Prin started at the bottom, her fingers wandering from the fabric to feel my exposed flesh, making me shiver.

      When my belly button was exposed, Prin leaned over to kiss the sensitive flesh right above it, her mouth traveling upward as she freed more of me.

      I closed my eyes but opened them briefly when her lips kissed the fabric of my bra, right over my nipple, like a dart hitting a bullseye. My already raging desire was rapidly turning nuclear.

      Prin slowly lowered my shirt off my right shoulder and arm, peppering each morsel of revealed skin with kisses, all the way to my fingertips and then back up again, repeating the process on the left side until my shirt fell to the floor, discarded and forgotten.

      Her eyes scorched a path along my cleavage, my breasts seeming to burst over the top of the red satin that confined them with each ragged breath I drew.

      She slid the red strap off my left side, her mouth devouring my collarbone, melting it away, inch by inch, until I was certain there would be nothing left. Meanwhile she unlatched the back of my bra so deftly that I was stunned when the garment plummeted to the ground with only the slightest hint of prodding.

      Our mouths met, and I lost all sense of anything else, save for our fevered exploration of lips and tongues. My brain was capable of forming only one word: more. In pursuit of that goal, I worked the zipper of my jeans down with trembling fingers, but when it came to removing the pesky layer of denim that stood between my bare skin and Prin’s roving hands, I was completely at a loss. It was like I couldn’t remember what to do or how to get my hands to obey my command.

      Coming to my rescue, Prin sank to her knees with the grace of a dancer, slowly peeling my jeans from my thighs. This was by far the sexiest and most enjoyable way I’d ever gotten undressed. I wanted to do it this way from now on.

      Soon, my jeans were gone, and all that remained were my red panties. I shivered. Prin looked up, her face a portrait of concern, but I shook my head. I wasn’t cold. The exact opposite.

      With a knowing smile, Prin gave my shoulders a gentle push. I tumbled onto the bed, and the smell of the lavender spray I’d spritzed on the sheets earlier engulfed me.

      As she climbed on top of me, I did my best to unbutton her shirt while she hovered a hair’s breadth above me, her mouth exploring my neck and earlobe. My clumsy fingers fumbled their way along, pausing and sometimes slipping away as Prin’s tongue plunged into my ear. I was nearly overcome, but I needed to feel Prin’s skin on my own with a burning that bordered on madness.

      After what felt like an eternity, I’d only managed to free one of her arms. Thankfully, she took pity on me and pulled herself away enough to eighty-six the shirt before her body was back on top, her mouth smothering mine as the black lace of her bra almost certainly pressed its pattern into my chest.

      My fingers gouged Prin’s back, kneading the skin as her tongue licked its way to my nipple. I sucked in as deep a breath as I could manage, which wasn’t much. Oxygen is overrated.

      When she bit down on the rock-hard nub, I gasped as my lungs momentarily lost all ability to function. She applied more pressure, and an electrical current zapped all the way to my toes, causing them to curl against the sheets.

      One hand ran up and down my left side, stroking rhythmically as the fingers of her other hand pinched my right nipple.

      A shudder of pure delight worked through me. Prin continued her downward trek, fanning the flames until I was sure I was on the verge of exploding.

      Her tongue nipped and licked all the way to the waistband of my panties. She dispatched them so quickly I had no idea what had happened. Then she turned her attention to the newly exposed patch of pubic hair. She raked the neatly trimmed edge with her teeth, emitting a sexy growl.

      My body quaked.

      Though I couldn’t see what she was doing, I knew by the way her breath rippled across my skin that she was right above my clit. I arched, silently begging for her tongue, but she bypassed it, nestling her face instead into the fleshy part of my thigh.

      Then my other thigh.

      The wait was excruciating.

      She meandered up the ticklish part of my inner leg, taking her time until, finally, she landed beside my swollen lips. She licked the tops, gently, as if feeling her way to my soul.

      A finger parted me.

      My eyes cinched tightly shut, my hands clutching the sheet as my back tried to arch off the mattress. But she held me in place. I squeezed my calves into her denim covered hips, holding on for what I knew—or at least prayed—was about to come.

      When her mouth landed on my clit, I nearly screamed.

      She dove in deeper, her tongue cruelly teasing my bundle of nerves before settling into a relentless circular motion that I had no doubt would quickly get me to the end.

      As if sensing how close I was, she slowed both her finger and mouth, seeming to want to enjoy the ride, not simply the arrival.

      Was this woman for real?

      Everything she was doing was exactly what I wanted. I didn’t have to say a word.

      This didn’t usually happen to me the first time I slept with someone. Hell, sometimes not the second or third time, either. If ever.

      But she was unlike anyone I’d been involved with. She saw me as no one else had, taking the time to study, to learn. She was a natural, a prodigy. I was completely undone.

      When I couldn’t take it anymore, her finger plunged in deep, again, and then again, pushing me to the brink of ecstasy. She added another finger, and my muscles gripped them tightly.

      Prin’s mouth searched for its reward, diving in deep.

      Her tongue lapped my clit.

      I bucked off the bed.

      My hands clawed her shoulders and back.

      Prin’s fingers curled upward, and it was like she was pressing the detonator to a mountain of explosives.

      My head tilted back, my mouth wide open, my breathing frantic.

      One more flick of the tongue.

      I was blown to bits, breaking apart into a million tiny pieces. No matter how carefully I put them all back together, I would never be quite the same.
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      In the haze of my sizzling brain, I felt Prin snake up my side, settling next to me.

      “That was…” I flicked my fingers on both hands to convey fireworks, although you could’ve offered me a million dollars on the spot, and I would not have been able to remember the word for them.

      She nuzzled her face into the crook of my neck, nibbling on my earlobe.

      “That’s not fair!” I giggled and squirmed. “You’re taking advantage!”

      “How exactly do you figure that?” She arched one eyebrow playfully, looking so sexy that it took every bit of strength for me not to give in.

      “Because.” I rolled her onto her back. “It’s my turn.”

      “What if my turn wasn’t over?” she demanded with a pout, although she didn’t make any attempt to escape.

      “Oh, it was. Not sure you noticed, but I came.” My body momentarily turned to goo as a jolt worked through me. “Spectacularly.”

      “So, one and done?”

      “Not necessarily.” I leaned down, kissing her. “But, you can’t hog all the fun.”

      “Did you not have fun?” Her mouth twitched as she tried to look serious. I could tell it was a major effort. I also had learned enough about her by now to know she could keep up this teasing for hours if I let her.

      I decided not to.

      “Shut up, and let me fuck you.” I yanked at her jeans, forgetting to undo them first. They didn’t budge. It’s possible I was not as good at this undressing thing as she was.

      “If you insist on fucking me, try not to cause any bodily harm.” Her tone was blandly serious, but she winked, and I could tell she was sucking in her cheeks to keep from laughing. “You might try starting with the button.”

      “Thanks for the tip.” I popped open the waistband and slowly lowered her zipper. “What is it you guys say over here for fucking?”

      “Fucking.”

      “No, the other…” My words came in short bursts as I struggled to remove a very stubborn pair of jeans. How had it been so much easier for her? Finally, I succeeded, tossing the jeans somewhere into the void at the end of the bed. I took a moment to admire the miniscule scrap of black lace covering her crotch, which hardly counted as panties, before adding, “I think I heard it in Austin Powers.”

      “Shag. It’s literally in the title.” She stretched out her legs, pointing her toes as I took one foot in my hands, cupping the heel. “Austin Powers: The Spy Who Shagged Me.”

      “I thought it was International Man of Mystery.” I lifted her leg until I could touch my tongue to the spot on her ankle right above her heel. I licked slowly up the length of her leg.

      “That… was… the first one.” The words came out choppy, and I was beyond thrilled my actions were the cause of her distraction.

      I stopped when I reached the V.

      “Oh was it?” I asked, my question muffled by her thighs.

      Because I could tease as well as she could, I bypassed her middle completely, quickly making my way up her torso so that I could reach under her to undo her bra. As it sailed into the abyss to join her jeans, I filed away the fact it had matched the panties perfectly. I would revisit that knowledge sometime in the future, when I didn’t have so many other, and much more enjoyable, things to think about.

      One of her pink nipples was already hard, garnering my immediate attention. As I engulfed her breast with my mouth, I mumbled, “My Austin Powers trivia is severely lacking.”

      “Luckily for you, I’m willing to overlook it.” Her breath hitched when I pulled her nipple into my mouth and gave it a hard suck before letting go.

      “You’re very kind.” My tongue licked its way to her other nipple, still hiding shyly under all the folds. “Does this one not like me?”

      “It takes more coaxing.”

      I kissed it softly, so as not to frighten the poor little thing.

      Prin’s breath caught again. One by one, her defenses were crumbling, leaving her vulnerability on full display. It was a beautiful sight.

      I continued to kiss the shy nipple, slowly easing it into my mouth. The small bump responded, growing larger and harder. “Oh, there it is.”

      A shudder worked through her, alerting me to a sumptuous fact: this nipple was the key to the castle, so to speak. It really got her engines revving.

      I focused my attention on it, while my right hand trailed down her creamy skin, over her belly button, which didn’t have a piercing, past her small mound of pubic hair, splitting her wet lips.

      Prin reached a hand behind her head, gripping the corner of a pillow.

      I slid my finger into her slowly, meeting no resistance.

      Prin’s body jerked, welcoming me.

      I sucked her nipple into my mouth, while my finger moved in and out.

      She started to writhe.

      Adding another finger, I pushed in deeper, slowly.

      Her nipple demanded more attention, and I manipulated it with my teeth.

      Another shudder rippled through Prin.

      Was it possible for the woman to come if I simply focused on her nipple?

      No, that couldn’t be, but this delectable pink button was needy, and damn, it was as hard as a diamond by now. I could play with it all day.

      Prin’s hips rocked into me, and I was torn. Abandon my new favorite body part in search of what I knew would be a sure thing, or continue what I was doing and see where it would lead?

      “Don’t stop,” she said. Any hint of teasing had evaporated, replaced by pure, raw need.

      That settled it.

      My fingers moved in and out of her, the slickness increasing with each deep thrust, and my mouth plied the nipple like it was a rocket launch button that needed a lot of prodding to activate—

      “Jesus!” Prin grabbed my face, pulling my lips to hers.

      We kissed deeply, her tongue exploring my mouth with complete abandon. This was Prin, the essence of the woman with all pretense stripped away. It nearly brought me to tears, experiencing her in this way.

      My fingers moved in as far as possible.

      Prin released my mouth and turned her head, digging into the pillow, her eyes sealed shut, but her mouth was wide open. I knew she was coming. The rocket launch sequence had been initiated, and the final countdown was on.

      Ten… Nine… Eight…

      From my vantage point, I could see my wrist contorting to hit all the right spots inside.

      Seven… Six… Five…

      Then my mouth clamped down on her nipple again. Prin convulsed beneath me, tremors shaking her body in wave after euphoric wave.

      We had lift off.
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      The cooing of pigeons woke me right before dawn. Prior to London, I’d have guessed the sound would be soft and quiet, but when you magnified it by the sheer quantity of birds perched on the wall where my bed was, the cacophony was something more akin to the wilds of a jungle.

      It took several seconds for my foggy brain to remember the warm body next to me wasn’t Cooper. A smile spread across my face.

      I rolled onto my side and wrapped an arm around Prin.

      “Good morning.” Her voice was caked with sleep.

      “I didn’t mean to wake you.” I snuggled closer to her heat.

      “You didn’t. The damn pigeons. I think there are a million out there. I’m surprised you didn’t wake an hour ago.”

      “Don’t you hear them in your apartment?”

      She moved onto her back. “My bedroom is on the other side of the building. I didn’t know it was an avian hellscape on this side.”

      I burst into laughter. “Now, there’s an image.”

      “You should move the bed into the office,” she continued to grumble. Grumpy as she was, it didn’t matter. Her voice was waking up certain parts of me very rapidly.

      “Just in case you’re wondering, you have an extremely sexy voice when you first wake.”

      “Do I now?” That comment perked up her mood, and she ran her hand through my hair.

      “No one has told you that?”

      “Not that I recall.” She yawned and stretched her arms up over her head. “Sadly, we can’t stay in bed all day and discuss how sexy I am.”

      “Okay. I guess it’ll be acceptable if we stay in bed and discuss how sexy I am. If you insist.”

      Prin was in the middle of another yawn, which ended abruptly in a snort. “What I meant was I have to go to the shop this morning.”

      “And I should get to campus early to catch up on my studies. After I take Coops to Brompton for his morning stroll. Then again, you’re here, and he’s sound asleep in the office.” I made to move on top of Prin.

      As if on cue, there was a loud yip, followed by Cooper pawing the office door.

      “Damn.” Hovering over her, my eyes roamed her body, still so naked and tempting. “I don’t want to leave you.”

      “You know what the best part of living next door to each other is?”

      “What?”

      “It’s impossible not to run into each other.” She flashed an evil grin. “Even when I wanted to avoid you, I couldn’t. And look how that turned out.”

      There was another yip, more insistent that the first.

      “Never fear. This conversation will be continued.” I hopped out of bed. “I’ll be finished in the bathroom in a jiffy if you want to shower here.”

      “Don’t laugh, but I think I’ll take you up on that. I happen to know yours has been redone so recently it still sparkles.” Her limbs spread out under the covers. “For now, I’m not moving a muscle. I have forty-five more minutes before I normally get out of bed.”

      I gave her a quick peck before grabbing a pair of sweats and hoodie. “Enjoy. If we’re not back before you leave, I’ll see you tonight, because, apparently, I’m unavoidable.”

      Prin groaned. “I’m going to regret that comment, aren’t I?”

      “Most definitely.”

      Soon enough, Cooper and I were outside, where a crew of workers was tumbling out of a truck to start the day. I gave a cheery wave, and then Cooper and I headed toward the cemetery for our walk. The sky was a lovely soft pink, and there wasn’t a cloud to be seen. Another unexpectedly perfect day in London.

      I sucked in a deep breath, thrilled to be alive. From the pep in Cooper’s step, it was clear he was also an extremely happy critter, albeit this was much more unusual for me than for him. Happiness was his normal mood after knocking out the cobwebs.

      “Do you feel that, Cooper?”

      He looked over his shoulder before putting his nose back to the ground.

      “Nothing bad is going to happen today. Nothing at all.” I extended one arm out into the air, my other gripping his leash. “I love life!”

      Forty-five minutes later, we returned to the apartment. The bathroom door was shut, and the shower was running.

      I quickly filled Cooper’s food bowl and then knocked on the closed door, opening it to ask, “Mind if I come in?”

      Prin’s head popped around the glass shower door. “Please do.”

      Steam welcomed me as I inched into the room, not wanting to open the door too wide and let out the warmth.

      I quickly shed my clothes and climbed into the shower. “It’s taken me time getting used to how high this step is into the tub.”

      “What do you mean?” Prin rinsed her hair and then pumped conditioner onto her hand. “It’s the normal height.”

      “Not in the US.” I kissed her wet back.

      “Mmmm, I could get used to this new morning routine.”

      “Do you plan on sharing the water?”

      “Pushy, pushy.” But she moved a little to the right as she said this, allowing a warm jet of water to splash along my side.

      I squirted shampoo into my hand and started to massage it into my scalp.

      Just as I’d achieved a full lather, a terrible groan emanated from the wall. The pipes shook like they’d been seized by a pack of restless demons, and all of a sudden, the water turned to a trickle before stopping altogether.

      “What the?” I twisted my head toward the shower nozzle and let out a yelp. “Damn, I got shampoo in my eyes.”

      I felt Prin reach an arm around me, and from the motion of her hands, I guessed she was frantically turning the nozzle in an attempt to flip the water back on. It was no use.

      “Did my uncle not pay the water bill or something?” I pinched my eyes tighter to avoid getting more shampoo into them, knowing my uncle would never miss a bill. Then it hit me. “Oh, shit. There’s a work crew outside. Could they be the ones to blame?”

      “Probably. Here’s a towel.” Prin basically tossed it onto my head. “I’m going to look outside.”

      She was gone before I could ask if she put on my robe.

      I dabbed my eyes with the towel, but it was only making the situation worse.

      The bathroom door creaked open. “Bad news. You’re right about the crew being out there, and water is gushing from a hole. It doesn’t look good.”

      “They only arrived when Cooper and I were heading out. How could they cause so much damage in such a short amount of time?” I tried peeking an eye open, but more shampoo got in. “I need water.”

      “Hold on.” She left the bathroom but returned quickly. “I’m going to dump this over your head.”

      “What is it?”

      “Your water bottle from the fridge. I’m sorry, but it’s likely to be cold.”

      I cocked my head and gasped as rivulets of icy liquid flowed down my head and neck. “Fuck, that’s freezing!”

      “I did warn you.”

      “Do you think they’ll turn the water back on soon?”

      “I doubt it. I’m afraid London work crews aren’t always known for their efficiency or customer service. Should we try my place in hopes it’s on a different line?” Her voice didn’t project any confidence that would be the case, and I had a feeling the water was likely out all the way down the street.

      “I can’t go out like this,” I moaned. “I look like a drowned rat.”

      She laughed. “Not sure you’ve noticed, but I’m in the same boat, minus the shampoo in the eye part.”

      I cracked one eye open. “I’m sorry for being so snappy.”

      “Not your fault. I’m going to my place to check the status of the pipes. I’ll call to let you know.” She tossed on her jeans and shirt.

      After she left, I considered using Cooper’s water bowl for an additional rinse but thought better of it. That would be cruel to the poor dog, and I was being a baby about the whole thing.

      My phone rang, and I pounced. “I hope it’s good news.”

      “Afraid not. I spoke to the guys outside, and the whole street is out.”

      Shit, I hated being right sometimes. “For how long?”

      “Here’s the really bad news. They’re being called away for an emergency on Oxford Street, so it will be much longer than the planned shutoff.”

      “This was planned?” I practically screeched. “Did they think to mention it to the people who live here?”

      There was a snapping sound, followed by, “I have an idea. We can catch a cab to Polly’s. She’ll let us use her shower. I’m going to call her and let her know why I’m going to be late. Throw on some clothes, and wrap your hair in a towel.”

      “Our bad stroke of luck is holding strong.” I twisted the towel around my head, Carmen Miranda style.

      “It really is,” Prin agreed, “but look at it this way, what else could go wrong?”

      Oh great. She had to ask.
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      After getting dress and saying goodbye to Cooper, I stepped outside, my eyes furtively looking around to determine how many neighbors would see me in my present condition. Even though I was fully dressed, having a towel on my head made me feel like I was about to streak down the block buck naked.

      One poor workman, who looked like one of the guys I’d seen earlier, was being harangued by the crazy lady with all the cats who lived two doors down. Other than that, the coast was clear.

      As the old bat continued her one-sided screaming, Prin and I shared a look that said we were glad we weren’t in the dude’s shoes. We ducked around the corner before either of them could corral us into the altercation.

      “I never want to work with the public,” I whispered once we were safely out of sight.

      “Not everyone is that bad. I like my customers.” Prin moved so fast she was practically dancing toward the busy street, where we hoped it would be relatively easy to catch a cab.

      “You serve baked goods,” I pointed out. “Who yells at the cake lady?”

      “No one has ever called me a cake lady before.” Prin’s shoulders shook with laughter.

      We made it to Cromwell Road, where it took less than a minute to flag down a black cab. It might’ve gone even faster if we hadn’t both had our heads wrapped in terry cloth, but I imagine in a city as big as London, those cabbies have seen it all.

      We tumbled into the back seat, and Prin supplied the address.

      As it turned out, her shop, which was right next door to Polly’s place, was within spitting distance from Cooper’s vet, but I’d never rounded the corner to discover it. It made me wonder how many other bakeries and sweets shops were out there, hiding in plain sight, waiting for me to discover them.

      After paying the driver, we slipped through the gate into Polly’s front garden.

      I whistled as I took in the large house and posh street. “How successful is your shop?”

      “We do okay, but this”—Prin gestured all around—“is from her husband’s job.”

      “What exactly does her husband do?”

      “Finance.”

      “Aha.” As much as I would’ve liked to pause a while and take in the impressive surroundings, the gross feeling of crusty shampoo drying on my scalp pulled me through the front door.

      “You can use the downstairs shower,” Prin offered, “and I’ll go upstairs.”

      “They have two bathrooms? They really are loaded.” Living in Colorado, having multiple bathrooms was one of those things I’d taken for granted, but I’d quickly discovered that was a rare luxury in London.

      “I know, right? They don’t even have kids.” Prin showed me the way to the bathroom. “When you’re done, if you have time, I’ll take you to the shop for breakfast.”

      “That would be lovely. I’m starving!” My stomach growled, backing me up. “Can we have cake, or are you one of those healthy types who insists on yogurt and fruit parfaits for breakfast?”

      “I would never,” Prin assured me. “Everyone knows cake makes the best breakfast.”

      “That’s a relief, though I guess I should’ve known the cake lady would say that.”

      I rushed through my shower, anxious to get the gunk out of my hair. It was amazing how shampoo, such a vital part of getting hair clean, made you feel absolutely disgusting if it was left in.

      By the time I finished, Prin stood in the hallway, using the hair dryer in front of a massive gold mirror. When she spied me, she handed it over, and though I was often a drip-dry kind of gal, I was more than happy to take advantage of the offer, as the whole ordeal had left me wanting every bit of luxury I could get my hands on. I vowed never to take having a complete shower for granted again in my life.

      “Where should I put my towel?” I shouted over the hair dryer.

      “I got it.” Prin skirted around me into the bathroom.

      I continued drying my hair.

      Prin returned.

      I shut off the dryer and gave my hair a final fluff with my fingers. Despite the initial emergency, my hair had never felt or looked better.

      Prin rubbed her hands together with a magical glint in her eyes. “Ready for cake?”

      “You really are the cake lady. I’ve never seen you this happy.” I had a clear vision of Prin’s face the night before, in mid-orgasm rapture. “Er, well… with your clothes on, anyway. Have you tried mixing sex and cake?”

      The glint hardened to stone as her lips pursed. There was the prim and proper Prin I remembered.

      I bent over laughing. “I wish you could see what you look like.”

      Prim and proper? I may have misspoken. At that exact moment, Prin had her head craned, not hiding the fact she was checking out my ass.

      “I’m okay with this view,” she remarked dryly.

      “Naughty.” I leaned in for a quick kiss. Given we were in Polly’s house, I didn’t expect more than a quick peck, but Prin didn’t mess around, quickly upping the heat factor with a scorching smooch.

      When our lips separated, all I could say was, “Holy smokes!”

      We left the apartment and popped across the street to the shop.

      “Lucky Polly,” I said, glancing back at the wrought iron gate we’d exited moments before. “It must be nice to have a commute to work that takes less than a minute.”

      “It’s not fair.” Prin pouted adorably. “Mine is eight minutes if I put my head down and walk briskly.”

      “You poor thing,” I teased. “Of course, back home, it took me forty-five minutes to get anywhere, and it was impossible without a car. But really, you have it so bad. How do you even manage to find the will to get out of bed?”

      “It’s a struggle. That’s for sure.” Prin’s tone was so deadpan I couldn’t tell if she was kidding or if part of her really did believe an eight-minute walk to work was a hardship. City living was a whole different world.

      Prin opened the shop door, waving me inside. A blast of sugary baking goodness hit my nose and made my mouth water. The place looked as tempting as it smelled, with a massive glass case filled to the brim with not just cake but every baked good under the sun.

      “Oh my God.” I craned my neck to see around the other customers. “Look at your goodies.”

      “You can do that later. We’re in public!” She chortled at her own joke.

      “I’ll have you know, I was talking about the counter display.” Of course, the fact I said this while staring at her boobs may not have strengthened my argument. I regret nothing.

      “Hiya!” Polly waved from behind the counter as a gray-haired man ordered.

      Prin slipped into an apron and joined her sister while I got in line. My eyes wandered the shop, which had powder pink walls and darker pink shelves lined with pink and white striped boxes that were tied with pink satin bows.

      So. Much. Pink.

      But the overall effect was enchanting, like stepping inside the pages of Alice in Wonderland. The real showstopper, though, remained the glass case at the front of the store, which contained brownies, fancy cakes, cake pops, pan au chocolate, fruit tarts, beignets, macarons, and so much more.

      No wonder Prin didn’t bring work home with her. There was no way I would be able to work around so many delicious offerings without gaining a million pounds and making myself completely ill. Willpower had never been one of my strengths.

      When I made it to the front of the line, Prin put on her most professional expression.

      “What can I get you, miss?” she asked as if she’d never laid eyes on me before in her life.

      I played along, asking in a thoroughly business-like tone, “What’s your best offering?”

      “I thought you had that last night,” Polly announced loudly with a smirk that pretty much left no doubt what Prin and I had been up to. Though she immediately tried to dodge, Prin’s elbow drilled right into Polly’s stomach. She yelped. “This is twin abuse!”

      “Ignore that mad woman.” Prin rolled her eyes as Polly continued to moan and wail. “I only allow her to work here as a good deed.”

      “Very charitable of you,” I said.

      “As for my recommendation, you can’t go wrong with my house specialty. It’s called a chocolate hazelnut mystery cake.” She pointed to a domed confection smothered in bumpy milk chocolate, with a dollop of cocoa cream on the top.

      “What’s the mystery?” I had to resist the urge to press my face to the glass like a kid in a candy shop.

      “I could tell you, but it’d ruin the mystery. Go take a seat. I’ll bring coffee and a slice.”

      “I have to tell you this has been the best and weirdest date I’ve ever had, and perhaps in human history.”

      “It really has been.”

      I took my seat, and Prin joined me with two mugs of coffee and one slice of cake.

      “Aren’t you having a slice?” I gripped my fork.

      “You aren’t going to share?” She arched a knowing eyebrow, which immediately put me on edge. What did she know that I didn’t?

      I poked at the cake with a fork. “Depends on the mystery.”

      “Only one way to figure it out.”

      I sliced the edge of my fork into the cake and placed it in my mouth, rolling my tongue around it like I was sampling a fine wine. “I’m tasting almond, along with hazelnut.” I chewed a bit more. “Is that nougat?”

      She nodded, sipping her coffee, the effect immediately putting her entire body at ease.

      I continued eating. “What’s the cream? It’s to die for.”

      “Praline cream.”

      I forked in another bite, not caring that I was making a pig of myself. “This is the best fucking cake I’ve ever eaten. You’d better get your own slice because I have no intention of sharing.”

      Two ladies at the table next to us tittered as soon as they heard me swear.

      “Sorry. She’s American,” Prin explained with a shrug.

      They nodded but didn’t seem offended, just amused. British old ladies seemed to be much more tolerant of swearing than their American counterparts.

      “I think this is the most decadent cake I’ve ever eaten.”

      “Well, enjoy it while it lasts. It’s a limited edition.”

      “What? No, you can’t take this off the menu!” I brandished my fork like a weapon.

      She folded her arms over her chest. “Are you telling the cake lady what she can and can’t do?”

      “I don’t think you understand how good it is. I would kill for this cake.”

      “Don’t worry. I’m working on something even better. I’m so close to getting the recipe right.” She held her thumb and forefinger an inch apart in the air.

      “I have a question.” I greedily shoved in another bite of cake.

      She nodded her ascent and waited for me to finish swallowing.

      “I expected everyone here to only drink tea, but you love your morning coffee. No use lying. It has a physical pull on you.”

      Her snort agreed with my statement. “It’s kinda like the weather. Everyone assumes all it does is rain here. Don’t think watching movies or reading books will show you the ins and outs of London life.”

      While I wanted to delve into this subject more, a clock chimed that it was half past eight, and I groaned. “I have to get to campus, but can I take a slice with me?”

      “Seriously? Americans are so demanding.” She disappeared behind the counter.

      I shoveled the last piece into my mouth and washed it down with coffee.

      At the counter, I pulled my wallet out of my bag. “How much do I owe you?”

      “A date,” Prin replied without a moment’s hesitation.

      “Are you sure? We kinda suck at dates.”

      “Oh, I have a feeling we’ll nail the next one. I mean, what else could possibly happen?”

      I put a finger to my lips. “The universe will hear you. Do you want to curse us?”

      Prin laughed, handing me a white carton. “Have a fun day at school.”
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      The late December air had bite to it. Even though it was in the low forties, which would have been warm for this time of year back home, the rain earlier in the day had made the temperature seem bone-chillingly cold. I threaded my arm through Prin’s bent elbow, drawing closer and snuggling my head against her shoulder.

      Walking along Brompton Road in Knightsbridge, not Old Brompton Road in Earl’s Court, two days before Christmas, doing some last-minute shopping with my beautiful new girlfriend, I was almost feeling cocky. It had been two months since the completion of our first successful date, and I was pleased to be able to report that, despite our initial fears, the universe had not deigned to smite us again. In fact, we’d had dozens of dates in that time, and none of them had ended in anything approaching disaster.

      “Look at this one.” Prin pointed to one of the windows on the ground floor of the iconic building that housed Harrod’s department store.

      It was meant to be decorated for the holidays, but as I tried to make sense of it, I wondered if someone had gotten confused. Maybe the designer thought it was still October and had decked it out for Halloween. A haunting purple glowed inside the window space, where it looked like a female mannequin was crawling on her knees, with leafless trees flanking her and silver tinsel dangling down.

      I leaned closer to the window. “Is she trapped inside a haunted house?”

      “What, you don’t think it’s festive?”

      “It looks like Miss Havisham celebrating Christmas.”

      “Who?” Prin asked.

      I blinked. “You know, from Great Expectations?”

      “Oh. I never read it.” She started walking us to the next window but was held back as my Converse remained rooted in place.

      “Can you repeat that? I almost thought you said you’ve never read it.”

      “Not a classics fan.” She gave an uninterested shrug.

      “But, wasn’t it required reading? I mean”—I flicked a hand into the air—“Dickens is one of the bestselling, most beloved authors of all time, and he’s British. Even uncouth Americans have to read his works in high school.”

      “Clearly, my education has been subpar.” Her eyes sparkled in that way when she thought I was being overly passionate and opinionated. In other words, American.

      “Unbelievable.” I rethreaded my arm through hers. “Luckily, you’re the best cake lady in the country, so I’ll let it slide.”

      We moved to the next window, which had the same ghoulish light, but the mannequins looked more like flappers from the jazz age. Only freakishly tall, pale, and emaciated. Zombie flappers. “I thought we were going to look at the Christmas displays. Where’s Santa or the North Pole? I mean, I’d settle for a nativity scene. Or, any form of cheerfulness whatsoever.”

      “What can I say? We love to suffer in this country.” A blast of wind whipped up around us, and Prin pulled me close to protect me from it. “Do you want to keep going, or have you seen enough?”

      “More than enough,” I said, turning away from the macabre celebration of drudgery that was the so-called festive holiday display. “My American brain can’t handle anymore haunted Christmas themes.”

      Prin blew into her gloveless hands. “Fancy a drink in a pub?”

      “Please!”

      “I know a cozy place not too far from here, but let’s hop into a cab. Another thing about us Brits is we’re not made for cold weather.”

      Prin flagged a black cab and supplied the name of the pub.

      The man nodded.

      “It still amazes me how good these guys are. If I hopped into a cab in the US, I’d have to supply an exact address, followed by giving vague directions, and more than likely, I’d still end up in the wrong place.”

      “While we don’t do happiness well, we excel in transport.”

      The cab pulled up in front of a pub called The Horse and Carriage. Despite the frigid weather, patrons were spilling out into the street.

      Once outside the car, Prin’s eyes swept the situation. “Looks like others know about this place. Should we find another pub?”

      “It’s a Friday. I’m guessing we aren’t the only ones soaking in the holidays.” I pulled her by the arm inside the doors.

      The pub, which was half the size of my apartment, was wall-to-wall people. We had to bulldoze our way through the crowd to get to the bar. Prin shouted we wanted two mulled wines. The woman nodded, filling our glasses. It was times like this I was particularly glad to have a native Londoner doing the ordering for me. I would’ve still been trying to decide what I wanted or struggling to get the barkeeper’s attention. Say what you will about loud, pushy Americans. I knew I was no match for a crowded pub two days before Christmas.

      While Harrod’s led me to expect a bleak version of holiday décor, I was pleasantly surprised to see that strands of brightly colored lights had been draped everywhere inside the pub, and almost every single patron wore a silly Christmas sweater. That made me smile. For every painfully chic Londoner who gravitated toward purple flapper zombies, I was fairly certain there were at least three others like the man across from us wearing a sweater depicting Santa using a chimney as a toilet.

      Since Prin had done the hard work of ordering, I handed cash to the bartender, and we scooped up our drinks.

      “Do you think we can make it outside without burning anyone?” I shouted into Prin’s ear, holding onto my tall glass with both hands.

      Her scrunched face meant she couldn’t hear me over the loud chatter and Christmas music.

      Again, we shoved our way through the revelers, many of the faces red from drink and the warmth inside the pub.

      Outside, the cold hit my cheeks, causing them to tingle.

      The sidewalk overflowed with people talking loudly and drinking. We crossed the street and chose a spot where we could lean against the black wrought iron fence protecting the neighborhood garden.

      My fingers, which were wrapped around the warm liquid in my glass, were the only part of my body that felt remotely comfortable. “Can you believe the day we’ve had?”

      Prin gave me a puzzled look. “What do you mean? It’s been delightful.”

      “I know. Christmas shopping in Harrods, followed by a late lunch, taking in the shop windows, and now, we’re enjoying mulled wine outside this marvelous pub. It’s been one of the best days ever.”

      “Why can’t you believe it, then?” She took a sip of mulled wine.

      “Because nothing bad has happened. After two months of perfectly lovely dates, I think I may be ready to declare our unlucky streak officially over.”

      “Are you trying to tempt fate or something?” She was wearing her grin that did things to me, the one that made me wish we were somewhere with some privacy.

      “Honestly, while all our mishaps weren’t so great in the moment, in retrospect, they’re all kinda funny. Even your wretched ex.”

      “Careful. She lives around here. Don’t say her name three times, or she’ll appear like Beetlejuice. She’ll be worse to handle because she’s probably drunk by this time in the evening.”

      I removed one hand from the comfortable heat of my glass so that I could rest it on her arm. “Was it that bad with her all the time?”

      Prin nodded, her eyes falling to the pavement. It was a mortified expression I’d worn much too often myself.

      “I really do know what it’s like. Kris was the same. For a long time, I didn’t drink at all because I never wanted to be that person at the party who everyone avoids. I often felt guilty by association.”

      She nodded again, her sagging shoulders weighed down with shared understanding.

      “Life here is so much better, though. It’s like I’ve been handed a clean slate, where no one knows me.”

      “Life with you makes everything a bit better.”

      “Only a little bit? I do love your droll British understatement.”

      “It’s bred into us, through and through. Never say how we truly feel or dig too deeply under the surface. It’s scary down there, where all those messy emotions reside.” She shuddered.

      “You may have explained the source of those terrible Christmas windows.” I looked up toward the dark sky. “It’s funny, though. I’m not sure I ever want to leave this country.”

      “It has a way of worming its way into your soul.”

      “That it does.” I sipped my drink, the alcohol loosening my tongue. “I have a confession.”

      Prin’s smile fell from her face.

      “It’s nothing bad. At least, I don’t think it is, but when I first heard your name, I thought it was short for Princess.”

      Amusement tugged the corners of her mouth. “You aren’t the first to assume that.”

      “Is it short for anything?”

      “Nope, but it’s not common these days. It was introduced by the Normans after they conquered England in 1066. It was used for the first-born child.”

      “I thought Polly was the oldest.”

      “She is. My dad was tasked with filling out the forms, and he got it wrong. I don’t think Mum has forgiven him yet.”

      “You’re supposed to be named Polly.” I stared off in the distance. “I’m kinda glad your dad messed up.”

      “Why’s that?”

      “You’re an original, and you’re the only person I know who’s called Prin.”

      “Thank you, but since we’re on the subject of names. It’s not overly surprising that an American named Brit wants to stay in Britain.” Her devious smile informed me she was quite pleased with her statement.

      “You’ve been holding onto that for a long time, haven’t you?”

      “I really have.” She chuckled.

      “While my name may have played a role in my desire to stay, London isn’t the only thing that’s wormed into my heart.”

      Her eyes widened, but she forced out, “What else has?”

      “It’s more like a who.”

      “Intriguing. You’re saying this person has wormed inside here?” She poked my sweater with a finger over my heart.

      “Yep. And, all over. There’s a particular area that’s wanting you.”

      Prin placed a hand on top of my head. “Here?”

      “Nope.”

      Her hand, warm from her mulled wine glass, moved to my cheek.

      “Getting closer.”

      “Give a girl a hint, please?” Amusement shone in her lovely eyes.

      I tapped my lips with my fingertips.

      Prin leaned in for a kiss, which worked wonders getting me not simply to the warm stage but downright hot.

      We separated, but I wrapped one arm around her neck. “I love you, Prin.”

      A smile burst onto her face, but she said in an even voice, “I think you’re pretty okay.”

      I laughed, and she captured my lips again for a kiss before whispering in my ear, “I love you.”
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      I sat on my balcony, wearing shorts and a lightweight long sleeve, enjoying the feel of the August sun on my bare legs.

      Prin stepped out onto her balcony with gusto. “Cooper, buddy, look what I got you!”

      “Buddy? You’re speaking more and more like an American.” I took a long, slow sip of coffee, my first cup of the morning.

      Cooper, paying me no attention, rushed to the mesh barrier, standing on his hind legs and pawing toward Prin to get a better look at what she held.

      “It’s a new kerchief.” Prin tied the jaunty scrap of fabric around his neck as I looked on in amusement. For a woman who claimed to be more a cat person, that pup had her wrapped around his little paw. “Look at how handsome you are!”

      Cooper pranced around the small balcony, showing off his gift like he was royalty in a parade.

      “Does it have little cakes on it?” I pulled Cooper into my lap and inspected it more closely. “It does. Your shop logo and number, too. Prin…” My tone was playfully stern as my head circled toward her. Prin shoved her hands into her jean pockets and attempted to look innocent. “Are you using my dog as a walking billboard for your business?”

      “I absolutely am.” She nodded as if punctuating every syllable.

      “You think enough customers will spy him in Brompton to make this worthwhile?”

      “Correction. I think enough customers will see him today to make it worthwhile.”

      “What do you mean?” I yawned. “It’s so early. Why are we up so early?”

      “To catch the cycling event. Have you heard of this little thing called the Olympic Games?”

      “The what?” I teased as if I had definitely not been the one going on and on about them for months on end.

      “Let me explain. I know Americans can be a bit dense.” She tapped the side of her head. “We’re going to walk through Brompton Cemetery, to Old Brompton Road, where the bicyclists are expected to whoosh by, and we’re taking Cooper.”

      “He can’t go to an Olympic event.” I’d known about us going, naturally, hence why I was up so early, but this was the first mention of Cooper tagging along.

      “Why not?” She wore an indignant expression, and Cooper snorted in my face, as if to echo her outrage, before jumping down and settling on his bed for a snooze in the sun.

      “Because he’s impossible to control in a crowd, or do you not remember the time he squeezed off a load in the middle of the line while we were waiting for the bus?”

      “Oh, I remember.” Her face turned to revulsion. “I think it’s safe to say everyone who was there that day remembers. But how often will Cooper be able to attend a sporting event like this one? It’s historic.” Her bottom lip jutted out into a pout.

      “Like he cares about history. Besides, I already took him to see the torch in Holland Park, and I had to hold him the entire time. He’s a small dog, but after an hour of lugging him around, he becomes dead weight.” I couldn’t believe out of the two of us, I was the one putting my foot down about leaving Coops at home. When had our roles become reversed?

      “I’ll hold him today.” Prin flexed her biceps, clearly ignoring my protestations. “Many don’t know this, but being a baker builds arm muscles.”

      “I’m familiar with your muscles, darling.” I bit down on my bottom lip, aware I’d already been defeated. When Prin set her mind on something, there was no sense arguing.

      “What do you say?” she cooed, her eyes landing on Cooper. “Does little Coopy-woopy wanna come for a walky-walk?”

      “For someone who hated him when you two met, calling him every dirty name in the book, you’ve sure come around to Coop’s charm.”

      Always my little gentleman, Cooper chose this exact moment to rip a fart, startling him to the point he ran inside the apartment.

      Prin turned slightly green as the noxious fumes wafted in her direction.

      “Still want to take little Coopy-woopy?” I held my coffee mug close to my nostrils, having learned through much experience that it was one of the more effective ways to block out the stench of Cooper’s flatulence.

      “Yep!” Undeterred, Prin smiled broadly. “I’ll make sure to aim his butt in your direction.”

      “That’s magnanimous of you.”

      “Finish your coffee. We need to snag our spot to see the action.” Prin ducked inside.

      I sighed. “This is going to be a long day.”

      “I heard that. Where’s that famous American can-do attitude?” She hollered from inside her apartment.

      “That takes at least three more cups of coffee to achieve at this ungodly time of day.”

      She muttered something in reply, but I didn’t catch it. Probably for the best.

      Twenty minutes later, we were outside, Cooper straining on his leash in his efforts to get to Brompton Cemetery faster.

      All along the way, there was Union Jack bunting, and everyone we passed had big, goofy smiles on their faces. Some had noise makers. Children ran around, squealing in delight. For days now, the atmosphere in London had been euphoric, like an endless party.

      When we reached the cemetery, I said, “Let’s take the dirt path in case Cooper has more in the tank. Better to give him another chance to go before we reach the crowds.”

      We steered him to the left-hand side.

      “Why does he love to go poo in front of an audience?” Prin questioned, not for the first time.

      “I’ve never understood that particular personality quirk. All I know is he doesn’t like to let an opportunity to shit in front of a crowd pass him by. You’re in charge of him today, so you have to stay vigilant, okay?”

      “Aye, aye, Captain.” She gave me a mock salute.

      By the time we reached the far side of the cemetery, to the exit on Old Brompton Road, there was quite a crowd. Prin swept Cooper up into her arms, and he promptly gave her a wet, sloppy kiss. He loved his walks, but he also really liked being held so he could get a different view.

      “Look at that doggy!” a little girl squealed.

      Her mother snapped a photo, and Prin gave me a triumphant smile. She leaned close enough to whisper, “A future customer right there.”

      I resisted the urge to roll my eyes.

      We walked over to an empty spot along the temporary fence.

      “Do I get a share of these profits?” I petted Cooper’s head.

      “Are you trying to profit from my brilliance?”

      “You’re using my dog!”

      There was another squeal by a child, and Prin and Cooper posed for a snap.

      “He’s a hit!” she crowed.

      “You’re a nut,” I told her.

      “I must be because I love you and this smelly beast.”

      As if understanding her words, Cooper gave her another wet kiss.

      “I have to admit I’m not sure I’ve ever seen Cooper smile like this.”

      The murmurs from the crowd increased, anticipation crackling in the air like electricity.

      “I think the first ones are about to zip by. Get your phone ready!” Prin commanded, positioning herself and Cooper in a way that would allow me to capture both them and the cyclists as soon as they came into view.

      I took a step back to frame the shot. “Turn a little so I can see both of you.”

      She did, and I readied my phone.

      Two bikers zipped past, and I hit the red button.

      “Did you get it?” she asked excitedly.

      “Uh, I got you guys with two back tires.”

      “Here come some more!”

      This time, I got the perfect shot, with Prin and Cooper both smiling and bicyclists in the background.

      I pocketed my phone and joined them at the metal fencing. “It’s amazing, isn’t it?”

      “The race?”

      “Us, Cooper, and London. All of it.”

      “Do you know what’s even better?” She held Cooper right below her chin so he could get a better look at the action.

      “What’s that?”

      Prin’s eyes sparkled. “You guys are staying.”

      I laughed as pure glee bubbled in my chest. Even though it had recently become official, I could hardly believe it sometimes. “Are you sure Francesca will like Cooper in her living space?”

      “Oh, sure. She’ll love taunting him from the furniture he can’t reach and treating him like a lowly peasant,” Prin assured me, and I could picture it happening exactly the way she’d painted. “My little Frannie was pretty much born to torment the likes of Cooper.”

      “Like mother, like feline,” I teased.

      A British cyclist whizzed by, stirring up a massive cheer from the crowd. My heart beat faster, but the Olympic race was only part of the reason.

      “I can’t believe how perfect my life is now.” I kissed Prin on the cheek.

      “Our lives.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        A HUGE THANK YOU!

      

      

      

      First, thanks so much for reading The Date. I thoroughly enjoyed writing this story and bringing Brit, Prin, Cooper, and Francesca to life. I have to admit I wish I could have sat in the pub with them. When travel becomes a thing again, I’m sure I’ll head to my favorite pub in Earl’s Court and raise a glass to them.

      I’ve published more than twenty novels, and I still find it simply amazing people read my stories. When I hit publish on my first book back in 2013, after staring at the publish button for several days before I worked up the nerve to finally press it, I had no idea what would happen.

      Seven years later, I still panic when I’m about to publish a new project, but it’s because of your support that I find the courage to do it. My publishing career has been a wonderful journey, and I wouldn’t be where I am today without you cheering me on.

      If you enjoyed the story, I would really appreciate a review. Even short reviews help immensely.

      Finally, if you want to stay in touch, sign up for my newsletter. I’ll send you a free copy of A Woman Lost, book 1 in the A Woman Lost series, plus the bonus chapters and Tropical Heat (a short story) that are exclusive to subscribers. And, you’ll be able to enter monthly giveaways to win one of my books.

      You’ll also be one of the firsts to hear about many of my misadventures, like the time I accidentally ordered thirty pounds of oranges instead of five. To be honest, that stuff happens to me a lot, which explains why I own three of the exact same Nice Tits T-shirt. In case you’re wondering, the shirt has pictures of the different tits of the bird variety, because I have some pride.

      Here’s the link to join: http://eepurl.com/hhBhXX

      
        
        If you don’t want to say goodbye to London quite yet, keep reading for a sample of The Setup.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Preview of The Setup

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        CHAPTER ONE

      

      

      

      The sound of a truck backing up, followed by a man shouting, tore me from a deep sleep. Sitting up, I rubbed my eyes, cursing the rude welcome to the start of my new life in a foreign land. Thoughts swished around in my head, due to not getting my required eight hours after going to bed at a quarter after midnight. The alarm I’d set for 8:15 hadn’t gone off yet.

      Blinking, I took in the state of chaos in my new apartment—no, they say flat here—and released an anguished sigh. Half-empty boxes, brown wrapping paper, and what little belongings I’d brought seemed to be mocking me. To make matters worse, while I had coffee grinds, I hadn’t purchased a new coffee maker yet. The one in the furnished apartment didn’t pass my sniff test, and there was no way I’d use something that had a strange film in the reservoir tank. I’d heard about the hard water in London, but it wasn’t until I saw what it could do that I understood the meaning.

      Stretching my arms overhead, I contemplated curling back under the covers, and ditching my plans for the day. Me without a cup of joe first thing spelled disaster of epic proportions, and did the world need to experience that firsthand?

      The yelling outside intensified, and I clambered out of bed to peer through the window, looking up to spy the cause of the commotion, but from the basement vantage point, I could only see the lower half of people’s legs and the occasional face of a dog sniffing the pavement.

      I could make out some of the words: Arsehole, blighter, git, bloody hell, duffer, codger, and some others that seemed even more insulting. I struggled deciphering how many were involved in the argument, since at least one voice sounded far away. Did this qualify as sport in this country?

      The alarm on my phone trilled, but I couldn’t find it.

      Finally, I discovered it under my pillow. I silenced the alarm and tossed the phone back onto the murphy bed. I’d expected to be stiff after sleeping on only a mattress, but my landlord had said he invested in the top-of-the-line murphy beds, and the tarp-like springs were superior to proper box springs. In the moment, I hadn’t believed him, but the bathroom in this place was clean, so I thought the trade-off would be an unbearable mattress. That wasn’t the case yet, and fingers crossed it didn’t become an issue.

      I waded through the stacks of boxes, heading for the bathroom on the other side of the double doors of the main area.

      After battling the thin shower curtain, which kept clinging to my wet body (I mentally added a weighted shower curtain to my shopping list), I ran a hand through my shoulder-length hair in a pathetic attempt to style it. I still hadn’t located the box with my hair styling products, and I needed to buy a blow-dryer because my American one didn’t have the right plug.

      Only forty minutes into my first day of waking up in London, and I already needed to track down a coffee maker, hair dryer, and a non-grabby shower curtain. I jotted down the items in my notes app before hurriedly tossing on cut-off jean shorts and a V-neck shirt that was entirely too wrinkled but readily available. Then I located my large shoulder bag, which was under a pile of clothes on a chair, and locked up my flat.

      I was impressed with myself, considering I’d only been on the island less than twenty-four hours and I was already out for an adventure. On paper, I sounded pretty boring. A twenty-seven-year-old accountant from Denver, Colorado. But what many didn’t bother to see was my zest for life, including experiences big and small. When I learned about my London transfer, I promised myself I wouldn’t waste a second of exploring, and I was off to a stellar start.

      As I closed the gate at the top of the stairs, the horrendous metal-on-metal squeal caused me to wince. I checked the right pocket of my shorts to ensure I had my key. I had a fear of locking myself out after I did exactly that with my first apartment back in college. My fingers wrapped around the long, gangly key, so unlike the ones we have in America. The fact that everything was different here brought a satisfied smile to my face.

      “Rory!”

      I whipped around to my landlord, an older white-haired gentleman sporting a three-piece suit that seemed trendy solely because none of the colors went together. Was that a British thing or his particular sense of fashion?

      “Good morning, Nigel.”

      He held one of the black balusters on the railing, his grizzled and spotted hand shaking. “I hope you had a peaceful night’s rest.”

      I started to say yes, but he barreled on. “I had to shout at a lorry driver for parking on the pavement. He doesn’t care if he cracks it. Why would he? He doesn’t have to pay for upkeep in this neighborhood.” As he spoke, visible drops of spittle sprayed the air, forcing me to take a step back. “This country is falling apart. Too many immigrants, but I’ll have the last laugh. Mark my words.” His sweet smile and charming British accent jarred with the remarks.

      I gawked at my landlord, wondering if he’d forgotten I was American, which classified me as an immigrant. I had the work visa to prove it. Given my company was paying my rent for two years, he didn’t see me as part of the problem but as a source for his retirement fund. He’d joked about it when I flew out the previous month for a whirlwind apartment shopping frenzy, leaving me feeling like I never had time to visit interesting places, only one unacceptable apartment after another until I found this one, which was absurdly small, but the newly painted walls, clean kitchen, and mold-free bathroom sold me. After some of the places I’d seen, my list of must-haves dwindled to those items, hence why I was able to overlook the murphy bed.

      He made his way around me on the sidewalk to unlock his antique shop situated above my flat. He owned the whole building, which consisted of four flats, including the one at the top where he lived. At first, the thought of having the landlord on the premises seemed quaint, but after his immigrant comment, I wondered if it was going to cause problems.

      No matter. I was running late, something I loathed.

      “I hate to dash, but I’m meeting a friend for breakfast.”

      He nodded, tapping his umbrella on the ground. “Enjoy the weather while it lasts.”

      We both looked up to the brilliant blue sky.

      “Will do.” I tucked my head down and walked briskly past the dry cleaners and Italian restaurant, the staff setting out tables and chairs on a small tiled patio. I imagined they’d be hopping for lunch and dinner on this beautiful August day.

      On Bayswater Road, across the street from the Italian Fountains entrance of Kensington Gardens, I hung a right, heading toward the Notting Hill Gate Tube Entrance. According to the directions on my phone, it was a straight shot on this road, and it’d take twenty-five minutes. I had twenty, so I booked it.

      It was ten minutes past nine on a Saturday, so the sidewalk wasn’t packed. A man wearing a blue shirt and yellow vest was clutching a handful of tour bus pamphlets. He tried to hook me with his spiel, but I uttered “no thanks” and continued on my way.

      Outside one of the corner pubs, a scraggly man spraying the sidewalk with a hose, a hand-rolled cigarette in his mouth, shut off the water to let me pass. Again, I mumbled a thanks and wished him a good day.

      He nodded, getting back to cleaning.

      A red double-decker bus rumbled by, bringing an I live in London smile to my lips. I passed a red phone booth. Red postbox. My eyes swept the fronts of businesses on the street, landing on Café Diana. I squinted, looking through the windows to see countless photos of the princess. This truly hammered home my reality.

      I was in London, a place I’d always wanted to live since watching Bedknobs and Broomsticks when I was all of five years old. When my company asked for volunteers to move abroad, the adventurer inside me couldn’t toss my name into the hat quickly enough. The options on the table were London, Tokyo, and Hong Kong, and I wouldn’t get a choice. All of the places would make a great base for me to achieve one of my childhood dreams: to see the world. My grandfather, who fought in Africa in World War II, had given me a globe for Christmas one year—I think I was six or seven—and I still loved to spin it and stop on a country. When I was a kid, I’d race to our encyclopedia set to research the place my finger landed. Now, I pulled up a wiki page on my phone.

      At first, it looked as if I was heading to Hong Kong, but at the last minute, those offices were put on the back burner, and the powers that be decided London would be my new home. It was exciting and terrifying that I didn’t actually have a say, like being in the military, minus the uniform and ungodly wake-up calls.

      Eight months later, I stood outside the Notting Hill Gate tube stop. How bloody fantastic was my life? I wanted to tell everyone the great news. That I had made it. Not only to London, but to the adventurer stage of my life. But all the faces of those around me didn’t pay me the time of day.

      A man bumped into my shoulder, snapping me out of my trance. I peered around at my surroundings but couldn’t recall the directions, so I consulted my phone to see which side street to turn onto for the café.

      Back on track, I arrived outside of the café at thirty-one minutes past nine. Not bad, considering the chaotic morning. Now it was time for coffee, because I wasn’t fit for civilized society until after at least one cup, preferably two.

      The I fucking live in London thoughts could only power me so far. Getting into the three-customers-deep line, my eyes scanned the board hanging on the wall behind the register. A family of four brushed past me, angry French words assaulting my ears, but I wasn’t the source of the frustration, judging by the fussy toddler, exasperated mother, red-faced father, and the sibling who clearly already had enough of family-bonding time. Their day out in London didn’t seem to have the same hope as mine.

      I stepped up to the register. “May I please have an Americano.” I quickly added, “For here.”

      After placing my order, I glanced around and seized on two important pieces of information. Only one table was available, and the staff didn’t bring items to customers. So, I placed my bag over one of the chairs, claiming my space. I’d learned this trait after working in the financial district of Boston. One wasted second could cost so much.

      An employee caught my eye, and I moved forward to retrieve the glass mug placed on a saucer.

      “Thank you,” I said and turned around, nearly taking out the person behind me, the tall glass wobbling. I reached for it before it toppled, exclaiming, “Whoa! Steady!”

      “Excuse me? You bumped into me.”

      Settling the drink, my eyes moved from the person’s shoes, up dark fitting jeans, and continued a long way until I met brilliant blue eyes. “I wasn’t yelling at you but at the coffee in an attempt to convince it not to spill.”

      “You were talking to your coffee?” Her delightful accent and expression remained stoic, perhaps in an attempt to mask her annoyance.

      “Yes. Sorry. I’ll get out of your way.”

      The woman stood to the side.

      With my head tucked down for the second time this morning, I took the five steps to safety, wishing I hadn’t bothered to get out of bed and rush to meet my friend who still hadn’t arrived yet.

      Taking a seat, I checked my phone and discovered a text saying: Be there soon!

      So far, my interactions with Brits in London had been awkward at best.

      The woman from the confrontation waited for her beverage, allowing me to sneak glances at her long, silky blonde tresses and curves. Her first thing in the morning outfit put my faded jean shorts and Denver Broncos T-shirt to shame. Was her outfit an indication of how Europeans dressed on the weekend? I thought Nigel was an outlier due to his age, but everything this woman wore looked like freshly purchased designer clothes that cost a pretty penny. If that was the case, I needed to add shopping to my urgent to-do list to avoid being seen as a sloppy American tourist. While I was American, I wasn’t a tourist. That thought returned the smile to my lips.

      She retrieved her drink and turned around, her eyes panning the available tables, but the one and only space was near me, and she seemed intent on not looking in my direction.

      I couldn’t blame the woman, considering I nearly splattered her top-shelf outfit with coffee.

      Her gaze went to the front again, still hopeful to find a place, but no one seemed to be near clearing out.

      “There’s a seat here,” I called, hoping it wasn’t overly American or pushy. According to my UK coworkers in the Boston office, it was a common American trait everyone in the world despised.

      She met my gaze, a look of defeat clouding those startling blue eyes. Nodding—was she summoning courage?—she accepted the offer.

      I hopped to my feet. “The tables can be separated if you want your own space.”

      Relief washed over her.

      “Set your drink on my table. No need to tempt fate twice in five minutes.” I let out a nervous laugh, sounding a bit like what I imagined an excited hyena puppy emitted when playing with litter mates. Was I determined to make an ass or arse out of myself?

      After she placed her drink down, we pulled the tables a few inches apart, which didn’t give the woman much buffer room from me, the American barbarian, but it was the best I could do, and it appeased my need to make the coffee snafu right.

      Much to my surprise, the woman took the chair next to me. Perhaps she wanted to look out the window to observe the hurly-burly as people made their way to Portobello for the Saturday antique fair. Or quite possibly, she only wanted me in her peripheral vision.

      Again, I couldn’t blame her. Instead of focusing on the woman, which wasn’t easy given her beauty, I turned my brain to food. Starving, I wanted a stack of pancakes, dripping with maple syrup, and a side of extra crispy bacon. I could almost taste it.

      My stomach grumbled.

      Embarrassed, I shifted in my seat, while coughing into my shoulder in a terrible attempt to mask my stomach screaming for food.

      The woman seemed to sneak a peek at me but didn’t make a sound or move.

      Jane entered the café. Her hair was dyed pink, and she was wearing a flowing skirt and blouse like she was an extra in Fiddler on the Roof. She grinned and waved.

      I waved back.

      So did the woman but with much less enthusiasm.

      What the…?

      Jane approached. “Oh good, you two have met.”
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        END OF SAMPLE

        Available to buy or read in Kindle Unlimited

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      TB Markinson is an American who’s recently returned to the US after a seven-year stint in the UK and Ireland. When she isn’t writing, she’s traveling the world, watching sports on the telly, visiting pubs in New England, or reading. Not necessarily in that order.

      Her novels have hit Amazon bestseller lists for lesbian fiction and lesbian romance. For a full listing of TB’s novels, please visit her Amazon page.

      Feel free to visit TB’s website to say hello. On the Lesbians Who Write weekly podcast, she and Clare Lydon dish about the good, the bad, and the ugly of writing. TB also runs I Heart Lesfic, a place for authors and fans of lesfic to come together to celebrate and chat about lesbian fiction.

      Want to learn more about TB. Hop over to her About page on her website for the juicy bits. Okay, it won’t be all that titillating, but you’ll find out more.
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