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            Let’s Keep in Touch

          

        

      

    

    
      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

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A Note About Kismet

          

        

      

    

    
      This story started as a 20K novella that was originally published in a limited-time lesfic box set back in the winter of 2018.

      While it was only ever meant to be a novella, the main characters continued to live in my head, pleading to have more of their story told. What can I say? My characters are in control.

      Some of the elements of the original idea have remained the same, but the project has greatly expanded and clocks in over 65K, making it a full-length novel.

      It’s now tied to my Miracle Girl series, with JJ Cavendish (one of my all-time faves), playing a prominent role. Not to spoil things, but this isn’t the last time you’ll encounter Allison and Dagny.

      I hope you enjoy Kismet, and I can’t thank you enough for your support.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Dagny

      

      

      

      I eyed two outfit choices on the hotel bed. Placing a finger against my lips, I pondered which was appropriate for the night. I needed one that suited the situation, because in my bones, I sensed the life I knew was about to drastically change. Of that, I was absolutely certain.

      Which should I choose: the jeans that hugged my butt and gorgeous (outrageously expensive) Norwegian sweater, newly purchased for the trip, or the black dress and tights?

      My phone rang. “I can’t decide what to wear.”

      Lily, my best friend from my college days, whom I’d recently reconnected with when I moved to New York City, laughed. “How is it, even with you in a different country, I have to select your outfit?”

      “You work in fashion, and I don’t.”

      “I work in marketing for a fashion magazine. I’m not a designer.” There was laughter in her voice.

      “Tomato to-mah-toe.” I pulled the phone from my ear and tapped the speaker button, setting it on the bed in between the outfits as if that’d help Lily make the right choice. We weren’t on a video call because Lily was calling from her work phone since she wasn’t technically allowed time for personal calls. Not that anyone in her company adhered to the rules.

      I pictured Lily at her work desk, twirling a mechanical pencil between her fingers like she used to do when we were roommates in college and she was cramming for a test. “Give me the options.”

      I did.

      “Is it the dress we bought two weeks ago? The one that turned me on even though I’m happily married and mostly straight?”

      “That’s the one.”

      “The dress. For sure.”

      I eyed the garment and then looked out the hotel window. The sky was dark with heavy clouds. “I think it’s going to rain, and we’ll be in Hyde Park. It’s hella cold here.”

      “Then why are you even contemplating the dress? Is Hyde Park a park park?”

      “Well done using the word three times.” Counting things was one of my ticks. “If you mean will we be outdoors, yes.” I leaned against the windowsill, my hands gripping the ledge.

      “I really don’t think the outfit matters all that much. Besides, you aren’t the type to fret about outfits. That was always my thing. What gives?”

      “I think he’s going to do it. Finally.” Twelve years with no ring was really hammering home I was damaged-goods.

      I could practically see Lily snap to life. “Really?”

      “Why else plan this trip?”

      “Oh my God!” Lily squealed. If no one in the office knew she was on a personal call, they probably did now.

      I heard a noise outside the door. “Gotta run.” I ended the call, but it turned out the sound had come from the door next to our room. I tried looking through the eyehole, but there wasn’t any sign of my future husband.
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        * * *

      

      The cold and dampness made it difficult for my brain to comprehend what Steve had just said. Thank God I’d gone with the warmer outfit choice. I stamped my boots to keep the blood flowing while I replayed the significant words in my head and managed to ask, “You’re leaving?”

      He shuffled on his feet, accidentally stepping in goose droppings. “I can’t do it anymore, Dag.”

      I peered across the water at the Winter Wonderland lights on the other side of the Serpentine. The white and purple colors illuminated the Ferris wheel, the roller coasters, and the other carnival displays. My eyes zeroed in on a ride that reminded me of The Tower of Doom. It began its death-defying drop, initiating the riders to scream in glee or fear. Perhaps a combo of both.

      Steve hated heights. That had to be what he meant. My brain refused to allow any other possibility.

      “We don’t have to go. I wouldn’t make you go on any of the rides. You know I don’t like them.” I tossed two feckless hands in the air, unable to sort out his mood.

      He ran his calloused hand down his face. “It’s not the rides. It’s… it’s you. Us. I can’t do it anymore. I tried, but… I’m suffocating.”

      I staggered back a step, stabbing a finger into the darkness. “Hold on a sec.” I closed my eyes to the lights across the way, blotting out the sounds to focus on what he’d said. “You’re leaving… me?”

      “Dag, you’re a great girl, but this is a lot more than I bargained for. We’ve been together for ten years—”

      “Twelve,” I corrected him in a sharp tone meant to slice through this bullshit so we could enjoy the night together. My heart had envisioned an entirely different outcome. This could not be happening. I loved things going according to plan, and this was veering off course into scary territory.

      “Yeah, twelve. And”—his arm made a sweeping motion—“look at this. There’s a whole world out there.” His eyes landed on the holiday lights making a mockery of the misery kindling inside the pit of my stomach.

      “Let me see if I’m understanding what is actually happening.” I palmed my head with both hands. “You flew me all the way from New York to dump me outside Winter Wonderland in London on Christmas Eve?”

      “It’s not like that. It wasn’t supposed to be tonight.” His voice was barely above a whisper.

      “But it is. You said you can’t do it anymore.” The import of the previous said words had a muted effect since I still wasn’t entirely sure this was happening. It had to be a dream. Steve would never do this. Not like this. He wasn’t a cruel man. Teddy Bear. That was how people back home described him. Everyone was always telling me I had bagged the one good man on the entire planet. Who had stood by me during my darkest days.

      And that good man wouldn’t take me on my dream vacation simply to dump my ass. That was cruel as fuck, and the timing was horrific.

      This wasn’t happening.

      It couldn’t be happening.

      “I’m sorry. So, so, so sorry.” His voice expressed genuine grief. “I wanted this trip to fix the feelings inside.” Steve clutched his wool sweater, the one I’d purchased to match the one I was currently wearing, over his heart. “Reignite my feelings for you. But…” He shrugged helplessly. “I’m dying inside.”

      “It’s Christmas Eve.”

      He nodded solemnly, not making eye contact.

      I cradled my forehead with my gloved hand. “What do you expect me to do? Sleep out here?” I waved to the foreboding darkness on this side of the water. “Like a homeless person?” Steve was undoubtedly the breadwinner, who took care of everything aside from shopping for groceries because that was the only task he trusted I could handle. Now I’d have to manage everything on my own. I didn’t even know the name of our electric company. Oh god. How would I manage?

      “What? No. You can stay in the hotel. It’s paid for. Your flight home on the thirtieth is paid for as well. Here.” He handed me a wad of British money. “I want you to have this.” He motioned to Winter Wonderland, the festive lights increasingly becoming more sinister, mocking me. How close I came to the perfect holiday and life. “You’ve always wanted to spend Christmas in London.”

      “With you!” My voice pierced the gloom and landed with impact, given the way he flinched. “You’ve always been a part of all my hopes and dreams. You’re my family. My only family.”

      Several seconds ticked by before he whispered, “I know. I’m sorry.”

      “This can’t be happening. Must be a dream. A nightmare. This can’t be happening,” I muttered repeatedly, walking in a circle, beating my forehead with my hand.

      “Dagny.” Steve wrestled me into his arms. “Shhhh.” He held me tightly, the protruding belly of his two-hundred-and-seventy-pound frame offering me the comfort I’d grown used to when he quit playing football after tearing his ACL his fifth year in the pros. “This is for the best. Once the shock has worn off, you’ll realize we don’t fit together anymore.”

      “You’re still leaving.” I broke free from his embrace. “How could you do this?” I sucked in a deep breath, waving my hands to get air into my oxygen-deprived body. Then another. My brow crinkled, and I couldn’t believe it took me this long to figure out the truth. “Who is she?”

      Steve looked deeply into my eyes. “It’s not what you think.”

      “Who is she?” I repeated with venom.

      He held my gaze, but his determination started to wilt.

      “Who the fuck is she?” My voice was reaching jilted-woman hysterical.

      A hundred feet away, a couple stopped and craned their necks to see the source of the disturbance, perhaps monitoring the situation to see if they should call the authorities.

      Steve straightened, his massive body towering over my five-six frame. It was intended to intimidate the onlookers, not me. His protective side hadn’t disappeared. Only his love. For me. Apparently.

      Steve didn’t love me.

      Not like he used to.

      Had he ever?

      Surely, he had.

      We’d been together for twelve years. Not legally married but cohabitating ten of those years.

      “Who?” I squeaked in a tiny voice.

      His eyes sought out the lights behind my head as if he needed them for strength. “There’s no one else,” his voice wasn’t convincing, but it was difficult to know what was true and what wasn’t.

      I sucked my lips into my mouth. My vision blurred. Flipping toward the water, I also stared at the lights and listened to the sounds across the way to ground myself into the now and to blunt the emotions whirling inside. “I want to be a-alone.” My voice cracked, and I swallowed the bile rising in my throat.

      “Dagny.” He sighed. “Let me walk you to the hotel.”

      I shook my head, backpedaling out of his grasp. “I want to be alone.”

      His meaty hand was on my shoulder. “I’d never forgive myself if anything happened to you. I still love you. I’ll always protect you.”

      Yeah, right.

      I let my shoulder go limp to force his hand to fall, secretly hoping the ground would open up and swallow his cheating ass. That had to be the reason he was throwing away our life together. “But you’re not in love with me. That’s becoming clearer by the second.” I wrapped my arms around my chest, the cold coming off the water penetrating deeper into my pores even through the winter clothing. “Leave me be, please. It’s the least you can do.”

      “It’s dark. You’re alone.”

      He’d never said truer words. The crushing aloneness seeping into every fiber of my being swamped me, nearly knocking the breath out of my lungs again. Even the simplest thing like breathing seemed out of bounds for me, the weak one. “I am. Utterly alone. Thanks to you. Merry fucking Christmas, Steve Laird. This will be one I won’t likely forget.”

      “I can’t leave you here. Not like this.” I couldn’t see him, but I sensed his forehead creasing with worry.

      I pivoted in my newly purchased winter boots. He’d bought them for me during a shopping spree on Oxford Street two days ago. Was it the guilt for having an affair that had opened his wallet? He’d never been cheap, but on this trip, he’d gone above and beyond, buying me everything I pointed out.

      “Would it be all that different if the sun were streaming down? I’d still be numb.”

      Steve’s eyes darted to a group of boys, none of them older than twenty, chasing each other on their way around the café at the tip of the Serpentine, heading to the entrance of the Christmas festivities. “It’s not safe. You. Here. Alone.”

      “Maybe you should have thought of that ten minutes ago. Before…” What? Dumping me? No, he’d done more than that. He’d shaken my life like I was in a Christmas snow globe, violently stirring everything around so nothing would settle back into any kind of normalcy.

      Never again.

      Not wanting him to witness my devastation, I said, “I’ll be fine. Just go.”

      He shook his head. “I’m not leaving you here. Not alone.”

      “You have to. I don’t know anyone in London. This is the path you chose. There’s no going back now.”

      The realization of my words marred his face as if he hadn’t contemplated that aspect of his declaration earlier.

      I wasn’t alone in only London.

      My parents were deceased.

      No siblings.

      Zero aunts and uncles.

      Grandparents dead and buried.

      Our entire lives revolved around Steve and his job. We’d moved to New York months earlier when he’d scored a sportscasting job. It wasn’t like I could reach out to the few friends I had. How could I call any of them on Christmas Eve, sobbing that my life had come to a screeching halt on the goose-shit-splattered pavement?

      Steve was my family. The one who kept me from being that freak on the outskirts of humanity.

      Was.

      Past tense.

      I stared at the man who was my entire world, seeing the apprehension in his eyes. It was difficult to curb the desire to punch him in the face. “Go, please. Nothing will happen to me.”

      “I—” He raked his hand through his thinning hair. “How can I leave you like this?”

      “Like what?” I squared my shoulders.

      “Upset.”

      “I’ve survived worse things. You were with me when my parents were killed.” They had been gunned down years ago in a senseless mass shooting. Steve had been my rock. He’d promised he’d never leave me. A promise he’d repeated on many occasions.

      Never say never.

      My mother had warned me of ending up like this. Devoted to a man with a large ego. Ex-NFL quarterbacks still craved attention. Perks. Thinking everything would collapse without them.

      She wouldn’t want me to crumple.

      Not here.

      The tower ride dropped again, the riders shrieking.

      It looked like fun. Or at least a challenge to force myself on it, as if saying neither Steve nor the ride would beat me.

      “I’m going to ride that.” I pointed at the tower.

      “I’ll go with you.” He made like we should walk there together.

      Never again would I thread my arm through his.

      I shook my head. “No. You’ve been clear. I don’t make you happy. You should be happy. More importantly, I should be happy. And going on that ride on this fucking frigid Christmas Eve will make me happy!” My voice crescendoed like a mad woman in the third act of a play, right before the curtain fell and the audience gasped wondering what would become of her.

      What would become of me?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Allison

      

      

      

      Out of habit, I slammed my laptop shut the second my phone rang, even though I was in my London apartment and it wasn’t a video call. I was simply used to protecting my work assignments from snoops of any type.

      I answered on the third ring. “Allison Wheeler.”

      “Allison, it’s JJ. I’m glad I caught you.” My boss, JJ Cavendish, didn’t call my personal phone often, if ever, so hearing her voice grabbed my attention.

      “I’m always available for the person who signs my paychecks.” I palm slapped my forehead. Way to go, Allison. Come across as a terrible suck-up.

      She laughed it off, though. “I loved your latest article about the evils of social media. I know we’re coming up on the holidays, and you have scheduled time off, but when the New Year’s Eve glitter settles, putting this year in the books, can you be in New York for a meeting?”

      I’d published three articles in the same amount of days pertaining to social media, but I knew she was referring to the one about key players in the Brexit Vote Leave campaign and the role of data mining by social media companies. JJ had a special interest in the dark side of social media after her takedown of the Alphabet Murderer.

      She continued, “I’m putting a team together, and I think with your expertise, you’d be a great addition, but it’ll involve hopping back and forth across the pond quite a bit, as well as any other places the investigation leads us, including the red herrings.” A child cried, and JJ made cooing sounds. “I’m sorry. Mia has it in her head today is the day we should be opening gifts. No amount of rationalization will change her mind.” She laughed.

      On video conferences, JJ often had her adopted daughter on her lap while conducting the meetings. I liked that part about her. She was hands-on in her personal and professional life, and from my perspective, she balanced things to the best of her ability.

      “I’m more than intrigued, and the prospect of travel doesn’t bother me. I start getting antsy when I stay put too long.” Every investigative journalist I knew always wanted to be in the midst of any situation, no matter the danger or inconvenience.

      “I was hoping you’d say that.”

      I pumped my fist. JJ wanted me on her team. Whatever The Miracle Girl touched turned to journalism gold.

      “I’ll be there with bells on for the meeting.” I no longer felt the need to curb my enthusiasm.

      “Fantastic news and I apologize for calling on Christmas Eve.”

      “No apologies needed.”

      “It’s getting on seven in the evening there. Got any plans?”

      I loved that JJ Cavendish, co-owner of Matthews Daily Dish, was asking me if I had plans. Not that I was interested in JJ in an inappropriate way, given she was my boss, but she knew my name and was showing an interest in little old me.

      “I’m heading to Winter Wonderland in Hyde Park to drink beer and eat bratwursts.”

      She chuckled. “Ah, celebrating like a tourist. I like that. Keep your ear to the ground.”

      JJ liked to end our team video calls with that expression to remind us, as journalists, we were never officially off the clock. Hearing something in a pub, black cab, or in a large crowd could become a kernel for a story.

      “Will do, boss.”

      “Merry Christmas, Allison. We’ll talk soon.”

      “Happy holidays.”

      I ended the call and sank onto my bed in my apartment. Running a hand through my hair, I said, “Holy fuck!”

      Not wanting to get ahead of myself, even though it was so hard to control the thoughts in my mind, I ran through the details I knew about the project, but I came up short. I’d been handpicked for a special investigative team JJ Cavendish was putting together. It might be related to social media, my specialty, but it could be anything, really. Up until this point, my career had been going well. I was on track for having a solid, but not outstanding, career. This could be my big fucking break. Like being tapped to be the first person to walk on Mars. Would I combust on impact or soar above the rest?

      Sucking in a deep, calming breath, I tried to block out the news, which wasn’t easy for someone who lived and breathed all things media.

      I checked my phone for a text from my only American friend in London. We’d gone to college together, and she’d moved here a year before me. But getting her to commit to any plans hadn’t been easy. Unlike her college days, when she’d been the last one to leave a party, she now preferred spending every free second with her shiny-new girlfriend, and their idea of a wild night was to Netflix and chill, without the chill part. They were the cuddling type who had initiated the lesbian merge upon meeting—getting the same haircut, glasses, clothes, and so on.

      Truth be told, I wasn’t that excited about spending the night with the couple, but it was Christmas Eve, and I didn’t want to be alone.

      I sent a text saying, “You better show up!” and headed out the door, feeling ten feet tall and bulletproof.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Dagny

      

      

      

      The entrance to Winter Wonderland overflowed with couples and families. The majority looked miserable, especially the parents, doing their best to corral excited children or mollify grouchy ones who clearly had reached their limit for the day. Seeing families like this somewhat, but not completely, eased the burden of being an orphan.

      There was one couple, though, that outright sickened me.

      Not because they were two women.

      Because they seemed so effing happy. Cracking jokes. Standing close to stay warm and combat the sharp wind, which swirled and pelted my body from all sides with razor-like teeth.

      Happy couples sucked. Plain and simple. Right then and there, I decided they should be banned in public. I couldn’t be the only person in the city with a broken heart, even if mine had been so recently squashed by a careless man.

      One of his comments, something about not tonight, plagued my mind. Had this trip not been to rekindle his feelings but rather his way of sending me off with warm, fuzzy memories to brave my new world? Had he actually convinced himself that taking fragile little me on this trip would ease the suffering to avoid the darkness swallowing me whole again. I could practically picture him snapping his fingers and exclaiming, “A trip to London will do the trick!”

      The redhead whispered something in her partner’s ear, causing the blonde to tilt her head back, howling with laughter. Seriously, didn’t they realize everyone else around them was miserable but doing their best to not show it because it was Christmas Eve? Keep your happy-go-lucky vibes in check for the sake of everyone else’s sanity, fucksticks.

      I blew out an exasperated breath, my eyes digging daggers into the back of their heads.

      “It’s nauseating, isn’t it?” said a quiet feminine voice behind me.

      Cranking my head over my left shoulder, I spied a dark-haired woman who was roughly my height. “What is?”

      “How happy they are.” She jerked her chin to the couple I’d been watching.

      “I think it’s… sweet.” I didn’t really and nearly choked on the words, but I didn’t want to get embroiled in a conversation with a perfect stranger, who may or may not be homophobic. That was the last thing I needed. I’d rather do a nosedive into an active volcano and attempt to do a backstroke before being incinerated by the heat.

      Not many assumed I was open-minded when it came to sexuality. Maybe because I looked like an All-American girl who attended church every Sunday.

      I directed my gaze straight ahead.

      The redhead surrendered her satchel to one of the bag inspectors, who rummaged through the contents and then returned it.

      The couple disappeared into the madness inside.

      “Are you here alone?” asked the voice.

      “What?” Why did the lonely ones always find me in a crowd? Was I putting off I’m alone pheromones, pulling in the crazies? “No. I’m meeting my boyfriend inside,” I lied. Although, I was fairly certain Steve had tailed me after I summoned the courage to leave the spot where it had happened.

      The breakup.

      Yes, he’d dumped my pathetic ass on Christmas Eve, but he wasn’t pure evil. And, he’d been protecting me for as long as I can remember. That was a hard habit to break for someone like Steve, who craved being in control.

      “I’m meeting friends.” She blew into her red hands. “It’s as cold as a witch’s tit. Where in the states are you from?”

      “Arizona,” I fibbed again. “I’m guessing you’re American as well, judging by your accent.” Not to mention her nosiness.

      “Yes, but I live here now.” She smiled, transforming her face from weirdo to… I didn’t know what. “I’m Allison.”

      I shook her hand, briefly contemplating supplying a fake name but opting not to because, really, what harm could come from giving my first name to a woman I’d never see again? “Dagny.”

      “I should have brought gloves.” She held onto my hand a moment too long. “It’s not usually this cold in London. It hardly ever gets too hot or too cold here. It’s extreme-less.” She laughed, and I noticed how relaxed she looked. Like she was fucking ecstatic to be alive. Odd, given she was commenting on how annoying the happy couple was. Or was that simply her opening to speak to someone, and I happened to be the closest victim?

      It was my turn to have my purse searched.

      “You can’t bring this in.” The woman held up my unopened water bottle.

      Given the other water bottles on the off-white folding table, it seemed pointless to argue. “Okay.”

      The woman handed back my purse, sans the bottle.

      I strolled into the entrance, not bothering to say goodbye to my fellow American, hoping she’d get the hint that I didn’t want company. Not while I was in such a delicate state. She seemed to love life, and I wanted the ground to swallow me whole. I didn’t even know why I’d insisted on coming here. The jolliness was irritating the crap out of me. I’d never been into the whole ’tis the season thing. Holidays were to be survived. Even more so since…

      There was a tug on the back of my right arm. “Let me buy you a beer or mulled wine to replace your water and show you not everyone in London is a stickler for rules.”

      I whirled around to decline Allison’s offer when a child bounced off my leg, and his father mouthed sorry as he chased after the toddler, who squealed jubilantly as his feet splashed in muddy puddles. An animatronic Santa belted out, “Ho, ho, ho!”

      I said to Allison, “That’s kind of you—”

      Before I could finish, she marched to the nearest vendor to my left. “Beer or mulled wine?” she shouted over her shoulder.

      As far as I could tell, I had two options: run or answer. It wouldn’t kill me to have a drink with her, and she didn’t seem too crazy. Where was the line, and who determined it? There was a time when many thought I belonged in the looney bin.

      I took a few steps, closing the distance between us, and said, “Uh, mulled wine.”

      I’d noticed mulled wine as options at the pubs Steve and I had visited, but I hadn’t tried one yet. Why not on the first night of life without him?

      Allison reached the front of the line. “Two mulled wines,” she said to the scrawny guy with a floppy Santa hat pulled down over his ears.

      I approached the bar, feeling terrible she was paying as if I was a castoff orphan in a Dickens novel. “Here, let me pay for mine.” I fished in my purse in search of the cash Steve had tossed at me, the impact of his action, as if paying me to go away, roiling the anger burning in the pit of my stomach.

      “I got it.” She gave the man a twenty-pound note. After retrieving her change, she handed me one of the white Styrofoam cups bearing the depiction of a buxom waitress with blonde braids clasping beer steins for patrons and the words Bavarian Village in black print on a red background. “Hey, are you okay?”

      “Yeah.” I turned my head, furtively sopping up a tear with the tip of one mitten-clad finger. I didn’t know what stoked my waterworks, aside from the obvious. When presentable, I raised my drink, looked the woman in the eye, and said, “Thanks.”

      She curled both hands around her cup. “Ah, they’re coming back to life. One of the festival’s pubs around the corner has space heaters. Follow me.” She crooked a finger and flashed a charming smile. Once again, she didn’t bother to give me time to decline. She headed off, confident I’d follow. Was she used to everyone doing as she said?

      Maybe she was in sales. She had that type of personality that projected confidence.

      It would have been easy to disappear in the opposite direction. Hundreds, if not thousands, of people milled about, taking in all the fucking cheerfulness. I found I didn’t have the gumption to venture into the holiday morass after declaring to Steve I was fine on my own. I didn’t want to spend the night by myself, and this woman was saving me from total misery.

      I tailed her to Santa’s Pub. Upon our arrival, two patrons deserted their seats located next to a space heater.

      Allison slipped onto one of the black chairs before a young man, who clearly had been waiting for his moment, had a chance to score. After flashing an apologetic Sorry, Charlie face, she waved for me to grab the other seat pronto.

      “I’m on a roll tonight.” She sipped her mulled wine. “Usually, I have the worst luck.”

      I wasn’t buying that given the take charge aura rolling off of her, but I slid onto the seat, appreciating the chance to take a load off. “It’s okay to bring our drinks in here?”

      “Oh, yeah. Everything on the grounds is part of the festival.”

      The light in the makeshift pub gave me the first opportunity to study her face. Kind and inquisitive, blue eyes. Soft skin. Rosy cheeks. A tiny piercing in her left nostril. The only makeup I detected was mascara and a hint of light purple eyeshadow. The nose ring made me rethink the sales person option. Edgy computer tech who only risked this slight rebellion?

      “Maybe getting a seat was your Christmas miracle.” I took a swig of the mulled wine, a little too deeply, but hell, it’d been one of those nights. Correction, it had been less than an hour since the entire direction of my life flipped a massive U-turn into the unknown.

      “The next miracle is all yours.” She waved magnanimously, not seeming to notice my dark thoughts.

      Her sweet smile buoyed me, and I did my best to mirror hers with my own. But I sensed every part of my being screamed, “I want to curl up on the faux wood floor and die.”

      “Is your boyfriend late? Is that why you’re sad?” She slanted her head to peer into my eyes. “Are you sad? Or mad? I keep detecting both emotions.”

      A stout man with a ridiculous Christmas sweater and black leather jacket bumped into our table. “Sorry.” He sounded East European. Righting himself, he reeled around to face the bar and ordered two large beers. Two more people, their faces red and sore from the wind, eyed the small and temporary so-called pub, even if it wasn’t really a building but three partitions completely open in the front. They didn’t spy a seat and left, crestfallen.

      “I think everyone wants our seats,” I said to deflect from her observations.

      She nodded and didn’t press for answers to her questions.

      “Where are your friends?” I asked.

      She glanced at her phone, which sat on the high-top table. “No word yet. They’re still in the honeymoon phase of their relationship, so they can be somewhat flaky.” She avoided my eyes, shrugging.

      “Would they really ditch you on Christmas Eve?” Was this the new thing?

      “It’s possible. Maybe they’re renting a U-Haul as we speak.” She laughed it off too easily, making me think she was lying. About what, though? Was she really supposed to meet people? Or was she too embarrassed to say she was all alone? If she only knew I’d just been abandoned by the last person I thought would do such a thing.

      I rubbed my chin.

      “Ah, you haven’t heard of lesbians rushing into moving in together.” She raised a hand in a what can you do fashion.

      “Oh, I have. One of my friends did that three weeks after meeting her girlfriend, Heidi.” I added, “They’re married now with two cats and a German Shepherd, just so they aren’t super stereotypical.” I neglected to inform Allison that I hadn’t spoken to either of them in years, because of… life.

      “Happily married?”

      “I’d like to think so, but who really knows what happens behind closed doors?” Damn, I hadn’t meant to sound bitter, but there was no denying it came out that way.

      “And what goes on behind yours?” She tried to sound suave, but halfway through, I think she remembered we’d only just met, and a blush crept up from her neck. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to be vulgar.”

      “It’s okay. This is the night for it.” I shifted on the chair. “I don’t mean to be rude or petty. It’s just… this has been the crappiest night of my life, and it’s”—I consulted my watch—“only a quarter to eight in the evening. Plenty of time to get worse. Much, much worse.”

      “I see you’re the glass is half-empty kind of person.”

      I sucked in a deep breath. “Something like that.”

      “Wanna talk about it?” She lifted her cup but realized it was nearly empty. “After I grab another round.” She popped off the stool.

      During her absence, I swiped away another bout of tears. Was my waterproof mascara holding up? Or did I look like a pathetic half-drowned raccoon?

      “Here you go.” She placed a steaming cup of mulled wine in front of me.

      “Thanks. The next round is on me. Or two rounds, rather.”

      She swatted my words aside. “Don’t worry about it. Looks like you could use a friend tonight, and since mine apparently are ditching me…” She left the rest unsaid. Switching gears, she asked, “Are you visiting, or are you an expat like me?”

      “Visiting.”

      She absorbed my curt, one-word answer. “And it’s not going well?”

      “It had been until tonight. Thirty or forty minutes before I met you, my boyfriend of twelve years dumped me. Right there.” I extended my arm to point to the spot of the relationship crime, but it wasn’t visible due to all the stalls and crowds.

      She whistled. “Some Christmas gift.”

      My bottom lip started to quiver. To mask the feeling of despair, I took a tug of mulled wine.

      “Would you like to go someplace… private?” Allison’s eyes scouted the options, not finding many adequate places for me to have an emotional breakdown. “I don’t live far from here. We can actually walk there.”

      “Thanks, but I came here to have fun, and that’s what I plan to do.” My voice didn’t match my declaration. “Or drown my sorrows.” I raised my cup.

      She hoisted hers. “To drowning sorrows.”

      I tapped mine against hers, not making the typical clinking sound and nearly sloshing the hot liquid when the lips of the Styrofoam cups bent inward at the impact. “How about you? In a relationship?”

      Allison moved her head to the left and then right. She added, “Recent breakup, actually. Not as fresh as yours. My girlfriend flew over for Thanksgiving. We had an epic row and sayonara.” She waved c’est la vie.

      “What did you fight about?” I covered my mouth with my hand. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to pry.”

      “It’s okay. I’ve had time to process.” She tapped the side of her head. “We were doomed the day I agreed to move over here for my job. It was supposed to be for six months, but they say once you’ve lived in London, you don’t want to leave.” She wore a wistful expression.

      “How long have you been here, then?”

      “Three years.”

      “How long were you with the girl—what’s her name?”

      “Let’s call her Lady X. She’s super private.”

      I had to laugh. “Is she famous or something? Or do you like to be mysterious when cruising Winter Wonderland for chicks?”

      “Both, perhaps, but if the latter is true, how would you know if anything else is true?” She arched a mischievous eyebrow. “To answer your other question, we were together for five years.”

      “And I’m supposed to believe you because…” My voice trailed off.

      “You’re not. Ever. I want to be very clear about that right now.” She pressed her index finger onto the table. “Never believe a word I say.”

      I laughed, loosening a spray of snot. “You see. My day is getting worse.” I wiped my nose with the back of my glove.

      “Laughing is bad?” Her smile was playful.

      “Laughing is great. Spraying a new friend with bodily fluids is bad. Didn’t you learn that in elementary school?”

      “I remember no kicking, biting, scratching… but not no spraying snot when upset.” She reached into her jacket pocket and handed me a pack of tissues. “These are softer than your gloves.”

      I blew my nose into one, resulting in a hideous honking sound. There was nothing to do but laugh.

      Allison’s resolve to not laugh at my expense lasted for less than five seconds, and soon enough, she was reaching for a tissue to dry the tears from the corners of her brilliant blue eyes. “I’m s-sorry,” she stuttered, taking in a deep breath to pull it together. “You’ve had such a bad night, and here I am, laughing at you.”

      “Don’t apologize. This. You. It’s helped.” I waved a hand to cool off my face. “There’s still a high probability I’ll break down in tears at any moment, though.” My laughter subsided, as did hers. “Well, that was a sufficient mood killer.”

      She wore a sympathetic half-smile.

      “Are women better?” I asked.
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      I turned my head slightly, curious why she was asking, but still wanting to tease her some considering it was so easy to be around her, which was new for me. My professional and personal lives were polar opposites. Gregarious for work, extreme introvert the rest of the time.

      “In any particular category?” I asked, arching my left eyebrow just so.

      “As girlfriends... partners? To date… marry?” Dagny avoided my eyes, her cheeks turning pink, making her even more adorable.

      I still couldn’t believe I’d had the boldness to buy her a drink, but there was something about her that pulled me into her orbit. There was an honesty in her aura, something I didn’t encounter much.

      Come on, Allison. She asked you a question.

      Recalling her words, I bobbed my head with understanding. “Ah, the myth dating a woman if you’re also a woman gives you an edge. Women and men have one thing in common.” I raised a finger, garnering her full attention again, a tingle zinging through me. “They’re both spectacularly human and flawed. I haven’t dated a guy since high school, but I don’t think breakups are easier if dumped by a man or woman. No matter what, it hurts. Period.”

      “But do women act like men? Self-absorbed? Unfaithful? Resistant to opening up?” She waved a hand, implying etcetera.

      I sighed, feeling the conflicting emotions roiling through her. “I think it depends on the individual. I once dated a woman who barely spoke, but I didn’t notice for the first few months because I’m naturally chatty when comfortable.” I didn’t bother to tell her how rare that was and never this soon when meeting someone new. “The realization hit me like a ton of bricks, and it killed my feelings. How could I date someone who didn’t have an opinion on anything, not even when I asked her what her favorite color was?” I blew a raspberry.

      She half smiled.

      “Conversely, I also dated a woman who never shut the fuck up and never asked me how my day was even after I inquired about hers. It was like she just needed a body to spew out every thought and feeling she had, but never gave a rat’s ass about anyone else in her orbit. And, I feel like I should put it out there that lesbians do cheat. Not all of them. But there are some who are worse than your average male.” I paused, putting a finger on her mixed emotions, feeling like an idiot I hadn’t earlier. Was it her beauty that distracted me? “Is that what he did? Cheat?”

      “Yes. No. I don’t know.” She looked away, casually dabbing her eyes with the tissue. “I asked what her name was, and he said there’s no one else. Maybe he meant if he did cheat, that wasn’t the reason for the end of our relationship.”

      “That sounds like something a cheater wants to believe to soothe their guilty conscience.” I couldn’t believe another human would want to hurt such a pure spirit.

      “No doubt, but is it far off the mark. If there is someone else, did she factor into his decision, which apparently, he’s been contemplating for some time? This trip, according to Steve, was his last hope to salvage his feelings for me.” She shredded a tissue with her fingers. “I never should have insisted on going to high tea in Bath. I knew it wasn’t his thing, but…” Another wave of sadness washed through her spectacular eyes.

      I gave Dagny a moment to compose herself and then asked, “Did you have any clue he felt this way?”

      “Not at all. I feel like an ass because I’d thought he was going to pop the question on this trip. This very night, in fact.”

      I puffed out my cheeks, uncomfortable with how to handle that particular nugget. She and her boyfriend were on completely different pages, and it always amazed me when this happened. I’d been in her shoes. Not expecting a proposal but not in sync with a partner, resulting in spectacular consequences.

      Finally, I said, “I’m sorry—”

      She motioned for me to stop. “Don’t apologize. It’s not your fault. Jesus, this may be the worst Christmas Eve in human history.” She sniffled. “Maybe not in all of history, but it ranks as the shittiest in my book. And, I’m an orphan, so I know about terribly lonely holidays, birthdays…” She didn’t complete the thought, which seemed to be her thing. Did she always do that, or was it a result of her night?

      I felt my eyes boggle, and I was incapable of getting them to stop. My journalistic instincts abandoned me. Hopefully, the project JJ had in mind wouldn’t have me interact with a beautiful and vulnerable woman, because that seemed to be my weak spot.

      “Geez. Now I’m making you uncomfortable.” Dagny shifted in her seat, as if trying to fold inward, making me want to protect her.

      “No. Not at all. It’s just a lot to take in, and I’ve been known to blurt out insensitive things when I don’t know what to say.” That much was true. “Comes from being the only female in my office. Most of my coworkers have a brutal sense of humor. I have to hold my own. And, the British sense of humor has a sharp edge. It’s altered my interactions with all humans. Or so I’ve been told.”

      “I’m sensing that was the source of the fight? With your girlfriend?” She motioned for me to spill the beans. “It’ll take my mind off my own misery.”

      “At my expense.” My laughter hopefully indicated I didn’t mind since I wanted to help take her pain away. Before continuing, I took a fortifying sip of mulled wine. “Let’s see. I think my ex’s biggest complaint was when I told her I had zero intention of moving back to the US and joked I may have to marry one of my coworkers to extend my visa past the five-year expiration. She took offense to the joke, opening the floodgate to the difficulties of having a long-distance relationship.” I waved a hand, meaning that was the beginning of the collapse.

      “Were you joking?”

      I joggled my head from side to side, trying to decide the best way to answer. “Mostly. I love it here, and the thought of leaving—it’s just not going to happen.”

      “She didn’t want to move here?”

      “She’s close with her family. Freakishly so. Oh, that’s another thing she got mad at. During an argument, I said something along the lines of how I wouldn’t be surprised if she called her mom to describe the color of her poo every day. She discusses everything with her mom. Everything.” I punctuated the sentence with an exaggerated flourish of my neck.

      Dagny laughed, siphoning some of the sadness from those eyes. “That’s disgusting.” She leaned over the table. “Do you think she talked about you two… ya know…?”

      I leaned on my forearms. “Are you fishing about my skills in bed?”

      Her face burst into flames, and I imagined her mentally pulling a parachute ripcord.

      I couldn’t help it and pointed a finger at the proof of her embarrassment, hooting with merriment. If I’d been standing, I would be bent over with laughter.

      To cover her shame, or so I imagined, she said, “I know all about lesbian sex.”

      With the cup of wine to my lips, I boosted my eyebrows practically to my hairline, definitely wanting to know much more. “Do tell.”

      “You do need pointers, then?” She looked way too pleased with herself for getting that dig in.

      More than likely, it spurred a different response than she intended, and I had to close my legs tightly to control the warmth zinging through me. “Are you offering a live tutorial?”

      “You’d love that, wouldn’t you?”

      “I’ve received worse offers.” I playfully shrugged, trying to determine if Dagny was simply attempting to take her mind off her ex or if there was a hint of attraction. Why, though, did I need to know? She was only visiting the UK, and the odds of anything happening were slimmer than the pope being elected president of the United States of America.

      Dagny drained her wine. “It’s my round.”

      She retreated to the bar, and during the entire transaction, my eyes burned a hole in the back of her head. Could she sense it?

      Would it be so wrong to take her back to my place? To ease the blow of being dumped on Christmas Eve. Maybe a one-night stand was exactly what the doctor ordered for Dagny. Was that my ego speaking, or was she giving me that vibe?

      When she retook her seat, I said, “You were saying…?”

      She exaggerated an eye roll. “Are you taking advantage of my breakup to get your jollies?”

      Whoops. Apparently, I was reading the situation entirely wrong, so I opted to cover my mistake with humor. “I told you women can be dawgs.”

      To my surprise, she said, “You wouldn’t be my first. Lesbian experience, that is.”

      “Are you bi?”

      “Not sure. I simply find different things sexy. You?”

      “Bi. Lesbian. Or open-minded to everything under the sun,” I teased, liking how easy it was to confide in her.

      “I can see why your girlfriend found you frustrating since you don’t like to answer questions, offering commentary instead.” Her smile, though, didn’t show any signs of frustration.

      I cocked my head to the left. “I just thought of something. Why’d you ask if women were easier to date if you have experience dating them?”

      “Oh, that.” She took a drink, pausing long enough to let two patrons pass our table. “I haven’t had a serious relationship with a woman. Just…”

      “Sexual exploration?” I supplied.

      “Oh, God.” Her cheeks turned a lovely shade of pink. She’d never be able to get away with a lie with her face screaming every emotion. Dagny would not last a day in my world, where shutting down feelings was paramount to getting the story or surviving in some situations. Oblivious to my internal thoughts, she asked, “Does that make me a dawg?”

      “Depends on who’s defining. Were you exploring for the sake of exploring? Adding a lesbian notch to your belt? Did you like the person? What feelings did the other person have?”

      “Uh…”

      “Hey.” I placed a hand on my chest. “No judgment here. I’ve had my fair share of experiences. Isn’t that one of the requirements when going to college?”

      “It was in college,” she conceded with a bow of her head, adding, “Then grad school.”

      “It. Meaning singular.” I tapped my fingertips together, wanting all the juicy bits. “But you said college and grad school, implying at least two different occasions. And no females since then?”
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      I laughed, intrigued. “You’re dying to know, aren’t you? Why?”

      “I don’t know. I haven’t known you long, but I can say I find you interesting. And the fact that you’re very easy on the eyes is a huge bonus.” Again, there was a suggestive eyebrow twitch. There was something else underneath, but I couldn’t put my finger on it.

      “Do you want all the details? Who did what?” I leaned on my forearms, matching her, unsure why I was encouraging her behavior. She was definitely taking my mind off the Steve situation, and I would be lying if I said I wasn’t interested to see where the evening would end up.

      “If you’re offering, why not?” She gestured I had the floor, a lovely smile on her face. “I’m all for free speech.”

      “That’s the angle you’re going with? Encouraging freedom of expression.” My eyes landed on her nose ring.

      “Is it working?” She inclined farther over the tabletop.

      Pulling back, I tossed the tissue pack at her. “No way!”

      She snapped her fingers in an aw-shucks manner. “Can’t blame a girl for trying.”

      My eyes darted upward right when my stomach rumbled.

      “All this talk about girls has made you hungry.” She gave me an appraising look.

      “Apparently.” I glanced around for options. “I’m thinking a bratwurst or two. Care to join?”

      Allison finished off her wine. Standing, she said, “Sure thing. It’s the main reason I came.”

      I rose. “You love wieners grilled over an open flame?” I bumped my shoulder into hers, once again noticing we were almost the same height. Steve had towered over me.

      “I hadn’t pegged you as a tease.” She moved a finger side to side like a metronome.

      Laughing, I said, “I’ve been in a relationship for so long I’m out of practice.”

      We stepped onto the temporary sidewalk, making our way to one of the sausage places. We’d passed two others earlier, which was how I knew they were grilled over an open flame. Occasionally, the smell of brats grilling had wafted over to us, causing my hunger to increase with each intake of breath.

      “Out of practice for what?”

      “Not sure exactly,” I said in all honesty, unsure what was going on between the two of us. Playful banter? More?

      “The night is young. Maybe you’ll figure it out before Santa shimmies down the chimney.” She wiggled her booty to emphasize her point or possibly to tempt me.

      There were five employees stationed about the circular grill hanging on metal chains half a foot or so over the fire pit, and we selected the shortest line, which had four people. I eyed the menu. “What are you getting?”

      “Spicy. You?”

      That figured since she seemed more adventurous. “Original and pan-fried potatoes with bacon.”

      We placed our order with a man who didn’t attempt to act like he was thrilled to be working on Christmas Eve. I couldn’t blame him. Soon enough, we had our food.

      “Need any sauce?” She pointed to the condiments hanging at a station off to the side of the fire pit. The way the bottles hung upside down made me think of cow udders.

      “Nah, I’m good.”

      “Quick, two spots opened up at that table.” She took off for a table behind me, and I rushed after her.

      Sliding onto the wooden bench, I appraised the best way to tackle the brat, which had a mouth-watering char and was almost twice the length of the bun. I bit into the end of the sausage, getting a mouthful accompanied by a satisfactory squirt of grease dribbling down my chin. I wiped it with a coarse brown napkin. Around bites, I mumbled, “The best comfort food for tonight.”

      Allison nodded, too busy eating. After swallowing, she managed to say, “And I only got ditched by my friends.”

      “It worked out well for me.” The bun was stale, but I opted to eat it to help soak up the booze.

      “Would you like something to drink?” Allison was already getting to her feet, wiping her fingers on a napkin.

      “Something warm.” I shivered.

      “Wine or hot chocolate?”

      “Wine.” I reached into my pocket for the money I’d shoved in after buying the last round, but she waved me off.

      When she returned, I scooted the potatoes in the middle. “Help me eat these.” I handed her one of the flimsy wooden sporks.

      She obliged.

      “If your friends hadn’t ditched you, what would the three of you be doing?” I speared a potato.

      She covered her mouth as she finished a bite of potatoes. “This. What about you? If your boyfriend were here?”

      “We would have stopped at the first beer place and tucked in for the night.” I glanced at one of the guys sitting at the communal table with a plastic stein that was roughly the size of my head. “He’s not much for exploring.”

      “Are you?”

      “I usually wander off by myself. To browse the shops. Get food. Soak in the experience.” The wind whipped up, making me feel sad and alone, but it was a feeling I’d grown accustomed to before and hoped I would again.

      “Experiences are important to you.” She didn’t say it in a teasing voice, like Steve would have, but in an observational way.

      “Why else go places?” I hefted a shoulder.

      Nodding, she took another bite of her brat.

      “Now that I’m thinking of it, I’m amazed Steve agreed to this trip. Like I said earlier, I dragged him to a proper tea in Bath. He didn’t put up his usual fuss. Was that his way of saying goodbye? Giving me one final…?” I let my voice trail off.

      “What do you think?”

      My brain ran through the past few days. “Right now, I have to say yes. He wanted to give me a send-off. Supply happy memories. Part of me appreciates that.”

      “The other part?” Her voice was soft, not intrusive even though she was trying to get me to open up more.

      “Sad but not totally devastated. It’s hard to explain, but if we had come here together, I would have spent most of the night on my own. He wasn’t the chatty type. I’ve enjoyed talking with you.”

      Allison swallowed another bite, seeming unsure where to go next with the conversation.

      “Do you like rides?” I jerked my head to the tower lit up behind Allison.

      She swung her head to see which one I was referring to. “I used to when I was a kid. Haven’t been on one in years, though.”

      “Before I leave tonight, I want to go on that one, at least.”

      “Any particular reason?”

      “For the experience,” I deadpanned.

      She laughed. “I’m sure that can be arranged. Might need to let the food settle some first.”

      I tapped the tip of my nose. “That was my thought as well.” I finished the last bite of brat.

      After sharing the potatoes, we ditched the table so a family of four could squeeze in.

      Gripping my cup of wine, I motioned we should warm up by the fire, where three others huddled around. In the center of the wooden frame was an iron structure housing the fire. Red and orange flames licked upward, the wood crackling from the heat, and the sumptuous smell of a real fire engulfed my senses.

      Allison set her drink down on the ledge, rubbed her hands together, and then blew into them.

      I set my drink next to hers. “I’ll be right back.” I nipped off to the left, where I spied a vendor hawking beanies and gloves. Without asking the price, I selected a pair of red and white gloves, because they were perfect for the evening, and a hat with two dangling balls.

      “Do you need a bag?” the young woman asked.

      “Nope.” I handed over the money and was on my way back to the fire in under five minutes.

      Allison smiled broadly, like she was happy to see me. It really struck me, because I couldn’t remember the last time Steve looked at me that way. If ever.

      “Here you go.” I handed the items to her.

      She took a step back as she processed the gift. “You didn’t have to do that.”

      “I’ve been staring at your poor hands and bright red ears all night. Besides, you’ve been buying most of the drinks. It’s the least I can do.”

      She tugged on the hat and then eased her fingers into the gloves. “So much better!”

      I inched closer to the fire, picking up my wine, which had cooled significantly. “Is it getting colder, or is it just me?”

      Right then, a slashing wind whipped my hair across my face.

      “It’s definitely getting worse.” Allison turned up the collar of her coat to provide more warmth.

      “Maybe we should walk some. Get our blood moving. Although…” My eyes fell to the fire.

      “Five more minutes to warm up and finish our drinks. Then we’ll go experience things.” Her expression screamed she wanted to.

      “Agreed.” It was refreshing to be around someone who had a zest for life.

      Our eyes met, and a surge of warmth flooded my insides.

      It was weird how well we got along, considering we’d only just met. “Do you miss your girlfriend?”

      Allison briefly sucked her bottom lip into her mouth. “This is going to sound terrible, but no.”

      “Good thing you two aren’t together, then.” I raised my glass. “To not being together.”
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      “That’s an odd toast, especially on Christmas Eve.” I laughed, wiggling my fingers in the gloves, enjoying the warmth.

      “I think all this wine is making me tipsy. Or the emotions.”

      “In that case, the next round will be hot chocolate. Can’t have you sleep right through Christmas or have a miserable hangover that makes you wish you could skip the day.”

      “What’s the point to having Christmas now?” Her shoulders sagged, tugging on my heart strings.

      I hated seeing her look defeated, and I worried she was the type who easily succumbed to it but was doing a valiant effort to fight it off. I was the type who believed humor was the best way to deal with life. While I didn’t know her, at all really (although it felt like I did), I sensed she might appreciate me not feeding into her glumness, as if she needed a perky person to keep her going.

      That was my go-to mood, so I said, “Gotcha. You’ve reached the woe is me, life will never be the same stage of the breakup. Quick work. You might be through all the stages before the end of the night.”

      The corners of her mouth tugged upward. “No, seriously. I’m in London, spending time with a perfect, albeit pleasant, stranger.” She tipped her drink in my direction. “If I hadn’t bumped into you, I probably would have left already and gone to my hotel to sulk. Tomorrow, I’ll be alone on a major holiday. Maybe I should make the best of tonight. Get schnockered. Go on rides. Eat oodles of junk food. Buy silly trinkets.”

      “And suffer the consequences tomorrow?” It wasn’t a bad plan, considering her options or lack of them.

      “Exactly or if I play my cards right, I’ll sleep through the whole day.” She straightened, looking as if she’d had a lightbulb moment. “Do you have plans tomorrow?”

      “I do.” Some of the lightness seeped from her eyes, so I quickly added, “But I’m not opposed to suffering through a hangover. It wouldn’t be the first time, and it’s for a good cause.”

      “You’re a pro then? At living large and muddling through the next day?” She wore a naughty smile.

      “It’s part of my job. I wine and dine peeps and such.” I didn’t, but the less she knew about my job, the better. When people heard I was a journalist, their biases rushed to the fore. I had no idea if she was a Fox News watcher, and I didn’t want to find out.

      Dagny tapped her fingertips together in an evil sorceress way. “Excellent. I’ll follow your lead.”

      I placed a hand on her arm. “Before we get too far down this path, what hotel will I be dropping you off at?”

      She started to spout the name but stopped. “Wait. What am I doing? For all I know, you could be a serial killer.” She looked at me expectantly and finally asked, “Are you?”

      “First rule of being a serial killer is never admit you’re one. It’s really hard to lure victims to my lair if I start out by saying, ‘You don’t know me, but I’m the modern-day Jack the Ripper. Can I buy you a drink before I get to the slashing?’”

      “Jane the Ripper.”

      “Interesting that’s the part that your addressing. Not the slashing part.” I did my best impression of the shower scene in Psycho.

      “You need to work on your form and name.” She giggled.

      “Would both help my shtick?” I asked, genuinely interested, which made me wonder what that said about me. I didn’t know this woman, and yet here I was talking to her as if we were childhood friends with no barriers to where the conversation could lead.

      “To lure victims, no. I was thinking more of the headlines.” She tossed her cup into a trash can. “So, are you?”

      “I haven’t killed anyone… yet.” I made my voice sound sinister.

      “Sounds like you have aspirations.” Her eyes went wide, but I didn’t pick up on fear, only curiosity mixed with humor.

      “Doesn’t everyone, really? Who hasn’t wondered if they’re capable of murder?” My laughter bubbled out eerily sweet, and I feared I’d gone one step too far. “Totally kidding. I can’t even kill a spider. I set them free outside. Come on. Let’s get another steaming cup of wine or hot chocolate and start experiencing.”

      In line at another mulled wine stand, she abruptly said, “They only come back in.”

      I glanced over my shoulder at her. “What?”

      “The spiders. They come back inside. You should kill them.”

      “Maybe I should be worried you plan to kill me so I won’t come back.”

      “It’s possible. My whole story about getting dumped and crying on an unsuspecting lesbian’s shoulder—you have to admit it’s gold.” She seemed entirely too pleased with herself, which only made me smile.

      “Yes, but don’t forget the Christmas Eve aspect.” It was my turn to order, so I motioned I’d continue after.

      She reached around me to hand the man a twenty-pound note, her arm making contact almost like a hug. “You can’t pay for every round. Part of being nice is accepting as well as giving.”

      “Says the Christmas Slasher.” I already missed her touch, as brief as it was.

      “Oooh… that’s a good serial killer name.”

      We grabbed our drinks and made our way to another fire.

      “Back to your serial killer angle. Does that mean you only strike every Christmas Eve?” I asked.

      “I’d tell you, but I’d have to kill you.”

      “Aren’t you going to anyway?” I tossed a gloved hand in the air. “What do you have to lose?”

      “You got me there.” She sipped the drink, seeming to regret it, waving a hand in front of her mouth, clearly in an attempt to ease her burned tongue. “What would my motive be? To avenge getting dumped?”

      “I have to supply the nickname and motive?” I whistled, placing the back of my hand to my forehead as if exhausted. “This being a serial killer’s victim isn’t all it’s cracked up to be. I want to go back to being the killer instead.”

      “No take backs! I’m the Christmas Slasher. Bitterness is my motive.” Dagny belly laughed, nearly spilling her entire drink. “This is hilarious. I’ve never had such a ridiculous conversation with anyone.”

      “Come on. We need to buy you some junk food and cross that experience off the list. And lookee there. Donuts made on the spot.” I made a ta-da motion, wanting to do everything I could to keep the cheer coursing through her, lighting up her lovely eyes.

      “Now you’re talking!”

      Once again, we got in the back of a line. “I’m noticing a trend for this evening. Lining up like sheep.”

      “Maybe that’s the serial killer trigger.” She said it as if we were merely having a philosophical conversation about an everyday topic.

      “If I were writing the novel, I think I’d stick with the revenge theory. One woman broke your heart, so you go on a murder spree to make all women suffer. Except, not really a spree since you’ll only kill one night a year. I don’t think that counts as a spree, per se… What would the correct term be? Would it be wrong to google it? Set off alarm bells for the powers that be to watch my every move?”

      “Uh—that doesn’t sound like you’re the type to wear a tin-foil hat in a basement. Not at all.” She made a show of taking a step away, but that smile of hers forced me to nudge over to close the gap.

      “You’re oddly judgmental for a serial killer.” I held up five fingers to the donut man, and he packed the sugar-covered babies into a paper bag, the grease smear rapidly spreading. “Next on the list is cheesy trinkets.” I opened the bag for Dagny to select one, and then folded it over.

      “Aren’t you going to have one?” She bit into hers, making a sound that implied she was in junk food heaven.

      Sweets weren’t my typical thing, but this night was proving I needed to step out of my comfort zone more in my private life, not simply for work, so I took one. “Oh, wow. This is good,” I mumbled around bites, covering my mouth with the back of my hand.

      She nodded in appreciation.

      “Okay, let’s shop. Do you like jewelry?”
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      The donut bite I swallowed seemed to drop like a lead weight, pinning my feet to the ground. Allison, for reasons she didn’t explain, barely even glanced at the offerings, nor did she see the look of terror on my face. I had noticed she didn’t wear any rings or a necklace, and from my observation, she didn’t have her ears pierced. There was the nose ring, though. For a business woman, I found that odd, but in a fascinating way. Why was she pressing my curiosity buttons? I wasn’t the type to pal around with friends. The occasional lunch. Quick phone calls. Texts. Just enough to feel like I had relationships beyond Steve, but the bare minimum because I had Steve.

      I craved stability, yet on the night when my life had been turned upside down, here I was, imbibing with a woman I’d just met, holding my shit together for the most part. Why wasn’t I freaking out beyond the blips here and there during the evening?

      Perhaps Allison sensed my aversion to the jewelry table because she moved back a few steps, glancing around for other options.

      “Need any candy?” She motioned to a display of every sort of gummy candy I would have flipped for when I was a kid. Just looking at it made my teeth tingle out of fear of getting cavities.

      I hoisted the donut bag. “I’m all set for sweets. You?”

      “I’m not much of a sweet fan, actually.”

      “But you ate a donut.” I held the bag aloft as if providing exhibit one in a trial.

      “You offered.” There was a hint of something in her voice. Promise? Hope? Quite possibly, I was reading too much into things.

      “I don’t usually trust people who don’t like sweets. It’s not natural.” It was difficult to get this out, because there was something inside me that screamed I could trust Allison. And, that caused my brain to spin on its axis.

      “That’s the thing about me that makes you suspicious?” She tipped her head back and laughed, looking relaxed and fun. “I’m addicted to salt. Does that make you feel better?”

      “The body needs sodium, so not really.” I enjoyed joshing Allison, which caused her stunning blue eyes to spark with life.

      “But filling up on sugar is… what?” She pulled up in front of a leather stall, showcasing purses, briefcases, bookmarks, journals, and other odds and ends.

      “I told you it’s normal to binge on sugar. Case in point.” I ripped a chunk off a donut and lobbed it into my mouth.

      She ignored me, picking up a burgundy-colored journal. “I need a new one.”

      “You write in a journal?”

      “Every day since I was a kid. Otherwise, my mind stays in a constant state of jumble.” She circled a finger around her temple before handing cash to the vendor.

      “Maybe I should start a new one. I’ve never been good at keeping up with them, but it may help me get all my thoughts and feelings out about this trip, Steve, and…” I almost said about her.

      “And…?” She widened her eyes eagerly.

      “Life.” I opted for a safe answer, not willing to fully admit I found her intriguing. What did that mean, really? I’d just been dumped, so my mind wasn’t in the right frame of being able to make any type of decision. Was I a step away from my catatonic state? Once the shock wore off, I’d melt into a pool of emotions?

      It was difficult to ignore the friction between us. The way Allison looked at me, making me gooey inside. The playful banter. The ease of being together.

      Would it be horrible to sleep with her?

      Was it the mulled wine talking?

      Clearly, it wouldn’t be a wise decision.

      Terrible, even, considering the night so far.

      The last thing I needed on this night already fraught with emotional turmoil.

      Yet, I still wanted to.

      I looked deeply into her eyes. “Uh, are you ready… to go on that ride?”

      “I’m always up for a ride.” Her voice was deliciously sexy along with her smoldering eyes, and I was fairly certain she meant something else.

      I couldn’t stop myself from pressing her, wanting to see how she’d wiggle free. “I thought you said you haven’t been on one in years.”

      “Haven’t had the opportunity.”

      “Is that right?” I paid for my journal. “Let’s go, then, and not waste this chance.”

      Of course, there was another line, and a tiny groan escaped me. “Maybe this is why I don’t go to fairs often.”

      “Don’t get discouraged. This will fly by. I grew up near Disneyland, and I’m a pro when it comes to passing time in a line that seems…” She craned her neck to scope out the number of people before us. “I’ve seen a lot worse.”

      “You grew up in Florida?”

      She staggered back a step, smothering her heart with a hand. “You didn’t just say that. Disney World is in Florida. Disneyland, the original I might add, is in Anaheim, California.”

      “I haven’t been to that one. I love Disney World. Have you been?”

      Her eyes dropped to the rubber matting, which was covered in dirt and random puddles from rain earlier in the day. “Yes.”

      “Did you like it?”

      She puffed out her cheeks. “I won’t lie; I did. But, I still prefer Disneyland. I have to as a Californian, or they’ll revoke my privilege.”

      “What privilege is that?”

      “Being able to boast I’m from California. I should note”—she leaned closer, whispering in my ear—“if the powers that be find out I don’t have a car or a driver’s license anymore, they will shun me forever.”

      The hairs on the back of my neck stood on end, and it wasn’t due to her confession but her warm breath. To cover the true feelings swirling inside, I said, “You can’t drive a car?”

      “Not anymore. I lived in New York for a handful of years after college and sold my car because it was more trouble than it was worth. And I made a huge mistake not renewing my license before moving here. It’s expired, and I haven’t felt the need to get a UK one. Some of my coworkers, who are in their forties and have always lived in London, have never driven a car.”

      “Never?” I said in a breathy voice I didn’t typically use.

      She shook her head solemnly, not breaking eye contact.

      Damn, her deep blue eyes were pulling me in, making me feel warm and fuzzy inside.

      The line started to move, and it took us several seconds to close the gap, much to the annoyance of one man, who grumbled, “Move it or lose it.” I was willing to bet he was from the East Coast, Boston or thereabouts judging by his Red Sox hat.

      Allison motioned for me to walk ahead of her, and she stood protectively behind me, her body radiating heat and blocking another gush of wind.

      We didn’t speak, quietly waiting our turn in comfortable silence.

      My eyes watched the ride inch upward into the dark, cold night. The riders’ feet dangled, some kicking about as if regretting their decision.

      Allison rested her chin on my shoulder. “Nervous?” she asked quietly.

      I nodded. If only she knew the whole truth.

      “I got you.”

      I leaned into her for a brief moment, liking the way our bodies aligned. Pulling away some, I said, “I believe you.”

      “Tell me a fun fact about you to help get your mind off your impending death.” Her carefree laughter rustled the hairs on the back of my head.

      “I have a driver’s license.”

      She butted my shoulder with hers, standing next to me again. “No cheating.”

      I pivoted my head and stared into her deep blues. “It’s true, though.”

      “Millions of Americans do. I’m looking for intel that not many know.”

      “Ah, you want a secret,” I teased, feeling a pull on certain parts of my body.

      “Now you’re getting it.” She hefted her thin eyebrows in a cocky manner that caused my breath to hitch.

      What was it that drew me to her like a bee to a flower?

      “I need more time to think of something.”

      She gripped my shoulders. “Say the first thing that comes to mind.”

      “Blue.” The riders screamed as the tower plunged downward.

      Allison smiled, waiting for the riders to finish the plummet, before saying, “Progress. Now, say the first secret that comes to mind.”

      “Blue turns me on.”

      She blinked. “The color? Or is Blue a person?”

      “Uh…” How could I confess her eyes were bewitching me? “The color, I suppose. I didn’t… really put a lot of thought into the answer. It just sorta popped out.” I made a silent prayer that she didn’t make the connection to the way I stared deeply into her blues as if I wanted to swim in them.

      She didn’t have time to press since it was almost our turn. The attendant, who was dressed in all black—hopefully, that wasn’t a sign of what was to come—unclipped the chain, waving the next group in after the previous riders exited. After setting our belongings down in the designated area, we worked our way around the left-hand side, selecting two side-by-side seats. We yanked the orange safety devices down over our heads, locking them into place.

      Why had I insisted we ride this? I tried to peer up, but the restraint limited my scope. Was that intentional on the part of the designers? “Jingle Bell Rock” blared over the speakers. Riders on the roller coaster nearby squealed as the carriages peeled around a bend.

      Everyone was locked and loaded, and the attendant reclipped the chain.

      There was a hitch, and then we were off in a painfully slow manner, which flipped the switch on my Why in the fuck did I sign up for this? meter.

      I turned my head to see Allison looking Zen-like.

      Maybe sensing my eyes on her, she flashed me a confident smile to bolster my nerve.

      I couldn’t.

      Kicking my legs, I started to chant, “I want off. I want off. I want off.”

      “You got this, Dagny!” Allison shouted for me to hear.

      My hands gripped the orange harness for dear life. “No, I don’t.”

      “Yes, you do.”

      The ride stopped.

      Had the man down below heard my pleas? Or the big kahuna upstairs?

      Nothing happened for many moments.

      Then we dropped, and I screamed my head off while we hurtled toward the ground, all the lights and sounds blurring into one massive disaster.

      “We’re going to die!”
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      I helped Dagny out of her seat, catching her when she stumbled into my arms. “Easy? You okay?”

      “That was a-ma-zing!” She glanced up to see how far we’d dropped.

      I laughed, letting her go as she regained her footing. “And you didn’t die. Come on. He doesn’t look friendly.” I jerked my head to the guy prepping for the next load of riders. I swept our stuff off the ground while simultaneously leading us to the exit.

      Once away from the crowds, she yanked on my arm. “Let’s do it again.”

      “We can if you’d like, but first, I need the loo.”

      “Now that you mention it.” Her legs pressed together like a toddler, making it clear her need for a toilet increased with rapid urgency.

      On tippy toes, with my hands on her shoulders to steady me, and possibly because I wanted to touch her again, I scouted for our salvation. “Over there!” I gestured to the right.

      The line for the gray pods housing a handful of toilets was blissfully short.

      “You first.” I gently shoved her to the stall an older woman had vacated.

      Luckily, the next one opened up, and I was pleasantly surprised it wasn’t the worst toilet I’d ever used, but there was no way my skin was going to touch the splattered seat. Assuming the hover position I’d mastered over the years, I released, feeling the euphoria of the ride literally flushing down the toilet.

      In Dagny’s stall, I heard giggling.

      When I finished, she was still laughing.

      Had the ride knocked something lose in her head? Was there a dirty picture on the back of the door?

      At the sink, I washed my hands, opting to dry them on the back of my jeans. While I waited outside for Dagny, along with a handful of men, the giggling seemed to gain steam, and the guys looked around, trying to figure out where it was coming from.

      She sidled up next to me, and I felt all eyes on us.

      “Everything okay?” I asked.

      “Y-yep.” She cradled her chest with her arms in hopes of smothering the attack.

      “Then why are you laughing?”

      “I have no idea.” Her body shook. “I-I can’t stop,” she said through the giggles.

      “Right. It’s a little-known fact mulled wine is the antidote to madness.” I smiled at her to see if she was on board or not. The dip of her head gave me the all clear, and I said, “Follow me!”

      I pretended I was a knight slaying a dragon for a damsel in distress, causing her to giggle even more. “Stay here, Princess Dagny.” I positioned her at another roaring fire before dashing off for the giggle cure.

      While placing the order, I kept my eye on Dagny, who wasn’t able to rein in the attack quite yet. It was adorable to watch, really. She clamped down on her bottom lip, but a burst of laughter burbled from her like she was an escapee from Bedlam.

      A man and woman made eye contact and then casually slipped away from the warmth of the fire.

      That was one perk of people thinking you were mad, I supposed.

      “Your Viking Blood, Princess.” I handed off the drink as if I was serving the queen of England.

      “B-blood?”

      I laughed. “That’s what they call it, and there’s an extra kick in it.”

      She sipped it, closing her eyes, perhaps to isolate the addition. “W-what’s in it?”

      “I told you. Blood.” My voice sounded like Count Dracula, and I pulled back my top lip, even though I didn’t have pronounced fangs.

      All the color drained from her face.

      “You see. It worked. You aren’t giggling anymore.” Concern slammed into my insides. “The question is, are you breathing? Is your heart still ticking?”

      She continued to gape at me.

      “Mental note, never tease about blood around you.” I winked to express she was completely safe. “There’s a shot of whiskey, and I think the traditional spelling is with one O, but that’s not much fun for marketers.”

      She took another sip, seeming to need the warmth. “It’s getting colder, and I didn’t think that was possible.”

      “Move closer to the fire.”

      She did, but it didn’t curb her teeth chattering. To make matters worse, it had started to drizzle lightly. “Will it snow, you think?”

      “That would be a true London Christmas miracle. Since I moved here, it’s only snowed twice, and each time, it didn’t stick.” I eyed the sky. “Unfortunately, I think the heavens are about to open and lash down.”

      “That seems like a sign.”

      “For?”

      “Time to leave.”

      I didn’t like that idea at all. I’d stand in a freezing downpour for hours to keep the night going. “What about the tower ride? Don’t you want to plunge into another fit of giggles?”

      “Ha!”

      I was certain she’d guessed my true motive. Smooth, Allison.

      “I’m thinking about plunging into a nice bottle of whiskey. Steve has a ridiculously expensive bottle in the room. What do you say?”

      A smile overtook my face. “Are you inviting me back to your hotel room?”

      “Are you accepting?”

      “I’m still slightly concerned this whole night you’ve been playing the victim in order to lure me to your room to kill me. So, there’s that. But, there’s also a ridiculously expensive whiskey on offer.” I joggled my hands in the air, weighing the risks to rewards ratio.

      “I’m not a victim—” She jammed a finger into my upper arm, her eyes widening as she poked my bicep. “How much do you work out?”

      With a hand on my heart, I confessed, “I’m a gym rat. It’s how I handle work stress, and if I don’t go at least five days a week, I may, in fact, start killing people. And to make sure I get out all my aggression, I’ve hired a personal trainer who used to be in the military. He doesn’t take no for an answer.”

      “I don’t either. At least not tonight.” Her eyes danced.

      “Is that right? I have no say in the matter?”

      “Uh—” she started to backpedal.

      Dammit, Allison.

      I reached into my pocket. “Shall we flip a coin? Leave it up to fate?”

      She checked out the surroundings, and we now stood in the part that prominently featured the cheesy games of every carnival event I’d ever attended. “How confident are you in your hoops skills?”

      I followed her eyes. “Full disclosure, I played in college.”

      “Which school?”

      “Harvard.”

      She dipped her head. “Impressive academically. Not so much when it comes to the NCAA. If you’d said UCONN, I’d really be worried. Do you accept the challenge?”

      “I have to defend my honor!” I slipped my gloves off, shed my coat, handed everything to Dagny, and marched to the available hoop. “Not only will I gain entry to your room, I’m going to win you one of the minions. Every girl should have a three-foot minion for Christmas.”

      She snorted. “Because every girl wants to lug that home on a plane.” Her eyes darkened, but it was difficult to pin down the reason.

      I paid and received three basketballs to shoot. “Just so you know, these games are rigged, but they didn’t take me into account.” I spun the ball on a fingertip.

      I was willing to bet the hoop rim and balls weren’t up to regulations. As if that wasn’t enough, behind the hoops were obnoxious red and white stripes. Frosty the Snowman, a moose with red and white striped legs, minions, and other stuffed animals hung from the top and down the sides of each hoop. Talk about sensory overload.

      “Already preparing your argument for why you lost?” She slanted her head, daring me to deny it.

      “Stand back, doubter.” I cracked my neck side to side, raised my arms, and released. “Yeah, baby! Nothing but net.”

      “Lucky shot. You still have two more, MJ.”

      “You won’t get into my head. Michael Jordan has nothing on me.”

      The second shot swooshed through the net.

      I cradled the last ball in the crook of my right arm. “Because I’m a good person, I’m going to give you a chance to rescind the challenge. If you don’t want to honor your end of the deal, I totally understand.”

      “That’s very magnanimous of you.” She glared at me with what I hoped was the right amount of ridicule and humor. “Or, are you scared the first two buckets were flukes?”

      “You have three seconds to decide.” I tossed the ball back and forth in my hands, well aware I appeared overly confident.

      “I’m not rescinding anything. Do your best, Harvard.” She exaggerated the pronunciation of Harvard, like a real Bostonian.

      I prepped for the shot, rolling my shoulders and making a show of planting my feet. When the ball left my hands, my face fell. The ball bounced up on the back of the rim, bobbled along the rim, and then miraculously wobbled through the hoop.

      She laughed.

      I turned, my cocksure smile firmly back in place. “It wasn’t pretty, but mission accomplished.” I turned to confirm with the attendant to claim the minion prize.

      Dagny handed over my jacket and gloves, which I promptly shimmied back into, wondering what the rest of the night would bring.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Dagny

      

      

      

      Another burst of wind whipped my dark locks into my eyes, followed by sleeting rain that dug into my flesh like stingers. Allison, using the newly won minion as an umbrella of sorts, pulled me close to her, shielding me from the worst of the weather.

      “We should get going,” she said in a loud voice to be heard over the wind that showed no sign of relenting.

      “Follow me.” I waved her on.

      We joined the throng of visitors who’d had enough of braving the elements for the sake of the holiday. Exiting on the Serpentine side, I steered us around the top of the water to the south side of the park and the street leading to the hotel.

      The light on Brompton Road was red. Pedestrians on the other side flooded into the Knightsbridge tube station to avoid getting soaked. Allison studied the traffic consisting mostly of black cabs. When she devised her strategy, she dragged me across Frogger style. Once safely on the other side, I broke into a run toward the hotel, Allison hot on my heels.

      The golden glow of the glass entrance was a welcome sight when I rounded the corner.

      The doorman, seeing us heading right for him, hurriedly opened the door, barely able to say a word as we rushed into the lobby, the beige tile marred by puddles of water and yellow Caution: Wet Floor warning signs. I steered us to the left, to the bank of elevators, pressing the button many times.

      “It doesn’t make it come any faster,” Allison teased. She shook water droplets off the minion. “Poor thing. What a way to be welcomed to the family.”

      “Uh, yeah, I know. About the elevator… I mean,” I mumbled as my brain cleared some. Steve had said he’d get a different room or hotel, but did he? It was Christmas Eve. How easy would it be to get a different room? Or had he booked a spare just in case? That would be so like him if he’d suspected he’d end things. How had I missed his feelings this entire trip? Or for however long he’d been experiencing them?

      “You okay?”

      I nodded, hugging my chest. “Just cold and wet.”

      The elevator pinged, the doors sliding open. I stepped inside, but Allison hesitated.

      Sticking my head out, I asked, “You coming?”

      “Is it okay for me to come upstairs?” Allison’s boldness seemed to be diminishing some, which tugged on my heartstrings.

      Apparently, she’d been able to read my inner thoughts, yet again. It was freaky, and it wasn’t. Maybe it was the booze, jumbling all my thoughts, in some type of mental blender.

      “I don’t want to cause any trouble, and now that you’re here safe and sound, I can catch a cab back to my place.” She held the minion out to me.

      “I’m not going to kick you out, sopping wet, on Christmas Eve.” I pulled her into the elevator, both of us stumbling into the glass.

      The doors shut, and the elevator climbed upward.

      And upward.

      “What does your boyfriend do?”

      “My ex-boyfriend, you mean. He’s a sportscaster.”

      She whistled, her eyes bouncing off the mirrored interior. “A highly paid one, I’m guessing.”

      The elevator doors eased open, revealing an empty hallway.

      We stepped out.

      “My room is down the hall. Would you mind… waiting here, just in case…?” I tried shrugging away the awkwardness.

      “Gotcha. Kevin and I will wait for the all clear.” She hugged the minion protectively but used it more as a shield. It was sweet and completely useless since Steve could pick her up and toss her out the window without breaking a sweat. Not that he would. Steve may be a lot of things, but he was never violent. He’d used that all up on the football field.

      Opening the door to the suite, I called out Steve’s name. None of the lights were on, and after a closer inspection, I realized his bag was gone. So was the whiskey. Damn.

      I popped my head around the doorframe, waving the all clear.

      Allison whistled again upon entering the room. “Damn. Are you Troy Aikman’s ex?”

      “My ex wishes he was like Troy, but Steve’s career had an unfortunate end, wrecking his chances of breaking any records. Are you a football fan—the NFL type, not soccer?”

      “I haven’t forgotten my American roots that much. I’m more of a college sports nut, but go ahead and try me.”

      “Steve Laird.”

      Her eyes widened in the way everyone’s did when they found out Steve’s identity. “Your ex is Alabama’s quarterback who led his team to the national championship three out of four years?”

      “The one and the same,” I said in a tone that couldn’t hide my boredom. After being with a sports celebrity, I didn’t see why people held Steve in such a high regard. He was simply Steve.

      “Is it okay for you to be seen with me?” She seemed to scout the inside of the elevator as if waiting for paparazzi to jump out and snap a photo.

      “Oh, I think I’m safe in London. Besides, do you know what Troy Aikman’s wife looks like?”

      “Not without googling, no.”

      “Exactly.” I smacked my lips. “I never wanted fame, so we made a decision early on to keep me in the background as much as possible.”

      “How’d you two meet?”

      “College. He asked for my help on a test.” I made air quotes.

      “He wanted you to take the test for him or something?” Her face scrunched in confusion.

      “Oh, no. He wanted to copy my answers, but it was an essay test, so I didn’t see a way to accomplish that. I offered to tutor him instead, and he accepted.”

      “And the rest is history.”

      “Yes, including the relationship. But we didn’t date right away. We were friends for years before we reached the next level. I thought he’d sown his wild oats.” I ignited the fireplace using the remote. Rubbing my hands together, I said, “I’m going to change out of these wet clothes. Make yourself comfortable.”

      In the bathroom, I peeled the wet jeans from my pasty white legs. Maybe the Bahamas would have been a better choice for the holidays. At least I would’ve gone home with a tan. Shoving my legs into yoga pants and slipping into an Alabama sweatshirt, I fished in my luggage for clothes for Allison.

      She stood at the window, taking in the lights illuminating the fog that had settled over London.

      “Here.” I handed her a pair of sweats and a comfy sweatshirt. “Not sure they’ll fit, but you’ll get sick staying in your wet clothes.”

      “Thanks.” She disappeared into the bathroom.

      The bar had a decent stock, but I’d promised primo whiskey. I picked up the phone to order a bottle of what Steve had delivered yesterday, curious if I still had all the perks of being with Mr. Laird until flying back home.

      Home.

      Where was I going to stay?

      A staff member answered the phone.

      “Yes, this is Dagny Coombs.” I supplied the room number. “Can you send up your finest whiskey?”

      “Of course, ma’am. Anything else?”

      “A cheese spread and please put it on Mr. Laird’s tab.”

      “Yes, ma’am. It’ll be up right away.”

      I hung up. Staring out the window, I couldn’t help but think about the evening. Steve. Winter Wonderland. Meeting Allison. I’d always believed in fate to a certain degree, but this evening was testing my resilience.

      Please don’t break, Dagny. Not yet.

      A rustling behind me brought me back to the present. I turned to see Allison. “Looks like the clothes fit.”

      She raised her arms as if stepping out of a dressing room and seeking approval, but she quickly dropped the act, offering a shy smile. “Thanks. I’m already starting to warm up.”

      “First goal accomplished. I have some good and bad news. Which do you want first?”

      “Always the bad. Get it over with.” She mimed ripping off a Band-Aid.

      “I’m the opposite, preferring sugarcoating. Steve took the whiskey.”

      She peeked at the bar. “I’m pretty sure I wouldn’t know the difference between his special brew and what’s on offer here.”

      “That meshes with the good news. I ordered a new bottle, compliments of Steve. We can do a whiskey challenge.”

      “Sounds dangerous.” Her face exhibited zero fear.

      There was a knock on the door.

      “Room service is fast here. Let the games commence.” I moved to open the door, the man with the cart bowing his head in the way that reminded me of what I didn’t like about being Steve’s girlfriend. Everyone acting as if my shit didn’t stink. I hated being put on a pedestal, knowing many didn’t truly see me that way but had no choice but to pretend. My provincial roots clung to me like three-year-old superglue. Still stuck but in a clunky way.

      He placed the cheese spread and whiskey bottle on the table in front of one of the black leather couches. “Anything else?”

      I shook my head, wondering if I should slip him a tip. Steve always took care of those matters. My purse was on the table near the door, and luckily the wad of notes was easily accessible. I peeled off a twenty and handed it over as slyly as possible, pretending it was a handshake. Did people really do it that way? Or only in the movies?

      He thanked me with another grave tip of the head, not addressing the money that disappeared into the pocket of his trousers. “Happy Christmas.”

      “You too.”

      “This is an impressive spread.” Allison stood at the table, the fireplace warming her backside.

      The food was arranged on what appeared to be an extra-large wooden pizza oven paddle. Several types of cheese, including two of my faves: Stilton and melted Brie. Also, there was prosciutto, chorizo, salami, a sprinkling of pistachios, smoky almonds, cashews, Kalamata olives, hummus, breadsticks, grapes, and apple slices.

      “This is for two?” Allison asked.

      “Maybe they only have one size, or they thought Steve was with me. He could demolish most of this on his own and still have a steak dinner.” I selected two crystal tumblers from the bar. “Would you like water or anything?”

      “Water please.” Allison parked on one of the black leather ottomans, still with her butt facing the fire.

      I placed the glasses and bottled waters on the table. “Are you warming up?”

      “Slowly but surely.” She had her hands behind her back to feel the heat.

      “Let’s kick up the thermostat.” I pressed some buttons. “It’s more complicated than the dashboard in my car. Hopefully, I didn’t activate the AC.”

      “If you did, a little snow for Christmas wouldn’t be that bad.” She cranked the top off the water bottle, quenching her thirst with a lustful tug.

      “Not sure management would see it that way. And Steve would flip his lid. He never truly appreciated my fanciful side.”

      Allison picked up the whiskey bottle, inspecting the label. “Shall we try it?”

      “It scares me a little. Steve is a whiskey drinker. I’m more of a beer or wine girl. He always said I never developed a taste for the finer things, like he did.”

      “Let’s prove him wrong.” She poured a splash into each tumbler. Handing me mine, she held hers aloft, waiting. “To new beginnings and the finer things.”

      I swirled the golden liquid, squishing my nose to the scent. “Here goes nothing.” I downed the glass, while Allison sipped hers. “It seems I’m still my uncouth self. Are you not supposed to shoot whiskey?”

      She leaned back on her right arm, holding the glass with her left. “Everyone has their own way of doing things. Don’t let Steve, me, or anyone tell you how to be. If you want to gulp a thousand-dollar glass of whiskey, by all means. Or if you don’t want to touch it ever again, don’t. Life’s too short to worry about what people think of you, especially former better halves.”

      “A thousand-dollar glass. That’s funny.” I squinted one eye. “Do you really think the bottle is that expensive?”

      She shrugged. “No clue. I’ve never tasted this type before, and they don’t offer it at my whiskey club.”

      “Whiskey club. Is there such a thing?”

      “Of course. There are clubs for just about anything you can think of.”

      “I didn’t know I was in the presence of a whiskey aficionado.”

      “I wouldn’t go that far. I like whiskey and so do many of my business contacts. I joined the group to learn a few things so I didn’t come off as the American idiot. England is still very much a class-based society.”

      “What happened to being you and not giving a hoot about what people think?” I mocked.

      “Outside of work, that’s my motto. But I have bills to pay and need a roof over my head like everyone else.”

      “Yeah. The realization of what I’m in for when I get home is starting to sink in.” I sighed deeply.

      “I take it you two live together.”

      “Yes. In a Fifth Avenue Manhattan apartment I couldn’t dream of affording on my own. I make decent money, but for New York real estate, I’m at broom closet level. If that.” An uneasiness settled into my stomach.

      “What happened to you being from Arizona?” She feigned being upset.

      “Oh, yeah, that. I hadn’t decided if you were a total freak or not.” I tossed up my hands as a way of apology, hoping she wouldn’t hold that against me.
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      “And now…?” I boosted my eyebrows at Dagny in a confess all way, noticing that the flash of dread about her living situation evaporated.

      “I’m okay telling you I live in New York City. It’s a big place, so you’d be hard-pressed to track me down.” Her smile had a smidge of arrogance and a heavy dose of humor.

      I laughed, knowing it wouldn’t be that hard for the likes of an investigative journalist, but no need to share that detail because it tended to freak people out. I switched the topic to one that didn’t make many people feel out over their ski tips. “What do you do in the Big Apple?”

      “I’m a quantitative analyst.”

      “Ah, a quant. I’ve always wondered if whizzes at math and statistics dream in numbers.” I did my best to mime numbers invading a dream, looking more like a crazy person erratically flicking my fingers like stars exploding, and for some reason, I made kaboom sound effects. Was it the whiskey? Or had I become that person who wanted to impress a girl?

      “It doesn’t quite work that way.” She laughed. “I can never remember much of my dreams. As soon as I pry my eyes open, everything dissipates like the sun burning off a morning fog.”

      “I wish I had the same power. Before Thanksgiving, I had terrible dreams involving Lady X. In one, I opened the fridge door, and all these moths, maggots, and worms fell onto the floor. When I asked her what was going on, she said she’d been grinding them up and adding them to my food.” I shivered. “I’m not scared of many things, but creepy crawlies…” I shivered again. “It takes all my strength to capture and let a spider go.”

      “Wouldn’t it be easier to whack it with a newspaper and be done with it?”

      “Yes, but I don’t choose the easy route.”

      Dagny laughed, her upper body shaking. “Why doesn’t that surprise me?”

      “I don’t know what you mean.”

      “Says the woman who’s wheedled her way into my hotel room.”

      “Didn’t you invite me?”

      “I did. I’m still surprised by that.” As if not wanting to dissect that, she changed the subject. “Did Lady X cook for you?”

      “Hardly.” I sipped my drink to give me time to think, but it was easy to talk to Dagny. This was the part most didn’t understand about journalists. We’re much more comfortable prying details that lie beneath the surface, not mining our own. “Not to mention we were living in two different countries. I could never figure out the source of the dreams. Lady X wasn’t a vindictive person, and it wasn’t like we hated each other. We’d simply grown apart, and I was enjoying my life over here too much to want to fix the issue.”

      “Maybe you felt like you needed to be punished. That’s why you had the bug dream.” She simply tossed this out, but it struck home.

      Luckily, light rain splattered the windows, bringing a chill into the room and taking the heat off of me. Looking over her shoulder, Dagny watched as the droplets slid down the glass, reflecting the Christmas lights outside. “It’s beginning to look a lot like Christmas,” she sang softly.

      “Nearly there. One more hour.” I yawned, stretching my arms overhead. “I should think about getting a cab.”

      She eyed me and then looked over her shoulder once again. “Don’t be ridiculous. I’m not sending you out in this weather.”

      I waved for her not to be silly. “It’s like this most days of the year. If I never went outside in the rain, I’d never leave my apartment.” There wasn’t a lot of fight in my words, which came across more as if I felt like I had to say them. Had that been my intention?

      “Does your place have a roaring fire going, a thousand-dollar bottle of whiskey, and a cheese spread that’d make Rachel Ray gush?”

      “Negative to all three.” I added more whiskey to my glass, lifting the bottle to ask if she wanted more.

      She nodded, and I refilled it.

      “Also…” She got up, moved to an iPhone dock on the desk off to the side, and hit a button. Mariah Carey’s “All I Want for Christmas is You” started to play.

      “You drive a hard bargain.”

      “It’s settled then.” She retook her seat, yanked a cozy cream blanket off the back of the couch, and snuggled under it with the tumbler in her right hand.

      “Is that so?” I crossed my arms.

      A gust of wind caused the rain to momentarily batter the window.

      She arched her eyebrows, daring me to challenge her logic.

      While the rain lightened up some, the tops of the trees bent and swirled as the blasts continued their schizophrenic bursts.

      “Your couch is looking cozier and cozier.” My eyes landed on the furniture perpendicular to the one where she sat. “Either of them.”

      “You do have common sense, after all. I was worried your stubborn streak and adventurous spirit would win in the idiotic battle taking place inside.” She gestured to her noggin, perfectly framed by her chestnut locks, adding the right amount of sweetness to her playful spirit.

      “What gives you the idea I’m stubborn?” I sipped the whiskey, the warming sensation no doubt splattering my cheeks with redness.

      “Little things. You obviously have a job in business. Given you work in the financial capital of Europe, I’m guessing it’s in finance. You’ve mentioned you wine and dine clients. Bankers can be somewhat stuffy. Yet, you’re still sporting a tiny nose ring. You must be good at your job to get away with that, but why risk it?”

      I bobbed my head in agreement, not mentioning that I didn’t say clients but peeps. Having her think I was in finance was the better option, even if most hated those associated with wealth. Also, it didn’t seem wise to point out I remember words, because I used them judiciously. Journalists tended to get to the heart of the matter quickly because editors only allowed us so many words. Three sentences could easily be pared down to one.

      “Excellent observational skills, Sherlock. Tell me more.”

      “You care what your ex thought about the relationship. Why else have the terrible punishment dream? But you didn’t chuck it in and move back home to make her happy. The adventure wasn’t over, perhaps.”

      “Would you have?” I raised both eyebrows, worried she was hitting way too close to my inner personality. Even Lady X hadn’t picked up the fear of missing the next big thing was what kept me in Britain.

      She seemed to stall for time by reaching for an olive. After swallowing, she said, “I probably would have. I’ve moved four times and even changed states more than once with Steve. Not to mention quitting three jobs, two of which were very good with the prospect of being promoted.”

      “Do you regret it now?” I took another tiny sip of whiskey.

      “Now that I’m on the cusp of being tossed out on the street in the most expensive city in the US?” She sucked in a deep breath, perhaps to steady the swell of emotions ready to tip into the danger zone, given the misting occurring in her eyes. “Absolutely.” She took another breath, resting her head against the back of the couch. “Why was I foolish enough to attach myself physically, mentally, and financially to someone else?”

      “Does New York recognize common law marriage?”

      She hoisted one shoulder. “Never thought to look. Does that make me even more pathetic?”

      “Not at all. Love does things to people, and most individuals want to inherently believe those we trust will treat us with love, compassion, and respect.”

      “If that’s the case, why do I feel like I’m on the verge of a mental breakdown?” She rubbed her belly as if willing all the booze and junk food to stay put.

      I puffed out my cheeks with air, slowly letting it seep out. “Did I mention that I’m horrible at these types of conversations?” I offered my best sheepish smile. Yes, I could get subjects to talk, but when it was someone I had feelings for… “More than once, my ex told me I wasn’t a great listener. When she mentioned something, I immediately went into action mode. Locate the trouble. Craft solutions. Fix it. Learn from it. For the first year or so, I thought that was what she wanted. Then, one night, after complaining about her boss for the bazillionth time, I did what I do at work, went into action mode, and she blew her stack. It took days to regain my hearing.” I shook my head as if the memory assaulted my eardrums.

      Dagny smiled, although it didn’t reach her eyes. “Steve isn’t a terrible person. I need to keep telling myself that. He gave me the hotel room and a wad of cash for the rest of the trip, and I bet my credit cards haven’t been cancelled. I’m flying back first class. It’s just I’d gotten used to this way of life. His lifestyle.” She seemed to take stock of that thought, and I imagined the words rolling around in her head like an errant Putt-Putt golf ball pinging through the windmill. Shimmying on the couch, she tried her best to set the thoughts to the side for the moment, acting out sticking a pin in them. Taking a healthy slug of whiskey, she said, “That’s enough life crisis talk for the night. I can’t solve all my problems on Christmas Eve, and I’m fortunate to have you for company.”

      I studied her, worry creasing my brow. “You don’t have to do that. If you want to talk about things, we can.”

      “I’m not sure talking will help me at the moment. I’ll have the seven-hour flight home to let all the steps of separating whack me over the head.” She mimed getting struck by a heavy blow, repeatedly.

      “Please Come Home for Christmas” by Jon Bon Jovi started to play.

      “Ugh.” She scrunched her face.

      “Not a Jon Bon Jovi fan?”

      “It’s just—why are so many Christmas songs about love and shit?”

      “Is the device yours?” I waved to the docking station.

      “Nope. The hotel’s. Go ahead.” She popped another olive into her mouth.

      I got to my feet. “I wonder if it has a certain song that’s the antithesis of Christmas and the whole fa la la, happy happy joy joy, which you surely don’t need right now.”

      “Is that the technical way to describe it?” She chuckled. “It’s a mouthful.”

      “It is. Give this a listen.” I started playing “Fairytale of New York” by the Pogues.

      She closed her eyes, slanting her head to hear better.

      When the words scumbag, maggot, and faggot were uttered, her eyes flew up. “What the fuck is this song?”

      I laughed over her disgusted expression. “It’s terrible, isn’t it?”

      She nodded. “Even I think it goes too far. I like the Irish vibe, though.”

      We continued to listen to the rest.

      “I get that last line. The regret about building a life around someone else. I have to say I don’t recommend it.”

      I didn’t know what to say to that, so I clicked back to the Christmas playlist and resettled on the stool in front of the fire.
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      “Tell me more about you.” I gave Allison a pointed stare, once again feeling a tingling sensation staring into those blues.

      She laughed and tugged at her collar. “The pressure’s on now. I should have taken more psychology courses in college to prepare for tonight.”

      “I don’t know about that. Business sharks have a way of getting to the heart of people within the first few seconds. How else would you close a deal?”

      “From the disdain in your voice, you don’t have a great opinion of my people skills.” Her eyes glimmered with humor, and it was possible Allison was pouring on the charm so I would get distracted and not continue the probing questions.

      Or maybe Allison was actually interested in me. One way to find out.

      “Prove me wrong.” I tapped my fingers against the glass tumbler.

      “About the world of business? I won’t take up the banner for the industry. Not after 2008.” She made hand movements indicating no way in hell.

      “You are in finance, then.”

      “I won’t confirm or deny.” Her smile was beguiling. “I’ve learned not to bring up my profession. It’s like saying I’m cheering for Darth Vader. What about you? Miss Quant in New York City, the financial capital of America?”

      “Ah, you’re calling a spade a spade.” I had to admit I admired that about her.

      “Only seems fair.” She flicked her hands in the air.

      Another burst of wind shook the hotel windows, and Allison wrapped her arms around her upper body.

      “It’s getting worse.” I watched the intensity of the rain splattering the glass. “It reminds me of Frankenstein.”

      “Are we back on the conversation about the monsters inside us?”

      “No, not really. I was thinking of Shelley and her friends on a night like this, telling ghost stories and challenging each other to pen a creepy tale. In my opinion, she won.”

      Allison moved from the ottoman and nestled onto the other couch, wrapping a blanket around her shoulders. “Is that how it came into being?”

      “That’s the folklore, at least. If it isn’t, I give her credit for creating the narrative before that type of salesmanship became all the rage.” I bent over and selected another Kalamata olive, chewing slowly. “I don’t think it was on Christmas Eve, though. Maybe that would have altered the story to a happier ending. Like A Christmas Carol.”

      “Have three ghosts visit Doctor Frankenstein? There’s probably a mash-up of the two stories somewhere out there.”

      “Are you a reader?”

      “Yes, but I confess to not reading much fiction these days.”

      I took another stab at getting her to reveal something about her career. “Too busy living and breathing spreadsheets?”

      Allison waggled a finger. “You’re not going to get me to confess what it is I actually do. As you say, it’s not the night for real life. I’m simply following your rules.”

      “Fair enough. If you were going to write a spooky Christmas tale, what would it be about?”

      “I like the idea we came up with earlier.”

      “The serial killer who strikes every December twenty-fourth?”

      Leaning forward, she dipped a breadstick into the Brie. “That’s the one. You?”

      “At the moment, it fits my mood.”

      She held the breadstick to her mouth. “Should I be concerned? You’ve gone to a lot of trouble to get me up here tonight. And there’s zero evidence a man has been staying with you.” She made a show of sniffing the air.

      “What are you? A bloodhound?”

      “Maybe in a former life. I have a great sense of smell, and right now, I’m only picking up cinnamon apple and pine. No cologne.”

      “That’s the hotel’s doing. Not mine. To answer your question, I’m allergic to perfume and cologne, so neither of us wears any.”

      “Oh, I can’t remember if I sprayed any perfume earlier.” She slunk deep into the couch as if to keep me safe from an allergy attack.

      “It’s okay. I’m not that bad. I just can’t wear it or be around when it’s sprayed. I avoid cosmetic counters in malls, where they spray first and ask questions second.” I laughed. “Some people apply too much to start, and if I get in an elevator or subway car with them, I have to leave immediately.”

      “Steve didn’t mind? Not wearing cologne?”

      “Not really.” A light bulb went off, and I sat up on the couch. “Now that you mention it, though, he’d started wearing it a bit more recently. He said his mother gave him some for his birthday, and he kept it in his office.” I chewed on the inside of my cheek. “Maybe that was clue number one I missed about an affair.” I fell back into the cushions.

      “Hindsight is always twenty-twenty.” She wrapped her arms around her torso.

      “Are you cold?”

      “I don’t think I’ve warmed up completely from earlier.” She tried to snuggle deeper into the couch cushions.

      “Fancy a dip in the hot tub?”

      She glanced about.

      “Sadly, we don’t have access to a private hot tub, but I doubt the public one in the hotel will be busy on Christmas Eve.” I rose, measuring her with my eyes. “You’d probably fit into one of my suits.”

      She got to her feet. “Do you always bring more than one swimsuit?”

      I nodded. “I do, actually. I like to swim in the pool in the morning and hit the hot tub in the evening, and I hate putting on a wet suit. As luck would have it, I haven’t had time for either today after the laundry service returned them, so both are clean.”

      “My lucky streak keeps on ticking.” Her smile was sweet with a splash of bashfulness. It was an odd combo that I kept getting glimpses of, I would be lying if I said I wasn’t intrigued to know the real Allison.
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      The elevator dinged, indicating we’d arrived on the ninth floor, and it turned out the hot tub was next to the hotel gym. It was like most other hotels in the world, and I was slightly disappointed, because this place was supposed to be super fancy. Shouldn’t the hot tub be on the roof with naked dancing ladies offering you delectable drinks that were served to Roman goddesses?

      Dagny waved her key to open the door. “What are you thinking?”

      “What? Nothing. Why?”

      “You have a naughty look in your eyes.”

      “Oh, you know. Just wondering if these will be my last moments on earth.”

      She rolled her eyes.

      The lights were off.

      I scoped out the place. “Not a creature was stirring, not even a mouse.”

      “What do you say, turn the lights on or keep them off?” Dagny slipped out of her bathrobe, dipping her toes into the water to test the temperature. “Ah, that feels good.”

      “I say no lights. The view is spectacular. You can even see the lights from Winter Wonderland.” I shed my bathrobe, boldly entering the water without allowing time for my body to adjust. “I like to dive right in.”

      She sat on the edge, easing her legs in. “If it were a pool, I would. With hot tubs, I much prefer the baby step approach.”

      I dipped my head back, getting my hair wet. “I didn’t think tonight would turn out like this. Truth be told, I wasn’t looking forward to hanging out with my friends. Young lesbian love can be sickening for the likes of me.” I raked my hands through my hair, pulling a dark strand off my fingers and depositing it on the side of the hot tub.

      “Ha! The lesbian couple in line is what brought us together. Lesbian love is in the air tonight, apparently.”

      I cocked my head to the side, peering into her chocolate eyes, and parroted, “Apparently,” in a tiny voice that sent shivers through me. Why? This wasn’t the time for me to get involved with anyone, let alone an American only in town for the holiday. Use that brain of yours, Allison.

      She started to speak, but paused, cranking her head to the ceiling, lost in thought. “Wait a minute. Was that couple… were they your friends? It never made much sense to me they’d blow you off.”

      “It’s possible.” There was no way I was going to confirm or deny because the curiosity in her expression was so fucking adorable.

      “You love being secretive, don’t you?” She kicked water at me, leaving her foot near my shoulder.

      “It seems to be paying off at the moment, so why change course?”

      She slipped into the hot tub like an eel, as if needing the water to envelop her completely.

      To cover my… unease, shyness, or whatever I was feeling, I rolled my neck to the side, sloshing water. “I feel like I’m slowly coming back to life.”

      She practically purred yes, causing my heartrate to kick into a higher gear. But, this wasn’t the right time in my life or hers to do anything rash. I was about to embark on a new assignment. Romance had to be shelved so I could focus on my career, or I’d only ever be average. Since reading about the muckrakers when I was a teenager, I promised myself I wouldn’t settle for simply phoning it in. Otherwise I would have become a sports reporter. No, I wanted people to know my name and associate it with Tarbell, Woodward, Bernstein, Farrow—

      “What are you thinking?”

      Think, Allison. “Hot water can do miracles. Especially after the night you had. Are you really going to try to sleep through all of tomorrow? You could spend it here.”

      “I don’t know. It would be weird hanging out in a hot tub all day by myself. What is it you’re doing again?”

      “I had to work today, much to my mother’s annoyance. I told her I wouldn’t be able to make it home this year because I didn’t have any time off and couldn’t afford the ticket, but I’m catching an early flight tomorrow to surprise her.”

      “That’s sweet.”

      I put a finger to my lips. “Don’t tell anyone. I have a rep to protect.”

      “Your secret is safe with me. Tell me about your friends you were supposed to meet tonight.”

      “What about them?”

      “Are you close? I mean, you ditched them on Christmas Eve. Don’t bother denying it. I can tell I’m right.”

      I chortled. “I doubt they even noticed. I had a short fling with one of them right after the breakup. It’s not a big secret, hence why I think neither of them bothered to text to find out why I didn’t meet them where I said I would.”

      She pointed at me. “I knew it! I mean, I wasn’t positive, but I had a sneaking suspicion.”

      “You tricked me!” I splashed water at her but did it gently so it only caused a swell of water, not a spray.

      “Are you mad?”

      “I should be.” I playacted being hurt, but this was nothing like the subterfuge I was used to dealing with. It was lighthearted, and it was pulling me further into her web.

      “Why’s that?”

      “Truth is, I’m CIA. No one is supposed to get the upper hand on me, or…” I mimed being hung, sticking out my tongue, making my body go limp.

      “Why would the CIA be in the UK and not back home?”

      “Actually, the CIA aren’t allowed to do their spooky tactics on US soil. Only the FBI can.”

      She regarded me with curiosity. “How do you know that?”

      I couldn’t say because I had sources in the CIA. That would be way too revealing. “I’ve seen every episode of Homeland. Have you watched it?”

      Dagny shook her head.

      “Too bad. You can learn a lot from the show.”

      “Why didn’t you want to tell me you ditched your friends?”

      I blew out a breath. “I didn’t want to explain why it was awkward to be around them.”

      “Because you slept with one of them.”

      “Yep.”

      “You’ve already had your rebound, then?”

      “Am I limited to only one?” I made my voice sultry.

      “That’s a good question, and I haven’t put a lot of thought into it.”

      “Do you put a lot of thought into everything?” I took a seat on her right, within reach but still with enough distance not to seem too forward.

      “It’s the math geek in me. I like to calculate things and have neat and orderly answers. Like, Steve is taking me to London over Christmas. That must mean Steve is going to propose.” She shrugged. “Maybe that’s my problem. Trying to plan based on data points, not feeling.”

      “I’m not sure you were the source of Steve’s problem. No matter how much we like to think we have that much control over someone else’s happiness, we don’t. I think Steve’s actions speak loudly that he was only thinking of himself.”

      She seemed to let those words sink in, resting her head against the lip of the tub, the bubbles swirling around her face. The blue hot tub lights in the darkness made the water seem somewhat magical. Healing, almost. Was Dagny of the same mind?
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      The only sound came from the hot tub jets. Both of us stared out the window at the twinkling lights of London. The rain had stopped, but the clouds had condensed into dark gray, foreboding masses.

      “This is such a beautiful city. I can see why you don’t want to leave it.” I let out a contented sigh.

      “It has a way of winning over most hearts.” She swiveled her head to me. “New York isn’t so bad, though.”

      “I love the theater. Plays, musicals, ballets—you name it, and I love it.” I licked my lips. “Sadly, I don’t think I’ll be able to afford the city or those things for quite some time.” I wiped water droplets off my brow. “But that’s a worry for when I get back. Not for tonight.”

      “What’s tonight for, then?” Her lips were full, and her eyes sparkled. As if taking note of my attention, her chest heaved a bit above the waterline.

      “No consequences. I’m in a foreign place. With a stranger who, in all likelihood, I won’t ever see again. It’s like I have a Get Out of Jail Free card.”

      “And this stranger, what do you plan to do to her?” She inched closer on the bench.

      “What do you recommend?” My head moved closer to hers.

      “It’s Christmas Eve. The world is your oyster.”

      I laughed. “What does that mean?”

      “What do you want it to mean?” According to her eyes, Allison asked the question with sincere honesty.

      After a moment’s thought, I realized I really didn’t have a big picture answer. I was only thinking about wanting her in the here and now. Should I just say it? “Another good question. I’m a bit out of practice with coming on to someone, and it’s been forever since it involved a woman.”

      “Shut up, and kiss me.”

      Well, if she insisted. I leaned into the kiss, our lips brushing against each other. Softly at first. I knew her lips would be welcoming, like crushed velvet on bare skin.

      She placed one hand behind my head, pulling me into her more, and deepened the kiss. Her tongue sought mine. Not to control, but to experience me. And me her.

      I could kiss her all night.

      Allison, aided by us being in the water, moved me onto her lap, giving us better access.

      We’d reached the stage of pawing each other while frantically kissing.

      She unsnapped my top, lifting me above the water to suck my hardening nipple into her mouth.

      I tossed my head back, savoring the sensation.

      She repeated the process on my other nipple.

      I wanted her.

      Inside me.

      But not here.

      Not in the open.

      And it was too hot.

      “Wait,” I said when her right hand traveled down my stomach. “Let’s go back to the room. I think I may pass out if we stay in here too much longer. I don’t want to miss out on the fun.”

      “We can’t have that. Not sure prison is where I want to spend the next twelve years.”

      “How’d you get to prison?” I laughed, placing a wet hand on her cheek, my fingers already turning into prunes. More proof it was time to get out of the water.

      “I don’t think people will believe this gorgeous woman was a willing participant in a night of debauchery.” She stepped out of the tub, retrieving my robe for me to cover my half-naked body.

      “Such a sweet talker.”

      “Is it when I’m telling the truth? You have looked in a mirror at least once in your life.” Her gaze swept over me one more time before closing the robe.

      I pursed my lips while simultaneously rolling my eyes. “Come on.” I scooped up my top, shoving it into the pocket of my robe. After she put on her robe, I grasped her hand and yanked her toward the elevator.

      “My, my, my. You are ready to love and leave me.”

      I peered over my shoulder. “Have you changed your mind?”

      “Not one fucking bit.”
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      The light to the door kept flashing red. Dagny waved the room key card again with the same result, pulling a frustrated growl from her.

      I took it from her hand and moved in front of her. “Let me try.”

      Dagny had her body pressed against mine, and I leaned back into her more, not wanting to break our connection.

      The green light flashed, and the door unlocked. “What can I say? I’m good with my hands.”

      “I’m banking on that.” There was meaning in the way she said it, as if not expecting a cheap thrill but something more. What that was, I couldn’t put my finger on quite yet.

      Dagny pulled me inside, kissing me as she walked backward into the main room. The fire was still going, and the room was about ten degrees hotter.

      I untied her robe, easing it over her shoulders. All she had on was a bikini bottom. “You must swim a lot.”

      “My mom used to joke I was part fish.”

      I trailed my fingertips from her left collarbone, over the swell of her breast, down her stomach, landing on the top of the swimsuit bottom. “These have to go.” Getting on my knees, I lowered them, allowing her to step out.

      Dagny closed her eyes, sucking in a deep breath.

      “You’re sure about this?” I asked.

      She nodded.

      My hands explored her calves, then thighs, bypassing the hot zone, working up to her breasts as I rose on to my feet. “Such soft, creamy skin.”

      She kissed my neck, tenderly nibbling on my earlobe. Her breath was hot against my skin, although my body reacted by creating hundreds of goose bumps with each stroke of her tongue.

      Part of me wanted Dagny to plunge her fingers deep inside, taking me right then and there. One hitch in that plan was she was the naked one, not me. Actually, that wasn’t a problem but a delight.

      The other part of me enjoyed my slow seduction. I stood back, staring into her eyes, releasing her hair from the bun she’d hastily made before heading to the hot tub. My fingers ran through her hair. “I’ve never looked deeply into eyes that looked like molten chocolate.”

      She started to deny her eyes were special, but I smothered her lips with my fingers.

      Dagny sucked one of them into her mouth, and her dark eyes burned brighter. I wanted to take a dip in them.

      She untied my robe, biting down on her lip.

      A chill went through me, and I removed my wet top and shucked the bottom.

      “Maybe I should hire your military man.” Her eyes traveled over my toned arms. They widened when taking in the hint of a six pack, before roving down my legs. She made more appreciative sounds.

      “The commute back and forth would be brutal.”

      “For a body like yours, the sacrifice may be worth it.” Dagny slowly reached out to touch the swell of my breast.

      I smiled, giving her all the time to make contact. “I won’t break. I promise.”

      “It’s been so long since I’ve touched someone other…” She let the words die as if realizing it probably wasn’t the best time to mention Steve.

      “We’ve got all night, and we can go as slowly as you need.”

      She pressed against my body, the contact igniting all my nerve endings like a circuit board with sensory overload. Her chin rested on my shoulder. “It’s nice, being nearly the same height.”

      “One plus of lesbian relationships. Unless you’re dating a really short man, or you’re an incredibly tall woman.” I peppered her shoulder with light kisses.

      Her fingers dug into my back.

      My mouth was on hers.

      Her legs wobbled, but my arms held her firmly in place in front of the fire.

      Fire.

      Was her pussy throbbing for attention like mine?

      My tongue worked its way down her chin, dipping into the hollow of her throat. Skimming down to her right nipple. Taking it into my mouth with the perfect amount of sucking and pressure, given the hardness and contented sigh.

      She placed her hand between my thighs, getting firsthand knowledge of how much I wanted her.

      “Can I help you?” I teased.

      “I think I can help you,” she tossed back.

      “Is that so?” My lips clamped down onto her left nipple. “What if I want you first?”

      “Should we flip a coin?”

      “That would be a first for me.”

      Her index finger parted my lips, causing my breath to hitch. “We could share.”

      My right hand quickly found its mark, the pad of my thumb caressing her bud.

      She sucked in an excited breath.

      What I wanted was to rock her world and have my mind fucking blown.

      I moved inside Dagny, only one finger, which she mirrored.

      In and out all the while we stared into each other’s eyes.

      She added another finger and more urgency.

      I did the same.

      Our rapid breaths were in sync.

      Our wrists snapping in the same motion.

      Her face reddened, and her eyes continued to glow with desire and life.

      She plunged in deeply, causing me to stumble some.

      Before I knew it, she had me on the plush cream carpet in front of the fire. On top of me, her fingers back inside. Her tongue in my mouth. Everything was happening so fast, although I felt everything times a million.

      Her mouth trailed lower, her tongue leaving a trace of where she’d been.

      When she arrived at my navel, my senses heightened to a level I’d never known. I couldn’t wait for her mouth to take me down there. To feel her tongue on my clit. To swipe and suck it. I nearly came just from imagining it.

      Her teeth grazed my pubic hair.

      She sucked in a deep breath of my sex pouring over her fingers.

      Before her mouth made contact, she gazed up at me, a crooked smile on her face. It was as if she was memorizing the way I looked at this moment. The moment before she tasted me.

      I held her gaze.

      Dagny slanted her head, as if trying to find something to say, but couldn’t. Was the thoughtful mathematician having second thoughts? I was about to let her off the hook, but she turned her attention to the pulsing sensation.

      Slowly, her tongue extended, hovering over my sex for a split second longer than I anticipated.

      A gush escaped me.

      Dagny’s eyes took it in, while her tongue lightly flicked my clit, and I let out the most satisfactory I want you to fuck me hard groan. The type you read about in novels but never actually experienced in real life. Or at least I hadn’t until this night.

      Was it the forbidden aspect of Dagny?

      A stranger in a hotel room on Christmas Eve?

      Something more?

      She sucked my sex into her mouth, and I arched my back off the floor. Her fingers were deep, forcing even deeper.

      Dear God, don’t let this night end.

      She focused on circling my clit, allowing her tongue to break contact and then touch again. The on and off drove me insane with desire.

      I snapped my eyes shut to enjoy the flashes of light marking the beginning of my orgasm.

      Dagny shoved deep inside, pulled back, and repeated.

      I pulled her head into my zone, wanting her tongue to get me to the finish line and beyond.

      She obliged ever so willingly.

      My thighs started to quake.

      Her fingers inside pulled upward, eliciting another round of flashing lights.

      I audibly groaned and imagined people in the surrounding rooms heard.

      The crest of orgasm roared into full-on, my torso lurching up, my hands cradling her head as Dagny didn’t relent, her fingers and tongue working in tandem.

      “Holy hell,” I said, tossing my head back. “Holy hell.”
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      After her body stilled, Allison grabbed one of the blankets from the couch and covered us, now both of us laying side by side.

      I snuggled close to her.

      “I wish I could use the fireplace in my flat.” She rested her flushed cheek on bent elbow.

      “Why can’t you?” I rolled on my side to face her.

      “My landlord says it’s not safe, and I’m not adventurous enough to test it out.” She kissed the tip of my nose gently. “That’s one experience I’d rather not add to my list. Burning down a building.”

      “A sensible plan. I try to avoid fires of all types. I’m not even fond of candles. Do you know, on average, candles start twenty-one house fires every day?”

      “I never gave it any thought.”

      “I think a lot about stuff like that.”

      “Dying?” She looked at me with kind, curious eyes.

      “Yes, and those close to me.” People leaving seemed to be my cross to bear in life, but the illogical part of my brain wasn’t able to accept that simple fact, causing a lot of anxious moments and irrationality.

      “The fireplace doesn’t scare you? Should I flip it off?”

      “It’s electric and contained.” I stifled a yawn.

      “Am I keeping you up?” She waggled her eyebrows.

      “Worse things have happened to me.”

      Allison cupped my breast with her soft hand. “Has this been enough of a diversionary tactic to get you through the holiday?”

      “For the moment, but I’m hoping to find my reserve to experience some more.” I added, “With you.”

      She craned to look out the window. “The rain is back, so unless you’re a love ’em and leave ’em type, it appears I’ll be here for the duration of the night until I have to make a mad dash to the airport.”

      “I’m the type people leave, so I think you’re safe.”

      Her hand explored my torso. “I can’t think of one reason why someone in their right mind would ever leave you. I’ve only known you a few hours, but you are the full package. Intelligent. Kind. Funny. Beautiful—inside and out.”

      “Psssh. How can you say that?” I turned away from her gaze.

      With her finger, she pulled my face to hers. “I trust my gut when it comes to interacting with people. You, Dagny, are a good person. You didn’t deserve what happened. Especially tonight of all nights.”

      “Well, he could have done it on New Year’s Eve. Not sure which is worse.” My mind joggled both scenarios, unable to decide which would have hurt the most.

      “Both are pretty bad and show Steve’s true self. Right now, it hurts.” She rested her hand over my heart. “It will for a while. But you’ll come out of this stronger. Happier. Steve will regret ruining the best thing that ever happened to him. Trust me on this. People like him always come to their senses much too late.”

      “I can see why your company sends you out to wine and dine their clients.” I flicked away a tear, but a smile formed on my lips.

      “That side of me is completely different. I go on autopilot when I have to flatter contacts. The trick is to blow smoke up their asses so well they have no idea I’m doing it.” She laid her head on my chest. “That’s not hard because most of them have egos the size of the Empire State Building. Don’t for one second think I’m conning you. It’s a shame we live in different countries. I’d like to take you to dinner. Have a proper date. Get to know you more.”

      “Just my luck to find the perfect woman when said woman is unavailable.”

      She laughed. “Perfect, huh? Are you just saying that because of…?” She motioned to us on the floor in front of the fire.

      “I’m sure that’s part of it, but it’s not the only reason. Not many strangers would have stayed with me while my world was crumbling. I can’t think of one friend who would have been there for me on Christmas Eve. Not without making me feel guilty for taking them away from their festivities.”

      “People, as a whole, suck. On an individual level, I like some, but I’m extremely selective. When you think about it, really, factoring in human events like the Holocaust, Rwanda, Syria, people fucking suck.”

      I laughed. “That’s cheerful.”

      She popped her head up again. “It’s helpful to know, because when you do meet someone worth letting in, you should jump in headfirst and hold on.”

      The intensity of her stare stilled my heart briefly. Then it thundered in my chest as if a herd of buffalo were charging. “If you don’t kiss me right now, I won’t survive another second on this planet.”

      She did.

      Oh God, how was this happening?

      Falling for Allison.

      No.

      Not falling.

      I was infatuated.

      It was as simple as that.

      I wasn’t the type to believe in love at first sight.

      But if I remembered correctly, I hadn’t felt a spark the first time she spoke to me. More an annoyance, so the whole first sight was out of the question.

      Now, I was aflame with passion.

      I forced Allison flat onto the carpet and climbed on top, my tongue mouth fucking her, my hip rubbing between her legs. She clawed my back.

      “I want you again,” I growled, pulling my head back to take in her body. “No tattoos. When I spied your nose ring, I thought for sure you’d have at least one. Unless there’s one on your backside.”

      She shook her head. “Sorry to disappoint.”

      “Not disappointed.” I pinned her arms above her head.

      Allison took advantage of my positioning, taking my nipple into her mouth. Not that I planned to admonish her, even when she applied more force with her teeth.

      Releasing my nipple, Allison peered down at my wetness. “I could take care of that for you.”

      “What? Exactly?”

      She nudged my pussy with her right hip. “This.”

      I reciprocated by rubbing my hip into her wetness. “You have the same problem.”

      “Oh, it’s not a problem. It’s just what I want. Right now. With you. Besides, you’ve already had your way with me. What happened to sharing is caring?”

      “Like you said earlier, with the rain, you aren’t going anywhere soon, so you just have to be patient.”

      “Not sure I can when every fiber of my being wants to fuck you.”

      “My, my, my… such a sweet talker.” I kissed the area around her left nipple. “This also needs my attention.” I sucked her nipple into life. My left hand still held her arms down. “If I let go, will you behave?”

      “Only if you promise to let me have my way with you. After you get your fill, that is.”

      “Not sure that’ll be possible in one night, but I’ll do my best.” I released her arms. “I need both hands to do the things I want to do to you.”

      “Sounds promising.”

      “Don’t get your hopes up too much. It’s been a while since I’ve pleased a woman twice in such a short time span. What if earlier was simply luck?”

      “It’s like riding a bike.”

      “I’ll never think of bike riding in the same light.” My tongue slid to her other nipple.

      Allison dug her head into the carpet, closing her eyes.

      My hip continued to keep her in the moment, but nothing more. I wanted to be inside her when she came again. With my mouth on her. Tasting her desire. Smelling her excitement. Feeling her body shudder. Hearing her panting for more. Seeing the swell of pleasure tip over into ecstasy.

      It was amazing the first time, and thinking of the things I wanted to do to her again brought me to the edge.

      My mouth made its way down her stomach, savoring the saltiness of her flesh. My tongue dipped into her belly button, causing her to squirm.

      Her pubic area was sparse and expertly trimmed. Had she been expecting to take home a stranger all along, or was she this fastidious every day? A question to ask later because I could now smell her sex, and my body did a full-on tremble.

      Holy fucking hell, she smelled incredible. An intoxicating blend of sweet and sexy musk. How had I avoided eating pussy for so long? Especially when it drove me this mad with passion?

      I inhaled deeply, doing my best to sear this memory permanently into my brain.

      I arrived at the apex, not tasting her quite yet, still enjoying the scent and taking in her glistening sex.

      Allison opened her eyes, watching me study her, the left side of her mouth crooking upward in that way of hers that turned me on. Even more than I already was.

      I parted her lips and eased a finger inside.

      Allison reacted by clenching around my finger but didn’t break her smoldering eye contact.

      I moved in and out, slowly. Savoring her warmth.

      She propped herself on her elbows to take in everything.

      Usually, I hated being the center of attention. With her, though, right now, I wanted to be the center of her world.

      My head dipped closer.

      And closer.

      I licked my lips, torn between tasting her now and holding off for as long as possible so this moment, and night, would never end.

      I added another finger inside her.

      Allison moaned in appreciation.

      Ever so gently, I flicked her clit.

      She tasted as good as I knew she would.

      How would it be possible to say goodbye to this woman in a few hours, probably never to see her again?

      Knock it off, Dagny.

      Live in the now.

      And right fucking now, I had my face in between a beautiful woman’s legs. Experience it. Now.

      I pressed my tongue into her sex, making Allison groan. A sign she was ready for me.

      I circled her clit, her wetness spreading for me to enjoy.

      It was like riding a bike. My tongue and fingers knew exactly what to do.

      Allison wrapped her fingers around the back of my head, keeping my face in place. As if I’d move away willingly.

      I lapped her bud, mixing the speed and amount of pressure, teasing her but also getting her one tiny step closer to the final destination.

      My fingers plunged in deeper.

      Diving in deep with each thrust. Pulling back. And driving back into her.

      She pulled my face into her as if she wanted to suck me completely inside.

      I increased the speed of my tongue.

      Her fingers dug into my scalp, alerting me I was doing everything right.

      It was amazing to have this effect on someone.

      With her, it was even more incredible.

      I wanted her to come.

      Hard.

      For as long as possible.

      How had Allison cast this spell over me in such a short amount of time?

      And did she feel the same?

      “Please, Dagny. Don’t stop. I need you.” Her vulnerable voice spoke volumes.

      That was the proof I needed I wasn’t alone in this.

      I shoved my fingers all the way into her, pulling upward, hitting the right spot, causing her legs to tremble as if she’d been hit by a nine-point-five earthquake, coupled with a tsunami-like flood of exhilaration.

      “Jesus,” she whispered.

      I stilled my tongue but pressed it hard onto her clit, causing one last gasp from Allison before she fell onto her back, spent.

      Keeping my fingers inside her for a moment longer, I rested my chin on her thigh, watching her breasts heave up and down, while Allison’s body continued experiencing the afterglow.

      She lifted her head. “Come here.”

      I snaked up her body, planting tender kisses on my way into her waiting arms, all the while trying to still my mind.

      Was I only a one-night stand?

      Was all of this a result of dealing with heartbreak?

      Was I desperate not to feel alone?

      A plague for most orphans.

      Or was this something more?

      Could a one-night stand lead to…?

      “What are you thinking?” She cupped my cheek.

      I told her without hesitation.

      She absorbed my words and worry, not speaking for a second or two longer than I would have liked. “It’s not a secret I wasn’t the best with the long-distance thing with my ex. But, I’m not sure I can let you…” She groaned in frustration. “What am I going to do with you?” She held me tightly against her.

      “What do you want to do with me?”

      “Never let go.”

      “Don’t, then.”

      I couldn’t see her face, but her entire body smiled. Then she sighed. “How do we proceed, though?”

      “That’s a very good question. As friends, perhaps, who email, text, and video chat. I want to be able to stare into those blues of yours.”

      “Friends without benefits?”

      “Does phone sex put us into that category? Or Skype sex? Is that a thing?” I repositioned so I could see her face, and I lightly traced my finger around her areola.

      “Oh, I’m sure we wouldn’t be the first to have sex via webcam. We’d have to be super creative to come up with an original way to get our groove on that hasn’t been done before.” She placed both hands under her head.

      I continued tracing my finger over her chest. “How is it I get dumped by Steve and find you all in the same night?”

      “Fate perhaps. Or my karma is kicking in.”

      I furrowed my brow.

      “I wasn’t all that great at the long-distance thing with Lady X.”

      “Did you guys have Skype sex?” My fingers traveled lower down her stomach.

      “Lady X wasn’t much into that.”

      Allison closed her eyes when my fingers reached her swollen lips. Her clit was still wet and larger than life. I circled it with the pad of my thumb, and Allison’s breathing quickened. It didn’t take long to get her from A to Z.

      “Did she do that?”

      “She may have on an occasion or two, but not as masterfully as you.” Her eyes were on mine, and I believed her. Or wanted to. So very much it almost hurt to think she might not feel the same.

      “You have that worried look again.”

      I nodded.

      “I know you have a lot to take in. Steve. This. And I don’t know how to alleviate the worry or frustration. Except by being honest. It’ll be hard to say goodbye to you without knowing when I’ll be able to see you again. The worst that can happen is we find out we have absolutely nothing in common but Skype sex.”

      “What if we find out we have everything in common, but you’re here and I’m there?”

      “Then we’ll figure out a way to be in both places at the same time. But that’s getting way ahead of ourselves. It might be best to enjoy the time we have now and then go from there. Worrying about what may or may not happen won’t accomplish a thing except ruin a special night.” She leaned up and took my face in her hands, kissing me tenderly as if that was the only way to reassure me everything would be okay.

      The kissing turned into raw lust that could only be satiated one way. For the rest of the night.
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      Dagny’s breathing was labored, but she tugged on my arms and said, “Come here.”

      I snaked upward from her pussy, lying on top of her. “Am I crushing you?”

      “No.” She ran her hand down my back. “You feel good right where you are.”

      “That’s a relief. I’m not sure I can move.”

      Dagny chuckled softly. “We’ve had quite the workout. Three to three. A tie.”

      “In Britain, it’s called a draw.”

      “Orgasms?”

      “No, a tied score.” I yawned.

      She also yawned. “We should move to the bed.”

      I rolled to the side, propping my head up on bent elbow. “Shame to leave the fire.”

      “How is Santa going to shimmy down, though?”

      “Wh—oh, right. It’s very early on Christmas. My brain is a little fried at the moment.”

      Dagny cupped my cheek. “Nearly fucked to death.”

      “Not a bad way to go when you consider all the different possibilities.” I had a habit of thinking of death, considering how many journalists died every year, and it seemed to be getting worse, but right then and there, I wanted to staunch them to enjoy the little time we had together.

      “That’s quite a macabre thought. Way better than dying by a fire started by a candle.”

      “True.” I loved her way of putting things. Bluntly with unintended humor.

      Again, she yawned. “I don’t think I can move a muscle.”

      I half snorted. “Not sure I can either. Fire it is.”

      “What’s your favorite book?”

      I gazed into her eyes. “Isn’t that a question before—” I waved to us, naked on the floor.

      “Right now, I’m not much of a rule follower. So…?”

      I draped my arm over her stomach. “Let me think. I’m a huge fan of what my ex called the depressing era.”

      “Is that the official name?” She squinted and scratched her head.

      “Well, a lot of them wrote before and during the depression, but my all-time fave is The Great Gatsby, which was published before the 1929 crash.”

      “Did you like the movie?”

      “Which one? Redford or DiCaprio?”

      “Either.”

      “Nope. I wasn’t a big fan, but I’m a difficult person to please.”

      “I haven’t found that to be the case at all.” A grin split her face.

      “You seem to hold the secret to making me happy.” I rubbed my nose against hers.

      She stared into my eyes, not blinking.

      I returned the gaze, doing my best not to break eye contact. “You really do have the loveliest eyes.”

      “I bet you say that to all the lonely ladies you seduce on Christmas.”

      “It’s possible, but you’re the only one who’s confessed to being one. Most people I interview keep their deep, dark secrets under wraps.”

      “Like job interviews?”

      “Something like that.” I didn’t want to delve deeper, so I steered us back to the conversation. “What’s your favorite book?”

      “I’m a King fan.”

      “I have to admit that surprises me some. Which one is your fave?”

      “It.”

      “I could never read or watch that one. I hate clowns.” I buried my face into her arm.

      “Is this the time to mention that I love going to the circus?”

      I repositioned to scrutinize her expressionless face. “I’m going out on a limb here, but I think you’re lying. Especially if It is your favorite novel. No one is cheering on Pennywise.”

      Her smile conceded the truth.

      “I’m more of a Shining fan.” It was the only King I’d read.

      “It’s another good one. Doctor Sleep isn’t bad. That movie is much better than The Shining. Even King didn’t like Kubrick’s take on it.”

      “Haven’t seen either. While I can read horror, I can’t watch it. There’s too much depressing shit in the world. I don’t need visuals. Having said that, one of my all-time faves in the scary category is Dracula. Have you read it?”

      Her eyes widened with interest. “No, should I?”

      “It’s hands down the scariest novel ever written.”

      She circled a finger in front of her face. “King fan, remember. There’s no way Dracula is more terrifying.”

      I popped up off the ground. “Wanna bet?”

      She sat up halfway, resting on both elbows, giving me a pleasant view of her fabulous breasts. “What’s the winner get?”

      I dragged my eyes upward. “Besides bragging rights?”

      Dagny nodded.

      “The loser has to fly to the other’s city and take the winner out on a date.”

      There was dead silence.

      I worried I’d misinterpreted the interest in her eyes for the past few hours, not to mention her words. “You can always lie and then refuse to give me your address. All I know is you live in New York City. It’d be like finding a needle in a haystack.”

      “Something tells me you can be quite resourceful.” The spark of interest was back in her eyes. “Deal. I can probably get through most of it on my flight home.”

      “Are you sure that’s wise?”

      “Agreeing to the bet? Are you having cold feet now?” she teased.

      “I’m positive I’ll win, but are you okay with flying to London again?”

      “The way I see it, the worst thing that can happen is having a horrible date in a city I love.”

      “You love London?”

      “And New York. Both have a lot to offer, don’t you think? Either way, it’ll mostly be a tie.” She jacked up her eyebrows, and I was fairly certain London was lumped into the New York category based on the night, not her entire trip.

      My heart started to pulse. “I’ve always thought it weird that soccer games can end in a tie. The competitor in me hates that.”

      She pulled me into a kiss, guessing I wasn’t talking about the date bet. “What if I want another go as well?”
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      In the morning, a ray of sunshine splashed across me, forcing my eyes open. I smothered the upper half of my face with my palms. My head throbbed, and my cottonmouth reminded me why I never got drunk.

      “Ugh.” I slowly reopened my eyes, searching for water, knowing I needed to hydrate my brain before it shriveled and died.

      Then memories of the previous night tugged at the edges of my brain.

      I’d come back to the hotel with someone.

      We’d had sex in front of the fireplace.

      Mind-blowing sex.

      But, now I was in the bed.

      Alone.

      No sign or trace of someone else being in the bed from what I could tell.

      And, I was in a T-shirt and shorts.

      Had it all been a dream?

      A wonderful one?

      But a dream nonetheless?

      Steve’s bag was gone, so that part of the previous evening really had happened.

      I had the mother of all hangovers, so the drinking had also been real.

      But Allison?

      No clue.

      I tossed back the comforter and clambered out of bed, taking a moment for a spell of dizziness to subside before heading into the bathroom.

      Standing at the sink, brushing my teeth, I tried to replay what I remembered from last night. Steve dumped me. That memory was forever burned into the repository of shitty things that’d happened to me.

      Then I went to Winter Wonderland, and I swear I met Allison while standing in line at the entrance.

      We had mulled wine. Lots and lots of mulled wine. Sausage and potatoes. Donuts. Went on the tower ride. She won me a minion. We came back here. Ordered whiskey and a cheese spread. Went hot tubbing. Came back and fucked.

      I went all girly, though, and said I wanted more than a one-night stand.

      Had she fled when I fell asleep? Dressed me so I wouldn’t know exactly what had happened and would always question if Allison was simply a figment of my imagination to get me through the dark days ahead?

      I spit out the toothpaste and gargled with minty mouthwash.

      Afterward, I rested both palms on the bathroom countertop and stared into the mirror. “What the fuck happened, Dagny?”

      I glanced toward the front part of the hotel room, scared to wander in there to find the best part of the night had never happened. Was I losing time again?

      “Jesus, just get it over with.” I walked into the room.

      The cheese platter sat on the coffee table.

      There was one bathrobe and one wet bikini bottom discarded on the carpet near the front door.

      I spun around the room.

      Then again.

      Where was the other swimsuit? And robe?

      Maybe I went to the hot tub by myself.

      And drank a decent amount of whiskey from the looks of the bottle.

      Needing cold water, I padded into the kitchenette. On the table by the window sat a large minion with a piece of paper in front of it.

      I stood frozen.

      Surely, I didn’t win myself the minion.

      “Or write yourself a note,” I muttered, taking three massive steps to seize the paper.

      It read: Dear Dagny, please accept my apologies for leaving so early to catch my flight. The thought of seeing the sadness in your eyes was too much for me to bear. Also, I hope you don’t mind, but I took your swimsuit and robe to have something of yours to hold on to. Hopefully, the hotel won’t charge you for the robe. I’ve changed my trip and will now be in NYC on New Year’s Eve. Will you be my date? You don’t even have to read Dracula if you don’t want to.

      Below the message was her phone number and email.

      My eyes scanned all available surfaces for my phone, but I didn’t spy it. Was it still in my purse? I ran to where I’d seen it last, on the table by the door. I fished for my phone, cursing. Why did it always end up in a crease at the bottom, making it difficult to find? Finally, with phone in hand, I dashed back to the kitchen where I’d left the note.

      I punched in her phone number.

      It went straight to voice mail.

      Fuck.

      I listened to her message, which was professional and to the point.

      “Allison!” I started off with too much excitement. Bringing it down a notch, I continued. “This is Dagny. From last night—but you know that, or I hope you do.” I covered the phone and groaned. “The answer is yes, I’d love to be your date on New Year’s Eve. Call me when you get this, and we can make plans. I can’t wait to see you again.”

      I ended the call, feeling a mixture of exhilaration and sadness.

      Six days if I didn’t count today.

      Then I’d see Allison.

      For one night.

      But it would be worth it.

      Damn! I’d forgotten to mention Dracula, but did it really matter? We had a tentative date, not one based on the other losing a reading bet, but…

      I opened my ebook app on my phone and punched in Bram S, since the search bar populated the options before I had to type more, and I downloaded the book.

      Right now, I needed to eat, and nothing on the cheese platter looked appetizing after sitting out all night. I ordered a full English breakfast, American pancakes, and fresh fruit from room service. After having sex most of the night and the hangover from hell, I intended to gorge on food.

      Then go for a long walk in Hyde Park. That might keep my mind off of everything. Like her smile. The way she touched me. Having her inside me.

      Knock it off, Dagny.

      No reason to torture yourself.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighteen

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Allison

      

      

      

      I pulled up in the rental car outside the house in a suburb of Boston, the remnants of a snowstorm still present in the shade under a cluster of leafless apple trees I’d planted for my mom when we moved into the house after the divorce.

      Three years after planting those trees, I left for Harvard, which was only an hour away, allowing me to visit regularly, although that became less and less the older I got. Not that Mom ever made me feel guilty for living my life. In fact, she encouraged me all the way, saying a mom’s job was to ensure her child had more opportunities to have a better life.

      I grabbed my bag from the back seat of the car and made my way to the red door, a trademark of my mother’s. Bold was the word that described her.

      Instead of letting myself in, I rang the bell.

      There wasn’t a sound inside.

      Had she been invited somewhere? It wasn’t like my mom to leave home on Christmas. She loved to bake cookies while watching her favorite holiday flicks.

      I rang the bell again.

      “Just a minute,” Mom trilled in her oh, so mom voice. It brought a tear to my eye.

      The door swung open, and Mom’s jaw dropped, but she recovered quickly. “Allie!”

      She smothered me in an embrace.

      “Merry Christmas, Mum.”

      “Mum, is it?” She had me at arm’s length. “Let me get a look. I knew it. You’ve been working too hard and haven’t been eating. One day with me will fatten you up.” She pulled me back into the embrace.

      “Not true. Just yesterday I had two meals, not my usual one,” I joked, holding onto her tightly. I’d forgotten how much I missed these hugs.

      “It’s not hard, Alli. Just buy a sandwich, and eat it at your desk. There’s a Pret a Manger on nearly every corner in Britain.”

      I raised a finger. “Rookie mistake right there. You think I sit at a desk all day.” I made a show of sniffing. “I really hope those are your sugar cookies you’re famous for.”

      “Promise me you’ll take better care of yourself, or you can’t have any.” She crossed her arms, looking so much like the woman who used to greet me at the door whenever I missed my curfew.

      “So glad I flew seven hours to get lectured.” I playfully mimicked her stance.

      She intensified the mom death stare.

      I took a step back and put my hands up in surrender. “Okay, okay. I promise.”

      Mom hugged me again. “It’s so good to see you. I really thought this would be our first Christmas apart.”

      “Never.”

      She wrapped an arm around my waist and guided us to the kitchen.

      “It’s like a bakery in here.” Almost all the surfaces had cooking racks with sugar cookies in every Christmas shape imaginable.

      “Good thing you’re here. I need help decorating. But first, what do you want for brunch?”

      “Breakfast?” I looked at my watch to see it was only a little after ten. “It’s amazing when you think of it. I left London half a day ago, but have only lost a few hours.”

      “What’s it like going back in time?” She waggled her brows like she used to when I was little and believed she had magical powers.

      I surveyed the kitchen again, my eyes growing misty. “Like going home.”

      She stifled a sniffle, doing her best not to show any sadness. That was her thing, always showing strength, giving me the courage to lead my own life. It was the gift I’d never be able to pay her back for. Not completely.

      I rubbed my hands together. “I’ll have cookies for brunch. Let’s get decorating.”
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        * * *

      

      Working together, it didn’t take us long to finish decorating. I tucked the last of the cookies for tomorrow’s party into a white box, stacking it on top of the other boxes. “How’s the center?”

      “Oh, nothing has changed much, aside from the faces.” She had her back to me, but I noticed her shoulders tensing. “I don’t understand how so many fight for life until the moment the child is born and then just toss them to the wolves.”

      “The kids are lucky to have you in their corner. You aren’t a social worker but a superhero. I’m always telling people I was raised by Wonder Woman.”

      “Not sure I could fit into the costume these days.”

      I pinched my eyes shut to that image, eliciting laughter from her.

      “It’s good to have you home. How long are you staying?”

      “My flight’s at midnight.”

      “Tonight?” she roared.

      “Gotcha!” I shook a finger in the air. “I fly out on the thirtieth.”

      “The question is where to.” She gave me an appraising look that screamed how proud she was of my career.

      “I could tell you, but then I’d have to kill you.”

      “Ooooh, the big shot media vulture!”

      “Nice to know your opinion of my job is on par with the rest of the world’s.” My shoulders sagged.

      She motioned for me to take a seat at the kitchen table, and she placed two mugs of hot chocolate down, a small candy cane dangling over the side of each.

      I stirred my drink with the peppermint stick, the hot liquid melting the candy cane until the bottom half broke off.

      “What has you so distracted?” she asked.

      I looked up from my drink. “N-nothing. Why do you ask?”

      She cocked her head to the side. “Oh, that stutter means it’s about a woman.” She raised a hand. “No use denying it. Just fill me in.”

      I huffed, but I didn’t hold back, needing to talk it through now that I’d been away from Dagny for hours, and I actually missed her. How was it possible for the woman to get to me so quickly?

      “You met a woman on Christmas Eve. It’s like a miracle.” She tapped her fingertips together.

      “Or a curse. She lives in New York. I live in London. Long distance simply doesn’t work. That’s what I learned from my last relationship.”

      “Before you slam the door on it, why don’t you try getting to know her better? No need to order your U-Haul yet. Do they have flying ones now? Ever since watching The Jetsons, you’ve been convinced we’d have flying cars by 2020.”

      “Oh, so funny.” I chomped into another cookie, not remembering how many I’d already had. Calories didn’t count on Christmas.

      She grinned at me, sipping her hot chocolate. “If it’s meant to be, it is.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “You’ve always rushed right out of the gate with everything. Maybe slow down on this one. You just met. Talk to her on the phone or video. There’s no need to rush over the finish line, because if you do that, it won’t be the finish you want.”

      “Oh, my God. Stop talking in riddles!” I chomped into the hook part of the candy cane, relishing the crunch it made.

      “I’m not. Stop complicating simple things.”

      “Since when are matters of the heart simple?”

      “The heart is the easy part. It usually tells a person what it wants. It’s the connection between here”—she covered her chest—“to here.” She tapped the side of her head. “That’s where everything is lost.”
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      Once again, I stood on the south side of the Serpentine, near where Steve had told me it was over. Across the water, the entrance of Winter Wonderland was shut for the day. Not that I intended to go, but the sight of it deserted added another layer to the sadness I’d been trying to battle. I failed miserably to sleep through the day, so I decided to go for a walk before darkness descended on the city.

      A wind rustled my hair some, and I wrapped my arms tightly around my chest.

      Surprisingly, there were a lot more people out and about on this chilly but sunny Christmas afternoon. Families. Couples, hand in hand. As far as I could tell, I was the only single person in the park, aside from the occasional jogger.

      My phone rang.

      Who could be calling me now?

      Probably Steve. I neglected answering several of his texts from last night and this morning asking if I was okay.

      I answered without consulting the caller ID. “Hello?”

      “Hey.”

      I smiled at the sound of Allison’s sweet voice. “Hey! I’d thought you’d be on your way home.” I started walking in the direction of Kensington Gardens.

      “I just frosted cookies with my mum.”

      “Sounds nice.” My chest tightened, but I’d grown used to people saying things about families not meaning any harm by it. Not everyone got the true meaning of being an orphan, even as an adult. “I didn’t hear you leave this morning.”

      “It pays to be CIA.”

      I laughed. “Business Woman. Interviewer. CIA. You truly are a woman of mystery.”

      Allison plowed on, “I hadn’t packed last night before heading out, so I had to make a mad dash home and shove things into my bag. I probably don’t have one matching outfit, but I’m not complaining. I’d do last night over again every night if I could.”

      I did a happy jig and a silent squeal, much to the delight of a couple passing me. The woman, clutching onto her man’s arm, smiled.

      “Me too,” I said.

      “Some family is coming over for a late lunch, but I wanted to call and confirm our date in six days.”

      I didn’t bother mentioning it was five hours earlier on the east coast of the US and the day had been baring down on me since waking alone. “Where shall we meet?”

      “If it wouldn’t be a nightmare and a tourist trap on a holiday, I’d recommend the top of the Empire State Building.”

      I loved hearing her laughter. “That would be perfect except for the people. I want you all to myself.”

      “My hotel, then.” There was a commotion on her side. “Hey, my aunt and uncle just arrived. I’ll call you when I land. And, Dagny?”

      “Yes?” I prompted her to finish.

      “I’m looking forward to seeing where this goes.”

      “Me too.”

      I could hear laughter in the background.

      “Have a Merry Christmas. Talk soon.”

      When we hung up, I crossed the street to Kensington Gardens, intent on not wasting another second getting to know Allison’s adopted city. I looked around. The dull winter green grass seemed brighter than it was. Leafless trees. Paved and dirt paths offered different routes for most personality types through the park. Many dogs were off leashes, chasing balls their owners tossed.

      I ventured farther down the path edging the water. Off to my left was Kensington Palace on the horizon. A swan skimmed the surface of Long Water, coming to a rather graceful stop. Much more graceful than I would have ever managed, and the only trace of the maneuver was a slight ripple in the water.

      A curious squirrel stood on his hind legs, his front ones in what I assumed was his begging for a nut pose.

      I sucked in a deep breath of London air.

      I could live in this town. Or at least visit again and perhaps again if I played my cards right.
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        Allison

      

      

      

      I waltzed into the office on December thirtieth, not understanding why I was asked for a meeting with JJ Cavendish and Cora Matthews, the owners of Matthews Daily Dish. I spoke on the phone with JJ occasionally, but I’d never been summoned to the head office. If I was higher up on the food chain, I would have sworn I was about to be canned, but I was junior level at best, so there was no way they’d call me all this way to let me go.

      JJ stood to greet me, and I couldn’t help but think she was so short in person. “Alli, thanks so much for swinging through New York on your way back to London.”

      “All part of the job.” I shook hands with JJ and then Cora, who wore a tight-lipped smile that was difficult to discern.

      JJ waved for me to sit on the chair facing the plush sofa where the two owners sat side by side.

      “Sorry for the hush-hush manner of the meeting. I’m afraid we won’t clear up the air too much.” JJ chuckled. “I swear, the more I learn about tech, the less I feel like I know.”

      I nodded as if in agreement, but tech was my jam, so—

      “That’s why we called you in.” JJ wiped her palms on her jeans. “We have a source, but we’re not sure how to vet the person.”

      I waited, not wanting to seem overly eager, showing my age.

      “Can you fly out tonight?” Cora asked in a tone that said the answer better be yes or I was off the story because she didn’t seem the type for employees to push back.

      “T-tonight?” I stuttered.

      “I know it’s still the holiday season, but—” JJ shrugged that was the news business, which was one of the aspects I loved about it. No matter what, life never stopped happening, and it was our job to cover it.

      But Dagny was in the air on her way home, and I hoped to meet her at the airport because I couldn’t wait for our date tomorrow night.

      They stared at me, waiting for my answer.

      I weighed the facts. Both owners of my company asked me to meet them in the New York office, making it high-level shizzle. I was a reporter, so my job was to go to the story, not let the story come to me. If this was big, and why wouldn’t it be given the two women staring at me, it’d make my career.

      But there was Dagny. Who was amazing. Funny. Sexy as hell. She was also less than a week from a huge-ass breakup with Steve Fucking Laird, a big shot with a place on Fifth Avenue. I lived in a cheap flat in London. It had a good post code for the city, but the actual accommodations weren’t on par with Fifth Avenue. The chance of something meaningful happening between us was low.

      Cora cleared her throat.

      Uh-oh. I’d taken way too long to say, “Yes, of course, I can go.”

      JJ grinned, looking pleased, and relaxed.

      Cora still stared me down, but I felt less like she wanted to rip my toenails off, so that was a plus. I guessed.

      “Do you have an air-gapped laptop?” JJ asked.

      “Not with me.” Now I was beyond curious as to why I needed a computer that had never been connected to the internet.

      “Okay. You’ll have one by the time you get back.”

      Get back to New York or London?

      They were really keeping their cards close to their chests since nothing had been shared about what this was about.

      “What about a Faraday case?” JJ asked.

      Clearly, they were worried about hackers accessing data on any and all of my electronics. “I always travel with one and a blank laptop when I fly, just in case its searched by the authorities.” Not that I was working on a story when I left London, but old habits are hard to break.

      JJ consulted her watch. “I’m so sorry this has been sprung on you, but it’s how the source wanted it. I hope you have a warm coat with you.”

      “I understand.” I didn’t, but I was putting enough pieces together to know this could potentially be that “Oh shit!” story that made a journalist a household name.
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      The plane touched down in New York City with a jolt, immediately followed by the pilot engaging the brakes and reverse thrust to decelerate. I’d always loved this part of the flight, along with takeoff. The science behind launching such a massive craft into the sky and then landing at a speed of over one hundred miles an hour, only to slow down within a short expanse of time—there were no other words aside from simply amazing. Yet, looking around me, no one seemed impressed by the feat, only relieved that the seven-hour flight was coming to an end.

      The plane began its slow taxi to the terminal, turning left, then right.

      Looking through the window, I watched another plane land.

      Yet another took off.

      The precision of everything astounded me.

      People around me, though, rebooted their phones instead of taking it all in. Sending messages or receiving, not bothering with the beauty of the process.

      Roughly ninety-nine percent of the world’s population didn’t appreciate the power of math. Or science. Or even the details behind their everyday lives. How could they not see the forces impacting every decision? Every modern convenience? People didn’t bother to think about technicalities when it was much easier to ignore things they didn’t understand.

      However, the fact it was 6:00 p.m. in New York and 1:00 a.m. on New Year’s Eve in London, may have played a part of the lackluster appreciation from those around me.

      One of the three team members on the ground, in yellow vests with lit orange batons, directed the pilot along the white “J line” painted on the tarmac. It was absolutely imperative to hit the mark perfectly with the jet-way bridge since the door was behind the pilot, who was commanding a craft over one-hundred and fifty feet. Watch this process closely once, and drivers may stop bitching about parking an SUV in a tight one-car garage. Or witness what happens when it goes wrong. The wrenching of metal on metal. The sounds. The destruction.

      The wheels halted. Airplane chocks were wedged in place around the wheels.

      The flight attendants hopped up to ready the doors.

      Those around me unbuckled, and the ones sitting in aisle seats popped up to grab their items from the overhead bins to get a jump on being the first ones off the plane.

      Everything had a process.

      A symmetry.

      Yet, I felt discombobulated.

      I sucked in a deep breath, resting my head against the window, watching the men in yellow vests open the luggage compartment under the plane, preparing for what lay ahead.

      Life without Steve.

      Finding a place to live.

      Starting over. At thirty-eight.

      Not all was terrible. I was seeing Allison tomorrow night.

      That was my favorite part of the steps, but it seemed there were ninety-nine phases before laying my eyes on her once again. And, what if the magic of Winter Wonderland had worn off?

      The thought made my stomach lurch and my head swim.

      Up first, though, was catching a cab to our—no the—apartment. Steve had made other arrangements for himself to give me time to get my feet under me. Just the thought fanned another wave of panic into my bloodstream, causing my heart to race, my stomach to feel queasy, and an overall desire to shut down completely.

      When stressed, my heart wanted to switch the power off and wake up in the future when everything was fixed. In this instance, only I could fix things, so that option wasn’t available.

      The cabby, much to my pleasure, wasn’t the chatty type. Not once did he ask me where I’d been, if I lived in the Big Apple, or anything aside from my destination. The tiny TV screen mounted on the back of the front seat played the same ads and bits of a morning show on a loop while the car idled in traffic.

      It may have been faster to take the subway if it was running properly, but that was hit or miss lately. And I never liked lugging bags through a subway entrance, no matter the city, trying to avoid the floods of people streaming to and fro, dragging them down staircases. And, the air was always stale and unusually warm despite it being winter. Then there was the feeling like a salmon swimming against the stream and not making it past the hungry grizzly, aka seasoned commuters, who refused to cede ground.

      I closed my eyes, not opening them until the cabby said in a gruff voice, “Hey, we’re here.”

      I paid the fare in cash, almost accidentally paying with British currency.

      On the sidewalk, the doorman rushed to get my bags. “Welcome home, Miss Coombs.”

      I nearly broke down in tears. Forcing the emotions deep within until I made it to the apartment’s inner sanctum, I said, “Thank you, Felipe. I hope you had a very Merry Christmas.”

      “I did with the wife and kids. I bet yours in London was amazing.” His eyes were large with awe, and his Puerto Rican accent added charm.

      Clearly Steve hadn’t told the staff anything about our separation, though he wasn’t overly chatty with anyone. Polite, yes. But never busting down the wall between the help and his personal life. That had always bothered me since he wasn’t born with a silver spoon in his mouth. Neither of us had been.

      “It was… quite an experience.” I stumbled over my words. “One I won’t likely forget.”

      He helped me into the elevator, a firm grip on the handles of both wheelie bags.

      The ride to the fifteenth floor was deadly quiet.

      I let myself into the apartment, feeling slightly weird about it since this wasn’t my home anymore.

      Had it ever been? Truly?

      “Here you go, Miss Coombs.” He arranged my bags by the front door, standing there smiling, his hand on top of the minion’s head, which he placed on one of the bags.

      A tip! It was the holidays after all. I reached into my purse in search of US bills, only having a few dollar bills after paying the cab driver. “I’m sorry, Felipe. I seem to have more foreign money than US. Here.” I handed him the dollar bills and said, “I’ll get more later today. I promise.”

      Felipe grinned. “No worries. If I don’t see you before tomorrow night, have a happy New Year.”

      “You too.”

      He wheeled around on the polished tile floor, the soles of his sneakers squeaking, and closed the door behind him.

      I stood in the entryway, surveying the apartment.

      On the round table was the massive vase of flowers, which a local florist arranged once a week. The designer had insisted upon it.

      I never truly understood or appreciated the artwork on the walls. While the art in the Renaissance was way too religious for my taste, at least I understood the artist’s intent. Random streaks of color or splotches were difficult to decipher. Not that I ever said a word to Steve or the designer.

      They’d seemed to have some sort of bond while decorating this place, making it clear I was the rube who should simply smile, not comment.

      Again, my mind drifted to the thought: Did I ever belong here?

      Did it matter anymore?

      The eggs seemed pretty much baked in the cake, and now my stay here was temporary until I found a place of my own.

      My own place.

      That had a nice sound to it, after I let the initial wave of panic wash over me.

      Still terrifying, striking out on my own after so many years of being with Steve, who had a team of people taking care of everything.

      I inhaled a deep breath, letting it seep out slowly, and rolled my neck side to side. I set about unpacking, separating my laundry into colors, whites, and must be washed in the first load.

      Steps.

      My brain worked best when tackling steps.

      The sight of my balled-up swimsuit in a plastic bag reminded me of Allison, and I wished she’d left something of hers behind. She had a robe and my other swimsuit to remember me by, and I wanted a shirt of hers. To have her scent envelop me. I would probably live in the T-shirt, like getting a hug from her whenever I needed it.

      Was that a crazy thought after only spending one night with her?

      Did it matter considering my entire life had fallen apart?

      Being crazy in this way would be the least of my concerns at the moment if it helped me to keep going.

      Don’t lose time, Dagny.

      The phone in the apartment rang, and I pounced on it, realizing too late there was no way Allison would know this number.

      “Hello?”

      “Dagny.” Steve’s baritone voice assaulted my ears.

      “Hey.” My voice sounded bitter even to me.

      “Uh… how was your flight home?”

      “Uneventful. When did you return?”

      “Christmas.”

      No doubt so you could spend the day with her, because that was the only reason that made sense. How did this woman insert her life so easily into his? Twelve years swiped away by some—no, don’t go there. It’ll only torture you.

      Wait, was it the designer? Their closeness had always annoyed me, but I could never put my finger on the actual reason. I chalked it up to not giving a damn about design shit.

      “I…” His voice trailed off.

      “I’ll do my best to find a place to live soon,” I said, wondering if that was the purpose of today’s call.

      “Don’t worry about that, Dag.”

      Stop saying my name. Any version. Just stop. You lost that privilege when you started fucking whoever in the hell you’re fucking.

      “I have to unpack,” I said in a clipped tone.

      “Okay. I need to stop by sometime tomorrow to pick up a suit.”

      “Which one? I can leave it downstairs for you.”

      “It’s fine. I’ll come up.”

      It wasn’t like I could tell him no. It was his apartment, after all.

      I wanted to, though.

      “Whatever. See you tomorrow, then, maybe… I have to run some errands, and...” I stopped, realizing I didn’t need to fill him in about my life. Not anymore.

      He sighed but didn’t speak.

      I’d always been a terrible liar.

      “Talk to you later.” He rang off.

      The apartment was deathly quiet, causing the noise in my head to reach near explosion level.

      I whipped out my phone to solidify lunch plans tomorrow with Blair. I’d been on the fence about getting together and had been trying to concoct the perfect excuse to cancel, but now, with Steve’s threat of dropping by, I needed to get out of the apartment.

      “Alexa, play Adele.”

      “Send My Love to Your New Lover” streamed through the speakers.

      I flipped around and stared at the Echo Dot unit. Did the device know Steve had dumped me? Had Alexa known before I did? Was Alexa that cruel?

      Shaking off a creepy crawly sensation, I unzipped one of my toiletry bags and got to work, occasionally peeking at the Echo Dot as if she were spying on everything I did in a judgmental way.

      “Someone Like You” started to play.

      “Alexa, stop.”

      She did.

      The silence was unnerving. “Alexa, play something happy.”

      “Happy” by Pharrell Williams filled the void. Not my favorite, but at least I didn’t want to toss myself off the roof.

      Soon, though, my butt wiggled to the music, and I clapped a few times. Clearly, I wasn’t so heartbroken that I couldn’t resist the catchy tune and lyrics.

      “What do you think, Alexa? Must be the Allison effect,” I said to the device.

      Alexa switched to “Alison” by Elvis Costello.

      Followed by Sophie B. Hawkins, “Damn, I Wish I Was Your Lover.”

      That was simply too on point.

      That decided it. In my new apartment, no Alexa. Or Siri. Nothing that bumped up against the creepy line.
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      The private plane touched down on the runway. At least, I thought it was a runway. From my vantage point, we were in the middle of nowhere. If I were still a child, I would have thought JJ and Cora had whisked me up to the North Pole for an exclusive on Santa Claus.

      There was a car waiting on the tarmac, and when I deplaned, a woman who seemed faintly familiar stood next to the black vehicle with some seriously tinted windows.

      “Alli, you’re not in Kansas,” I whispered.

      “I don’t have all day,” the woman barked.

      I gripped the strap to my backpack and hoisted the weight off my lower back, which had been stiff and getting tighter since receiving this mysterious assignment.

      The woman opened the door behind the driver and whisked me inside before slipping around the back and climbing into the seat next to me. “It’s fucking cold here.”

      “Where is here?” I asked.

      She looked over her shades, useless in the vehicle. “I thought you’d been briefed about not asking questions that aren’t pertinent to the story.”

      “How am I supposed to know what’s relevant or not if I don’t have any details at all?”

      “JJ said you’d give me problems.” She chuckled, but it was difficult to discern why. Respect for me or praise for JJ pegging me?

      “You’re Janey, aren’t you?” I stared at JJ’s ex, the one who had exposed JJ’s past, but then they’d ended up working on the Alphabet Killer case. As far as I knew, Janey had disappeared into the ether, not wanting any exposure after two bombshell stories. The first nearly destroyed JJ, and the second put Matthews Daily Dish on the media map as a force to be reckoned with.

      “Wow. She told you absolutely nothing about any of this.” Janey seemed impressed JJ had maintained the secrecy of… whatever this entailed.

      “Correct.” I took off the cheap gloves Dagny had purchased for me and blew into my hands.

      “I have a warmer pair you can use. A whiney reporter with frostbite is the last thing I need.” She let out a huff of air, rustling the strands of hair poking out of her beanie.

      “If I’m the reporter, what are you to the story?” I didn’t expect her to answer, but how she evaded would provide me with clues. Or so I hoped.

      “I’m the one who people who don’t usually trust anyone go to when in trouble.”

      “Because they can trust you?”

      “Nope. Because they don’t have a choice. The only thing scarier than a last resort is no option at all.”

      My mind spun. What in the hell had I gotten myself into? “Do you work for MDD?”

      Again, she leveled her eyes on mine. “Have you ever seen the CIA’s black budget?”

      “No. That’s the purpose of the budget, to keep operations covert.”

      “Exactly.” She put her sunglasses back on, probably more for effect since the windows didn’t allow much light, not to mention it was pretty fucking dark here. It seemed to be her power move to indicate she was done talking for now. So far, all I’d learned was Janey had a chip on her shoulder, which wasn’t exactly a news bulletin given what I knew about the woman.

      I wasn’t allowed to bring my phone or any electronics on this leg of the story, so I had no idea what time it was. Nor did I know the time zone. The staff on the plane was nothing but polite and professional, but I didn’t ask any questions, because I knew they wouldn’t provide me anything. I suspected we flew in different directions to throw me off the scent completely.

      The last thing JJ said when she drove me to the plane was, “Trust me on this, and don’t get anyone not involved in the story in trouble. Cora and I value loyalty, and if we hear of a whiff of disloyalty, we’ll have to err on the side of caution.”

      My gut told me this didn’t pertain to Janey, since she was my babysitter for the next twenty-four hours, and she was apparently on MDD’s secret payroll. If I wanted to get any details about the story ahead of my meeting, my best bet was through Janey. Now, I just needed to figure out how to work her, and the clock was already ticking.
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      I entered the German-style beer hall located in the West Village via a cobblestone tunnel. It was situated in a garage dating back one-hundred years. The interior had wooden beams and trusses supporting the cement ceiling, massive antique mirrors, brick walls with framed artwork and murals, and long communal wooden tables filling the cavernous space. Despite that it was only a hair past noon, there was already a buzz given the pre-New Year’s Eve vibe.

      Blair hadn’t arrived yet, but that wasn’t unusual for her, coupled by the simple fact I was fifteen minutes early, which was typical for me. Maybe I really did have a Type A personality like those who knew me often claimed. Or perhaps I hated missing out on life. Either way, always showing up early caused me anxiety, because what if the person didn’t show. I’d look like a fool. But I couldn’t seem to stop myself from arriving early, keeping me on the ridiculous carousel. If I truly cared about the reasons why, I’d go to therapy, but who had time for that, especially when one continually arrived fifteen minutes early for everything?

      I claimed the end of one of the tables, eventually able to flag down a harried waitress after many minutes to order an Angry Orchard—a hard cider that was my go-to drink whenever Blair and I met here—a giant soft pretzel with warm cheddar ale dip and spicy honey mustard, and fried pickles with chili mayo dip.

      “I’ll have whatever pils you have on tap.” Blair, her face red and out of breath, slipped into the seat across from me.

      The waitress nodded and left.

      “Let me guess. Cider?” She arched one graying eyebrow, drawing my attention to her grayish-purple eyeshadow. Was she intentionally matching the colors?

      “Yep.”

      “How does a beer and wine gal like hard cider?” Blair wiggled out of her black winter coat, not so much situating it over the back of her chair, but abandoning it.

      “There isn’t a mystery or convoluted answer. It comes down to one thing: taste. That’s what matters to me, whether or not I like something. I’m easy that way.”

      “It tastes like an apple Jolly Rancher.”

      “That’s the reason why I get it. Happy New Year, by the way.”

      She rolled her eyes and spoke in a dramatic voice, “I’m so done with the holidays!”

      I laughed. “You’re done? Try being me.”

      Blair cocked her head to the left but didn’t speak as the waitress set our drinks down. When the coast was clear, she hoisted her glass in the air. “Shall we make a toast? Then you can explain whatever your face is trying to hide.”

      I raised my Angry Orchard. “Here’s to rebooting in the New Year.”

      Blair sipped her pils, smacking her lips after swallowing. “Damn, I needed that. More than I probably should.”

      I sipped mine again.

      She circled a finger in the air. “What’s going on in there?”

      “Not much now that I have this.” I motioned to the glass, letting the alcohol soothe my whirling mind.

      “Nice try. Spill.”

      “How was your Christmas?” I evaded, my eyes watching a couple walk into the place, arm in arm, giggling about something probably only the two of them thought funny.

      “I’m forty-four and recently divorced. How do you think it was?”

      “Given your pinched face and strained tone, I’d say pleasant. The best holiday you’ve ever had.” I waggled my eyebrows.

      “Whatever. Not all of us are happily cohabitating with a rich and sexy man who whisks us away on a fairy tale trip for Christmas.”

      “You’ve never said truer words, aside from including me in that us column.”

      Blair, about to take another slug, held the glass to her lips. “Did you two fight or something?”

      “Something.” I made a tick in the air.

      “Go on.” She shifted in her seat, resting her forearms on the table, appearing way too eager for the news. If you wanted to know the gossip in the office, you only had to invite Blair to lunch. How she ended up working at a finance company and not a tabloid continued to blow my mind.

      Taking in her evil smile, I said, “You can be creepy, sometimes, you know that?”

      “You’re stalling. Last I heard, you thought he’d pop the question. Did you have a change of heart and say no?”

      A bitter snort escaped me as I rued confiding in Blair, which happened after a night of drinking. “Hardly.”

      She wiggled her butt in the seat, unable to contain her vulture-like glee.

      My eyes darted upward. I leaned back in my seat as the waitress set down the plates.

      “Need anything else?” the woman asked, her voice betraying her tiredness, although she’d mastered the perky smile—the burden of many women in the service industry. Be peppy or get labeled a bitch who doesn’t deserve a decent tip.

      “Another round,” Blair said, although our drinks were still mostly full, since even on non-holidays getting service here was a crapshoot.

      A large crowd crashed through the entrance, singing “Auld Lang Syne.”

      The waitress nodded and twirled around to the next three tables before heading to the bar to place our order.

      Blair crinkled her brow at ten young adults boisterously talking over each other. “I don’t get Gen Z.”

      I ripped off a chunk of the pretzel and dipped it into the cheddar sauce. “I don’t get many people.”

      “Does that include Steve?” She reached for a fried pickle but yanked her fingers back. “Fuck, that’s hot.”

      “That tends to happen when frying the shit out of food.”

      She pressed her foot on top of mine under the table. “You have ten seconds to start talking, or I’ll toss this beer in your face and storm out of here like we’re in the midst of a lover’s spat.”

      “I’m starting to understand why your marriage fell apart.”

      She sucked in a deep breath and placed a hand on her chest, although a smile overtook her face. “How dare you!”

      New Yorkers loved a good old-fashion relationship brawl. A few heads turned, losing interest in our non-spat.

      “Did you have the boys for Christmas?” I asked.

      “For half the day.” Her eyes fell. “That’s the weirdest part about divorce. Not being a cohesive unit anymore. Having to coordinate pickup and drop-off times. It’s not like I miss Marty. He was never around anyway. And now that they’re in middle school, the twins don’t want much to do with either one of us. Kids grow up way too fast these days. I’m scared to ask if they’re still virgins.”

      “That’s a terrifying thought, but I don’t think you have to worry about it yet. Kids these days are waiting longer, which is a good thing.”

      She tried a fried pickle again, opting to risk burning her tongue. Chewing with her mouth slightly open, she waved a hand to temper the burn. After swallowing, she said, “I wasn’t teasing earlier. Not completely. I’m dying to know what’s going on with you.”

      “I have to admit there’s a part of me that’s wondering if you’d have the guts to follow through with your threat. And given the average age in here—roughly twenty-one, how many would truly take action, like call the authorities? They’d just livestream it.”

      Her eyes swept the room. “Closer to twenty-four. You aren’t the only math whiz, you know. We work together for the same blood-sucking finance firm.”

      “Tell me how you really feel about our jobs.”

      “Oh my God! Stop stalling!” She shook both hands in the air as if imagining the thrill of strangling me.

      I shook my head, laughing off her antics. “Jesus, I’m surprised you stayed married for so long.”

      She hoisted her pint glass. “On the count of three, this is going in your face.”

      “The contents or the glass as well?”

      “One… two…” She let her voice trail off.

      I took a leisurely sip of my cider.

      Blair slammed the glass back onto the table. “You’re a fucking shitty friend, you know that?”

      I nodded in agreement but added, “Says the woman threatening me with a pint of beer.”

      She smiled sheepishly. “You ready to talk yet?”

      “Are you done threatening me?”

      “For now. About this. Who knows what the future holds, though?” She tapped her fingers like an evil sorceress.

      “True words.” I leaned my arms on the table and rocked a bit. “It’s over.”

      “What is?”

      “Steve. Me. The relationship.”

      She blinked, pulling back against her chair. “When did this happen?”

      “On the trip.”

      “When? Exactly?”

      Embarrassed, I asked, “Does it matter? The when part?”

      “Yes. It most definitely does. How does a math geek not understand all details matter?”

      “One that doesn’t like certain details, I suppose.” I twisted the amethyst stud in my left ear.

      Blair considered my face. “You know, I thought I saw Steve getting out of a cab two days ago, but I wasn’t sure since I had thought you two were happily skipping arm in arm through the English countryside.”

      “Not sure about the skipping part, but the first part of the trip was decent. Pleasant, actually.” That aspect still puzzled me.

      “Then…” She motioned for me to fill in the blanks.

      “He broke it off with me. On Christmas Eve.”

      Her wide eyes didn’t blink as if she’d frozen in time.

      I poured the remnants of my first cider into the newly arrived cold one, not wanting to waste a drop but not enjoying the warmed liquid.

      “On Christmas Eve?” she asked slowly.

      “Yes.”

      “W-who does that?” her voice cracked.

      “Steve, apparently.”

      “Fucking hell. I never pegged him as a sociopath, but… I’m rethinking.” She tapped the side of her forehead.

      I laughed. “Not sure I’d go that far.”

      “That’s the rational part of your brain. Tap into the female part. Let her free, and give in to the rage.”

      “You aren’t making any sense.” I accidentally dipped a fried pickle into the cheddar sauce instead of the chili one, but I still ate it.

      “Why didn’t you call me?”

      Because we’re not that close, I thought but avoided giving voice to the words. “Because it was Christmas Eve. Even orphans like me know how to behave on holidays.” In our lonely boxes so as not to bring down others.

      “But you got dumped. Marty had barely finished asking me for a divorce before my hand was on my phone, dialing my sister.”

      “Again… orphan.” I jabbed my index finger into my chest.

      “Friends are just as important.” She pointed her index finger at her chest. “I’m insulted, actually. How did it not even cross your mind?”

      I rubbed my eyes. “Don’t be. I had thought of calling, but I needed time to process.” I lied about thinking of calling her in particular. I hadn’t. But, I’d also met a sexy woman who fucked my brains out that night, and in seven hours I’ll be seeing her again. Not that I was counting or anything.

      “I still can’t believe it. On Christmas Eve. And at your age.” She whistled.

      “Hey now. You’re six years older than I am.” I pointed a chunk of pretzel at her.

      “But I have children, and given I’m nearly forty-five, no one expects much from me anymore. You’re still in your thirties. Not for long, granted. You don’t have much time before you become invisible. Once that happens, say sayonara to sex unless you pay for it.”

      “That’s charming.” My head whipped up. “Wait, are you paying for sex?”

      She blushed. “Not yet, but I’m not taking the option off the table.”

      “Sometimes I don’t know if I should believe a word that comes out of your mouth.”

      She shrugged. “Wait ’til you’re my age. You really stop caring too much about what people think. Marty and I stopped having sex a good five years before the divorce. I’m dying for a lube job, so to speak. The toe-curling kind.”

      My mind drifted to Allison, her on top of me in front of the fire. Her tongue sucking on my nipple. Her fingers digging deep inside of me.

      Blair scrutinized my face. “Have you already met someone?”

      “W-what?” I stuttered. “It hasn’t even been a week.”

      “Yes, it has. To the day. And you seem entirely too calm considering you got dumped while in a different country. What was the rest of the trip like with the two of you?”

      “He left.”

      “He dumped you and then left you all on your own in a foreign place?” She scrunched her brow.

      “Yes, but you make it sound like I was trapped in the African bush or something. It wasn’t that bad. They speak English there, ya know.”

      “Not very well. And why do they add a U to words and replace Zs with Ss? It’s madness.” She flicked her hands into the air.

      “Aren’t we the ones that changed it? Considering they existed first?”

      She waved this away, with a pshaw sound, pressing on with the matter at hand. “Have you and Steve talked at all?”

      “Yesterday, after I got home.”

      “And?”

      “And what?”

      “What’s going to happen?” Her eyes laser-locked on me like she was trying to spot any type of tic that would offer further explanation about my mental state.

      “What do you mean? We broke up.”

      She groaned. “I know that. What about all the details? Living together? Finances? Who gets the cat?”

      “We don’t have a cat.”

      “A dog?”

      “Nope.”

      “Who doesn’t have children or any pets?”

      “Me.” I wasn’t surprised she didn’t know those details since I didn’t share much about my private life. “And Steve. Unless the new woman changes him.”

      “Wait.” She leaned on the table. “He’s having an affair?”

      “It’s just a theory of mine, but it’s hard to think of another reason why he’d dump me while on vacation.”

      “Are you two completely over?”

      “I think so.” I smacked my lips before taking another gulp of cider.

      “Have you moved out of the apartment?”

      “I’ve been back less than twenty-four hours, and it’s a holiday!”

      She made a zip it motion with her hand. “That’s not what I’m saying. Of course, you haven’t separated completely. I’m just saying, until you two shake hands and go on with your lives, he’s still having an affair. You should use that to your advantage. Men respond well to guilt. Get everything you can out of him.” She mimed putting the screw to him.

      “You scare me. Legitimately.” I swept up my drink, taking another long pull.

      Ignoring my comment, she asked, “Do you know who the woman is? For your sake, I’m hoping it’s a coworker. That’ll be gold right now. They’ll want to keep it quiet.”

      “Like I said, I don’t even know for sure if there is another woman. Nothing has been confirmed either way.”

      She closed one eye, giving me the once-over. “Oh, there’s another woman. There’s no other reason why any sane man would leave you. Even when I was in my twenties, I never looked like you do now. Have I mentioned I hate you?” She flinched. “Wait. Do you think he’s with a man? Everyone seems to be doing that these days.”

      Bullying my nerve, I asked, “Doing what?”

      “Switching teams, so to speak.”

      “I sincerely doubt Steve is with a man.”

      “He used to be a quarterback. Had his hands between his center’s legs all the time. Staring at his tight ass. Football uniforms are great for showing off asses and muscular legs.” She purred.

      I laughed. “Maybe you should pay for sex and soon, for all our sakes.”

      “Maybe I should fuck a woman. Have you ever considered?”

      “Women or you in particular?” Defense was the best offense.

      “Either.”

      “I’m a firm believer in not dipping my quill into the company ink.”

      She laughed. “Nicely played.”

      “What do you expect when putting me on the spot?” I pointed at my cider. “I don’t like rules and such.”

      “Yeah, yeah. You know, we’re at the age now that if we died unexpectedly, our bios wouldn’t say we died tragically young.”

      I was mid sip and nearly choked. “What are you talking about?”

      “Obituaries. I read them every day. When someone young dies, it usually mentions how tragic their death was. When you hit our age, it’s almost expected.”

      I set down my glass. “Are you trying to cheer me up or convince me to toss myself off the Brooklyn Bridge?”

      “It’s important to stay grounded. I know you’re nursing a broken heart, but take it from me. Get back in the game before it’s too late and your pussy shrivels up from disuse.”

      “Seriously, you need help.”

      She ran her fingers over the top of my left hand. “You can still help me.”

      I pulled away. “Not happening. Sorry.”
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      I sat in a room consisting of white walls, a wood burning stove, and a twin-sized bed. Aside from the stove, which provided plenty of heat, I’d consider myself a political prisoner in some type of hunting lodge.

      Since I wasn’t allowed to have any electronics, I read one of the paperbacks I’d brought. Before leaving New York, I had stopped in a bookstore and picked up copies of The Secret Man, the story of Watergate’s Deep Throat, The Pentagon Papers, Dark Money, and No Place to Hide, about Edward Snowden and the NSA.

      I had no idea if any would be helpful for whatever waited me outside this room, but the more time I spent in seclusion, the more my anxiety dramatically increased.

      The weird thing was I couldn’t wait to make that leap.

      I’d grown up revering investigative reporters, going all the way back to Ida Tarbell and her going after JD Rockefeller. The Gilded Age was ripe with excess for a select few and nothing but pain and hardship for everyone else. Today’s world was becoming frighteningly more like the age of the Robber Barons, with the gap between the haves and have nots becoming nearly unbridgeable unless something major snapped.

      I flicked the pages of the book on Snowden, lost in thought, when the door opened to reveal Janey.

      Perking up on the bed, the dour-faced woman shook her head. “Not yet.”

      She had a red folding camp chair and sat down in it by the stove. “I spend the majority of my time waiting for people to either shit or get off the pot. It’s an exhausting dance that hardly ever has a payoff.”

      I rested my back against the wall, setting the book down on the other two.

      She craned her head to read the titles and laughed. “Trying to prepare for every eventuality.”

      “Yes and no. These are the typical books I gravitate toward.”

      “You’re like a mini-JJ but taller. Much taller.”

      I shrugged, not wanting to show my appreciation for the comparison because JJ was another one of my idols. Which was the main reason I wasn’t completely freaking out about my current situation. Just slightly. One could only contain their humanness to a certain degree.

      “How’d you end up on this one?” Janey picked at a thread on her flannel-lined jeans.

      Again, I shrugged.

      “Right. You don’t know what this is yet.”

      “Do you have a way to communicate with the outside world?”

      “You know I do.” She gave me a bored expression, as if she expected a lot more from someone JJ handpicked.

      “I need to send a message to someone.”

      Janey puffed out her lips. “No can do. Strict orders.”

      “Please. It’s completely innocent, but if I don’t get a message out, it’ll ruin something…” What exactly did Dagny and I have?

      Janey fixed me with those cold eyes. “Are you asking me to break the rules all for a girl?”

      “I absolutely am.” I wasn’t surprised she knew I was gay, since it was out in the open. Besides, Janey was the type to hack into all of my email and social media accounts.

      “Wow. You really are a carbon copy of JJ.”

      I snapped my fingers. “That’s it. Tell JJ to convey the message. I’m assuming you can reach her. That way, this”—I made a circle with my fingers—“doesn’t leave the bubble.”

      “It does to a certain degree. The only way to protect the bubble is to do as we were told.” Janey gave no indication that she cared about anyone other than herself, which made her an odd component to JJ’s world.

      “I know for a fact JJ wants you to check in with major developments.” I didn’t know this, and to be honest, JJ wouldn’t want to know any details. A good news boss trusted her reporters and stayed out of the game. I also knew Janey wasn’t exactly the type to follow the rules. She got her scoop on JJ by pretending to be an addict and using the details she learned in AA meetings. The woman broke rules when it suited her.

      She gave me a knowing smile. “I’ll think about it.”

      “Think fast, because if I don’t get the message out soon, a woman I care about will think I’ve ditched her on New Year’s Eve.”

      And, after getting dumped on Christmas Eve—no, I couldn’t even think of what that would do to Dagny. No matter what, I had to get a message to her.
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      I returned to the apartment a little after three, slightly buzzed, but I’d already downed twenty-four ounces of water on my route home. The exact size of my water bottle, which I’d brought for the purpose of sobering up as quickly as possible.

      My nose twitched upon walking into the kitchen, and then I sneezed.

      Cologne.

      Had Steve sprayed some on the way out as a parting gift?

      I made my way to the bedroom to start the tedious process of selecting an outfit for dinner. Date outfits were my nemesis, never knowing if I should go casual or more impressive. The one night we’d spent together, I wore a sweater and jeans. However, the place I made a reservation for wasn’t exactly a toss on any old thing type of establishment.

      In the walk-in closet, I nearly rammed right into Steve’s back, as I was about to call Lily for outfit help. “Oh, I’m sorry.”

      He flipped around. “Hey, you’re back. Good.” Steve, in dark jeans, a cotton cable-knit cardigan, and plain T-shirt, stood with his arms full of sweaters. “I hope you don’t mind, but I decided to pack some stuff.”

      “Uh, don’t mind at all. It’s your place.”

      His eyes clouded over. “Please, don’t.”

      “Don’t what? React to you ending my life as I know it without even talking to me about things before you made this decision.”

      He sucked in a breath but nodded. “We should talk.”

      I crossed my arms. “Isn’t it a bit late for that now?”

      He motioned with his overloaded arms for me to move out of the closet. Steve set the sweater pile onto the bed, taking a seat next to it.

      I perched on the chair in the corner, as far away as possible from him. Hugging my chest, I waited for him to begin. He didn’t. His eyes bored into mine, but his lips remained pursed. Steve had always sucked at this part of relationships, the talking part, and I’d taken his silence meant everything was just peachy. Clearly, I was wrong.

      Finally, I broke. “What did you want to talk about?”

      He laughed, helplessly, stretching out his legs and crossing his feet. “A lot, Dag. I know you’re proud, but let’s face it, I’ve been supporting you for years.”

      “I have a job.” My hackles were up now. I’d never been the little missus, who didn’t bring home a paycheck.

      “Yes, I know. This is an expensive city, though. Unless you plan to move out of the state.” His voiced sounded hopeful, I thought, which irked me since we’d moved here not too long ago. Why had he bothered to bring me here only to end it?

      “No plans to leave. The city, that is. I want to get out of this apartment.”

      “There’s no rush.” He gave me a placating look. Or was it culpable?

      “Are you moving in with her?” Why couldn’t I keep that question inside? This was the last thing I wanted to deal with in the moment. My mind moved at incremental speed, only taking on as little as possible so as not to go back to… the time I didn’t get out of bed for six months after my parents’ murder.

      His eyes fell momentarily but regained their intense stare. “There’s no one. I just needed a break.”

      “A break?” I furrowed my brow, even more confused by what was going on with him and us. “A temporary one? In London, you said it was over. Have you changed your mind?”

      His eyes darted to the ceiling. “Uh, not sure.”

      I didn’t want to hear that. It added a layer of complexity to my mind that preferred simple steps. We broke up. Steve hadn’t said he had no idea what he wanted from life and I should just give him the space he needed or whatever. He didn’t seem too concerned about my feelings on Christmas Eve when he decided to drop the equivalent of a relationship A-bomb.

      I yawned, rubbing my forehead. “Would it be possible to continue this conversation at a later date? I just got back. It’s New Year’s Eve. I’m still… processing everything.” I tapped my index finger against the center of my forehead.

      “I know, I know.” He hoisted his hands in his I know you’re delicate manner. I’d always hated it, even if he was right when certain events were factored in. As if him giving me this wiggle room allowed me to take advantage of it and not be as strong as I was capable. He continued in a soft voice, “I don’t want us to get into the weeds quite yet. You’re not the only one processing.”

      “In London, you said you’d been thinking about this for some time.” Dammit, Dagny. Why can’t you just keep your mouth shut?

      He let out an exasperated sigh. One I’d heard whenever I questioned him on anything. Was that a red flag? “There are a lot of moving parts right now.”

      I covered my right eye, as if focusing through solely my left would make sense of his statement. “I don’t know what you mean.”

      “It’s just that, right now, I don’t want the press to find out about… our separation. They’ll have a field day.”

      I burst into laughter. “That’s your concern. The press!” I continued laughing mirthlessly, shaking my head. “It must be nice to be you sometimes. That inflated ego is astounding.”

      “I know it sounds ridiculous, but I don’t want any added pressure given I just received this promotion and bump in salary. Like it or not, I’m a public figure. Things have to be dealt with kid gloves.”

      I stopped laughing, something about the look in his eyes not feeling right. “What aren’t you telling me?”

      His expression crinkled momentarily before he swiped it away with his overconfident grin. “Nothing, Dag. I promise.”

      He never lied to me much in the past. At least not that I knew of. However, I wasn’t the type of woman to seek untruths. Everyone fibbed about ridiculous stuff. Age. Weight. Salary. Those things didn’t register a blip on my liar liar pants on fire radar. Honestly, I couldn’t care less about that shit, but was that one of my fatal flaws when it came to relationships?

      Because right now, I was certain Steve was lying, or hiding an important detail that I should know about.

      The question was why. We didn’t have a lot of heart-to-hearts, but I’d never felt like he purposefully mislead me about things. A lot had changed, and I couldn’t help but wonder when they had changed on his end and how many clues I’d overlooked.

      He continued, “I love you, Dag. That will never change. Never.” He pulled his legs back, sitting up straight. “For now, I want you to stay here. I’ll make regular appearances so no one notices anything odd. I may crash in the guest room on occasion.”

      “Wait?” I made a back it up motion with my hands, accompanied by a beeping noise. “Walk me through your thinking.”

      “What’s the point of you looking for a different apartment? This place is big enough for both of us. It’s close to your work and to mine. And, we’re still friends, right? As for rent, I’ll take care of that.” His overconfident grin pissed me off.

      He’d changed his tune drastically from moments earlier when he seemed hopeful about me leaving the city. “What’s your definition of separating?”

      He groaned. “Dagny, stop!”

      “Don’t you dare yell at me!” I jabbed the air with an authoritative finger, not the middle, even if that was the one I wanted to use.

      We were both breathing heavily, glaring at the other.

      “You put the wheels in motion, Steve.” I emphasized his name, annoyed he kept saying my name, including his shortened version, which I used to love, but now it was like getting a paper cut each time he said it. “Now you’re tossing out this preposterous idea that we cohabitate as what… roommates?”

      “Why is it preposterous? We wouldn’t be the first couple to do it.”

      “For fuck’s sake, this is something lesbians do. Not straight couples.”

      He shook his hands in the air, exasperated. “Everyone does it! Your coworker Blair—”

      I jabbed a finger in the air once again, knowing I was coming across as a bitter shrew, but dammit, he was bringing out this new side in me. “I’m not Blair! She didn’t want to move out and make things easy for Marty.”

      “That’s my point. You’re nothing like Blair. And, I’m nothing like Marty. We actually like each other and get along. Can you give this a try? It’ll help me.” He placed a palm over his chest.

      There was a lot of backstory to his request. But the clock was ticking to my dinner with Allison, and I simply didn’t have the brain power to discuss Steve’s proposition.

      “Fine. Whatever. If you don’t mind, I need to get ready for tonight.”

      “What are you doing?” he asked, shock evident in the corners of his eyes.

      “Dinner with a friend. Nothing spectacular. You?”

      “A work thing.”

      His forced nonchalance tugged at my brain.

      “Why are you packing your sweaters if you plan to stay in the apartment?” I glanced around, trying to put clues together for any of this to make sense.

      “I’m moving my stuff to the guest bedroom.”

      “Shouldn’t you get the master bedroom? After all, you’re paying for it.”

      His casualness returned. “Nah. I’ll only be here a few nights a week. I’ll be traveling for work and such.”

      This was news to me, considering we’d moved to New York so he could man the sportscaster desk and not travel so much.

      I let it go, though. For now at least. “Are you staying here tonight?”

      He shook his head. “I reserved a hotel for a few nights. Give you some time…” His voice trailed off.

      “Oh, if Felipe is downstairs, can you slip him some cash? I didn’t have much on me when I got back yesterday, and he was such a sweetheart, helping me with my luggage.” I still wasn’t sure about the etiquette when it came to tipping people in the Big Apple, and I knew Steve liked to show off, so it’d benefit Felipe.

      “Sure, of course.” He stood, grabbing the pile of sweaters. “I’ll put these in the other room, grab my suit, and then I’ll head out.”

      I rose from the chair.

      We stood five feet apart.

      “Happy New Year, Dagny.”

      “You too, Steve.”

      The connection between the two of us right then was as if we’d only met five minutes earlier at a cocktail party.
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      I twiddled my thumbs, unable to focus on any of the books I’d brought. Investigative journalism involved so many facets, one of the most tedious being patience. Usually, I excelled at that part, but as the minutes ticked by, the possibility of Dagny thinking I’d stood her up on New Year’s Eve plagued my mind. Much more than it should have.

      The pep talks I’d given myself about the importance of journalism to a fully-functioning democracy typically snapped me out of a funk.

      Not this time.

      Dagny. Dagny. Dagny.

      That was the only thought going through my brain.

      Which meant I’d be useless if or when I met the source.

      I wish I had my tennis ball. The one I’d toss against the wall in my flat to help me keep my mind on nothing but the matter at hand.

      The door swung open, and once again, Janey shook her head when she entered.

      “Is this a lost cause?” I asked.

      “I don’t think so, but it’s going to be a few more hours. The source is finally en route, so that’s a plus. The problem now is we’re in the middle of nowhere, so the trip won’t be instantaneous.”

      “Right.”

      She gave me a quizzical stare.

      I met it, annoyed she hadn’t said a word about my request, but knowing what I knew about her, I didn’t think it wise to press my case. Janey liked to be the one to grant wishes, not to be cajoled for a favor.

      Slowly, a smile tugged on the corners of her mouth.

      I had to give it to Janey. She had the personality type to get under the skin of most people, which could be a plus in some situations and probably was why JJ kept her around even though it was a risk. JJ didn’t shy away from them if it meant success for MDD.

      “It’s done,” Janey said with matter-of-factness.

      “What is?”

      “JJ will deliver your message.”

      “I didn’t give you Dagny’s details.”

      “I said it’s done, so it is.” She wiggled her fingers in the air, as if indicating sleuthing on the computer gave her everything she needed. Come to think of it, she probably hacked my phone. That was what I would have done in her shoes, although I’d never needed to do such a thing.

      My blood chilled thinking of Janey reading my messages, given Dagny and I had texted about our night together, in more detail than we should have, breaking my typical texting rules. Hindsight was always 20/20. I managed to thank Janey without showing she totally creeped me out. There were lines in the media business for ethical journalists, but she wasn’t the type to hover near them. Nope, she bulldozed right over, not caring for consequences.

      There was a buzzing sound, and Janey popped up in her seat. “One hour until showtime. I hope you know what you’re getting into, because there’s no going back now.”
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      Steve shut the front door with more bang than usual.

      “Touchy, much?” I pondered aloud.

      It was two in the afternoon, and I wasn’t meeting Allison until 7:30 p.m. While the two ciders I’d consumed at lunch had made me slightly tipsy, downing the water in the cab and the sobering conversation with Steve had cleared the alcohol from my brain.

      For someone who said he felt like I was suffocating him, he didn’t seem in a rush to actually kick me out of his life for good.

      I yawned.

      “No, Dagny. You can’t give into jet lag. Not today.”

      I needed to go for a swim to energize my body and mind.

      Not only was the apartment close to my work, it was even closer to my gym with a pool. I grabbed my prepacked bag and headed for the elevator.

      After changing into my one-piece in the locker room, I claimed one of the swim lanes. With goggles in place, I dove into the pool, reminding me of Allison practically cannonballing into the hot tub. What did that mean? I didn’t hesitate to submerge myself into cold and refreshing water, and she did so with hot? To me, jumping headfirst into a pool was drastically different. Did she always hop into hot water without thinking of the consequences? Would that become a bone of contention?

      I surfaced and started the first lap.

      At the other end of the pool, I went under again to flip around and push off to begin lap two. My mind flitted to making out with Allison in the hot tub. The feel of her hands on my wet skin. Her lips on mine. Her tongue in my mouth.

      Again, I submerged to flip around.

      Rising to the surface, my mind turned to making love.

      My arms and feet pushed harder.

      More so than my normal workout routine.

      I flipped again.

      I pushed myself more.

      After my sixty-fifth lap, I stopped, remaining in the pool, my arms draped over the blue and white swim lane dividers.

      “You training or something?” asked an older gentleman with a splattering of gray chest hair as he did some stretches before diving in.

      “Nah. Just pent-up energy, I guess.”

      “You were flying. You sure the Olympics aren’t in your future?”

      I laughed. “I fear I’m way past Olympics age.”

      “Oh, I don’t know. Didn’t Janet Jackson have a baby at fifty?”

      Unsure if he thought I was fifty and remembering Blair’s comment that my obituary would no longer include the word tragic, I ripped off my swim cap and ducked under the water, pretending I wanted to get my hair wet. I didn’t, but I also didn’t want to discuss being fifty. Which I wasn’t. Not even close.

      He started his first lap when I climbed out of the water. With no one in sight and his head submerged, I flipped him the bird.

      In the locker room, my phone rang, but when I answered, I lost the connection. Usually, I didn’t answer my phone unless I recognized the number, but something told me the person on the other side needed to talk to me.

      I rushed to get out of the building to call the number back, but as soon as my feet hit the sidewalk, my phone rang again.

      “Hello?”

      “Is this Dagny?” asked a woman.

      “Speaking.”

      “This is JJ Cavendish. You don’t know me, but I’m calling on behalf of All—”

      “Is she okay?” My heart started to pound in my temples.

      “Yes, she is, but she had to leave town for an assignment—”

      “She what?” I plugged one ear with a finger to block out an impatient cabbie laying on the horn and then sticking his head out the window to curse the offender.

      “Work. She had to leave town for work.”

      “Oh,” I said, my chest deflating like I’d been stuck with a pin.

      “I’m so sorry for sending her out of town. I wouldn’t have if it hadn’t been absolutely necessary.”

      “Are you her boss?”

      The woman laughed. “Sorry, I should have started with that. Yes.”

      “Let me see if I understand. Allison is cancelling tonight and had her boss call me to explain.”

      “She wanted to call herself, but she doesn’t have service where she is.”

      How in the hell did she get a message to her boss then?

      “Well, thanks for letting me know.”

      “Again. I’m sorry.”

      “It’s okay.” I stopped myself from saying it wasn’t her fault because, apparently, it was.

      “Alli will call when she can, but if you need to get a hold of me, you can always ring this number.”

      That sounded ominous and weird. Why would I ever need to ring Allison’s boss?

      “Thank you.”

      “Happy New Year, Dagny.”

      The call ended before I could say I wasn’t feeling particularly happy or upbeat about the New Year after getting dumped by Steve and stood up by Allison. Or, should I call her Alli?

      “Do you even know her, Dagny?”

      No one on the sidewalk gave me a second glance since in this city, a person talking to herself wasn’t unusual. I tucked my head down and headed back to the apartment. All the excitement that had been bubbling inside me completely fizzled, leaving me feeling empty.
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      I arrived back in London on January third, exhausted but pumped about the assignment. The only problem was not being able to tell a soul about it. Not for months, if not years. I’d joked with Dagny that I worked with the CIA. While I was kidding, it was part of being an investigative journalist, and these days, it was becoming even more paramount to keep my lips sealed considering we were targeting the most powerful people in the United States and world. If even a whiff of this got out, who knew what lengths they’d go to stop us?

      The team had done everything they could to my apartment to ensure I couldn’t be scooped or worse by prying eyes via technology. All of my Echo dots had been destroyed. My old laptop had been stripped of everything, and they’d even taken a hammer to the poor thing. The smashed bits sat in a plastic box in the corner. They were probably unsure how to properly dispose of it, opting to leave it here because while it was useless to me, at least it wasn’t out in the wild for someone even more clever than we were. Wires that had been connected to my Smart TV stuck out of the wall, the actual television meeting the same fate as the dots and laptop.

      My door had more bolts than I’d ever seen on any door.

      I still had a phone to connect with the outside world, but everything was encrypted, making it harder to get ahold of Dagny. JJ had reached out to get Dagny to download an app that would allow me to contact her, and now that I was back in my new reality, there was no time like the present to find out if she would still talk to me after… everything.

      Hitting send on a text asking if this was a good time to call, I set the phone down on the coffee table, while I sat on the couch, staring at the screen, waiting for a reply.

      And waiting.

      Maybe that was the sign that Dagny had decided I was too much work. Really, could I blame her? How many would be okay with getting ditched on one of the biggest holidays of the year and then instructed by a third party to install an app that provided security, designed by hackers who had turned professional security experts, hailed as the best way to stay hidden from everyone.

      This was a step above creepy, and if I were in Dagny’s shoes, I’d run.

      I received a message from Janey, asking—no ordering me to meet up with her in Rome in a couple of days. Before I had time to respond, I already had my itinerary. I had to give her plus marks for efficiency.

      I had an idea as to why the Eternal City was involved but didn’t ask Janey any questions.

      After a shower, quick meal, and another glance at the phone, revealing nothing from Dagny, I locked all the bolts and headed for the office.

      On my new desk in a basement office with no windows were reams of paper that had been printed offsite and shipped to me. Next to the desk were shipping boxes with even more documentation for me to scour for a trail. There were two others who would be working with me in London, but no one sat at their desks, probably because it was nearing midnight. I was too wired to sleep, so work was my only option.

      Placing my phone in a drawer in the hallway with special fabric that prevented my device from receiving or sending any signals, I got out my collection of highlighters (pink, yellow, green, but never orange—I hated that color) and started reading.

      It was time to fall down into the rabbit hole that was the story, and I felt like a basketball player starting training camp months before the season that would determine if I would be a star or a complete and total flop.
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      I stared at the message from Allison, unsure how it made me feel.

      As an employee of a finance company, I understood the need to protect messages and not to accidentally spill private knowledge to avoid being charged with insider trading. If I wanted to make any trades, I had to go through my company first, so they could ensure my trade was legit and not based on something the public at large didn’t know. It seemed like too much trouble, so my investments were with mutual funds. Better safe than sorry.

      But the situation with Allison seemed even more intense.

      An app that provided such high-level encryption made me wonder who Allison was.

      A spook?

      If so, was she American, or did she work for another foreign entity?

      Allison said she worked in news. Then I heard from JJ Cavendish, whose name had rung a distant bell the first time we’d talked, forcing me to google her and refresh my memory on her Miracle Girl memoir and cofounding Matthews Daily Dish, which was a news site like Buzzfeed.

      Would an employee of a media company that had select your favorite cat photo on the homepage need such security? Granted, there were other stories with merit, but the appearance of so much click bait made me think along the lines of Gawker.

      Whomever she worked for, the biggest red flag was Allison swam in a secret world, and I’d recently been dumped by Steve, who had been keeping a massive whopper to himself.

      Would getting involved with Allison invite more heartache down the road?

      Was it better to cut my ties now to minimize what would inevitably cause me pain, confusion, and everything else I hadn’t factored in yet?

      “Hey!” Blair caught up with me outside the office building. “Wanna have a drink with me?”

      I weighed my options: stare at my phone, frozen with indecision, or numb my thoughts with a beer.

      “Sounds like the best offer I’ll have all week or year.”

      Blair looped her arm through mine. “I know it’s tough, but things do get better.”

      “Says the woman who’s thinking of hiring a hooker to meet her needs.”

      “I think you’re missing the point. I can do that without any regrets. No husband to get in the way.”

      “That’s an interesting take—”

      “Stop focusing on me. I want to hear how things are going with Steve.”

      We hopped into a bar around the corner, one frequented by many who worked in our building. After we both ordered beers, we stood on the edge of people drinking shoulder to shoulder. This was the type of drinking place that didn’t offer many seats to allow for more people in suits to stand around, satiating a mighty thirst.

      “So, how’s the New Year treating you.” Blair took a drink, smacking her lips for show. “I’ve needed that since waking.”

      “Do you think you might have a problem?”

      “Nope, unless you count the hours I have to go without booze while in the office. I miss the boozy lunch days.” Her shoulders slumped forward.

      “You’re taking the motto of the functioning alcoholic in the finance world to heart, I see.”

      She exaggerated an eye roll. “No comments from the cheap seats. I’ve been in this biz decades longer than you.”

      Blair didn’t have that many years on me, but it was useless to argue with her when she was in this mood. “You. Steve. Fill in the blanks.”

      I forced a laugh, stepping out of a way of a man heading for the bathroom. “What blanks? There’s nothing between us anywhere on the spectrum.”

      “Not true. A little bird told me Steve came out of your apartment building this morning.”

      “He lives there.”

      “And, you live there.”

      “Your grasp of how apartment living works is astounding.”

      She mimed wanting to strangle me. “Don’t make me do that for real.”

      It was my turn to roll my eyes. “It’s been less than two weeks. Neither one of us has found a new place.”

      “Are you both looking for a place?” Her brow knitted with confusion.

      “Not exactly.” I dragged out the last word.

      “Ding, ding, ding. There’s the middle part you aren’t telling me.”

      I blew out an angry breath. “We’re going to try being roommates.”

      “As someone who’s been there and done that, it’s not a great idea.”

      I wanted to inform her that neither Steve nor I was crazy like she was. Instead, I nodded in agreement since I still didn’t understand Steve’s motives. For the past three nights, he’d stayed at the apartment, and each morning, he still made me a cup of coffee, setting it on my nightstand like he always did.

      Unable to hold any of this in, I shared it with Blair, feeling equally guilty for spilling details about my private life with Steve and relieved to be able to talk about it.

      Blair hung on my every word, making sympathetic noises, not interrupting like she normally did. Was she as floored as I was about the situation?

      And, what should I do about Allison?

      Whoa. How did Allison enter the equation?

      Whatever you do, Dag, don’t tell Blair anything about Allison.

      I didn’t know what part of my intuition was hesitant to discuss it with the office gossip, but I knew if I did, things would not end well. Were the added security measures an indication Allison’s life was in actual danger? Would mine be if I stayed in the picture? All of this was new territory, and I had no idea what to do.
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      At five in the morning, I was walking home to my apartment for a few hours of shut-eye before heading back to the office.

      My phone buzzed, and I pounced, hoping it was a message from Dagny, but it was an alarm I’d set to wake my ass up. I’d forgotten to cancel it when I headed to the office in the middle of the night.

      Disappointment zinged throughout my body, but once again I had to remind myself Dagny didn’t know me or the passion I’d had for journalism since I was a small child. Also, Dagny owed me absolutely nothing after our night together.

      Inside my apartment, I eyed the scene, struck again by the sudden change, focusing on the cable wires poking out of my wall. Sighing, I made my way to the bedroom. When I was setting my phone on the nightstand, I opted to check for a message on the off chance she’d responded.

      Low and behold, there was a message.

      Why should I trust you?

      It was so Dagny. To the heart of the matter.

      I wrote back: I told you to never trust me.

      I was stunned when a response came immediately after mine: I know, but is it crazy that I do?

      This made me break out into a huge grin. Maybe all was not lost, even if I would have to work hard to keep my professional and personal lives separate. I knew deep within, Dagny was worth it.

      Then she wrote: Can we talk on the phone?

      I initiated a video call, and when her image appeared, a calming sensation washed over me. It was at that moment I realized how tense I’d been since JJ asked if I was up to the task at hand.

      “It’s good to see you,” I gushed.

      Her worried expression melted, and she responded with “Ditto.”

      “I’m so sorry I had to cancel our date.”

      “Having your boss call me was a first. I mean, it wasn’t as classic as my dog ate my homework, but...” She hitched a shoulder.

      “I couldn’t get through to you.”

      “Why?”

      I sucked in a deep breath, knowing this moment would arrive but dreading it because it felt like the make-or-break moment in such a young relationship.

      “There are things related to my work I can’t talk about.”

      “Yeah, I gathered that when JJ The Miracle Girl Cavendish instructed me to download an encryption app.”

      “Again, apologies for that.” My insides twisted, waiting for the inquisition to start.

      “Are you close with JJ?”

      “Not really. At the time, she was my only connection to the outside world, and thank God she’s the type of boss who gives a damn about people, including her employees.”

      “Why thank God?”

      “I didn’t want you to think I pulled a no-show. The thought of possibly hurting you was killing me.”

      Again, Dagny’s expression softened, which made her next statement so much odder. “This is weird, isn’t it?”

      “It is.” I understood where she was going.

      “How do we do this?”

      “We should figure out how and when to have our second date.”

      “And where?” Dagny tossed in.

      “Good point.”

      “Did I wake you? You look exhausted.”

      “I’m just going to bed before heading back to the office in a few hours.”

      “Out partying?” She didn’t come across as the jealous type. Simply a smart-ass.

      “Working.”

      She blinked, absorbing that morsel.

      “That’s another aspect about me. Workaholic.” I circled a finger in front of my face on the off chance the word didn’t sink in.

      Dagny bobbed her head.

      I held my breath.

      Finally, she said, “I respect that. I’m even slightly jealous, since I loathe my job. It’d be nice to burn the midnight oil while enjoying it. Do you?”

      “Burn the midnight oil or enjoy it?”

      “I already know the answer to the first.” She flashed her level with me stare.

      “I really do,” I confessed.

      “I can see it in your eyes.”

      “I miss yours.” My chest tightened, and I swallowed a lump in my throat.

      “Just my eyes?”

      She smiled. “Nope, which is why we should look at our schedules and figure out something. But, you need to sleep before you fall over. No getting sick or…” Dagny didn’t complete the thought, and I worried she was going to doom-and-gloom places.

      “Agreed,” I said as cheerily as possible since I didn’t want her thoughts to go into the darkness.

      “Good night.”

      “Night, night.”
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      Three weeks after our first secured video chat, I woke at three in the morning and texted Allison before I chickened out: What about this Saturday in London?

      It was Monday, and I wasn’t entirely sure I could get a plane ticket, but the video calls and texts only made the desire to see her increase exponentially.

      The video call came through almost instantaneously. “London, London?”

      “Do you know another London?” I rubbed an eye.

      “Well, there’s a London in Ohio. Londonderry in New Hampshire and another in Northern Ireland, although most just call that one Derry given the Troubles.”

      “Clearly, I meant the one in Ohio, because when I think of romance, Ohio soars to the top of my list.” I acted this out by raising my hand in the air.

      “Romance, aye.”

      Heat rushed to my face, but I held firm. “Well, considering I’m flying all the way to Britain for a date, you’d better wine and dine me.”

      “How much time will I have with you?”

      “Got big plans?”

      “Plans so big you have no idea.” Her grin was adorable.

      “You’re starting to sound a bit crazy, Miss Encryption. You really should keep that side of you in check.”

      “It’s all part of my charm, and from the smile on your face, it’s your kink. Nothing to be ashamed of. All the chicks dig my creepy vibe.” She waggled her brows.

      “All the chicks, huh?” I rolled my eyes in such a way she couldn’t miss it on the video screen, even if it was dark on my end.

      She blew on her knuckles and rubbed them against the front of her shirt. Then her expression turned serious. “I feel bad I had to cancel, and now you’re flying back over here.”

      “I want to, though. London is an amazing city. I’ve barely scratched the surface of its wonders.”

      “So, you’re using me to get to know the city. At least you’re honest.”

      “Totally. I’m glad we worked that out and are on the same page.”

      “I can live with that.” Allison’s smile was wide and sexy. “Can we split the airfare?”

      I hadn’t considered that and was touched she had. “Seriously, we don’t need to.”

      “Okay, but I insist on paying for everything on this side.”

      “Deal. And, at some point, I expect you to come to New York.”

      “Not a problem. Actually, I’ll be flying there quite a bit over the next year or so.”

      I whistled, sitting up a little to scrunch my pillow under my head. “It must be some story. Does it have to do with the royals? Is that why you have to be so secretive? I imagine they’re a force to be reckoned with.” I didn’t think it had anything to do with the royals, but a part of me was hoping she would say, “No, it’s this,” and then fill me in.

      “Covering the royals would be so boring. Following them on their tours around the world, watching them do the same thing. View a cultural dance of some type in a commonwealth country. View a ship launch in another. Attend fancy dinners. Most reporters have to look for the smallest details to make their stories exciting, like the time in Canada when a man touched the queen. That was stop the presses material.”

      “How did he touch her?”

      “It was innocent, really. His horse had won a race. The queen was holding the trophy, and his finger brushed her hand.”

      “I see. Not exactly earth-shattering.”

      “It was for the Brits since no one touches the queen.” I shook my head firmly. “Never.”

      “What about the scandalous royal stories?”

      “I’m not that type of newshound.” Her eyebrows met in the middle. “Don’t work for the tabloids.”

      I found it interesting she was adamant she wasn’t working on a trashy story, and I felt like I was making headway in getting to the bottom of her work, when my body betrayed me, and I ended up yawning. “Sorry,” I mumbled as another wave hit me.

      “You should try to get some sleep.”

      I stifled another yawn and nodded. “I just wanted to see if I could visit.”

      “Let me be clear about this. You can always visit.”

      A warm sensation settled in my chest. “That makes an orphan feel good.”

      “I hope so.”
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      Dagny’s plane was due to land in one hour, and I was still at the office. I wasn’t meeting her at the airport, though. Instead, Dagny was taking the Heathrow Express, and I’d meet her in the Paddington Train station.

      After finalizing one last thing, I fled the office and booked it along the canal to enter the station from the back, but my phone rang, and dread curdled inside. For the past few weeks, every phone call added another complication to my work life, which spilled into the personal aspects. No wonder so many journalists ended up alone.

      “Hello?” I gripped the phone tightly.

      “Oh good, I caught you.”

      “Hey, JJ. What’s up?” I said as breezily as possible, my body tensing even further, but I didn’t break my stride.

      “All’s well in Colorado, a feat since Mia is entering the terrible threes.”

      “I thought it was two that was bad.” On my left, a canal boat slowly chugged by, which I easily kept pace with since the speed limit on the waterways was four miles per hour.

      “Turns out, three isn’t that hot either. Anyway, I have a lead I want you to chase down. I’m sending the details but wanted to give you a heads-up.”

      “Fantastic. When should I start?” Please don’t say this weekend.

      “Monday. In New York.”

      I skidded to a stop, causing a man in a suit to collide with my back. He swore but said a rushed apology before dashing into the station. I moved out of the way and said, “New York, New York?”

      My phrasing made me think of Dagny.

      “Yep. After a few days there, I want you to head to Texas.” She must have covered the phone, because I heard a rustling and hushed voices. “It’s all in the message. BAR.”

      The phone went dead, and I had to smile. BAR wasn’t her way of saying goodbye. During one of my job interviews, JJ and I bonded over the movie Burn After Reading. Saying BAR was the way to tell me to torch whatever documents I could after committing everything to memory.

      I glanced at the clock on my phone and had to double time it before I’d miss Dagny.

      When she was making her way to the exit, rolling a small carry-on behind her, I called out, “Dagny!”

      She stopped but didn’t turn around right away as she adjusted her falling shoulder bag. When she did, I was taken away by her beauty. Initiating conversation, the way I had with her on Christmas Eve, wasn’t my typical move, but in that moment (and many since then) I was glad I’d gotten over my social insecurity and put whatever we had into motion.

      She gave me that smile of hers, and we hugged.

      “It’s good to see you,” she said, holding me tighter.

      “I missed you.” I squeezed her a bit more.

      After a group had to split up to skirt us on both sides, I said, “Here, let me take your bag.”

      I gripped the handle and motioned for her to walk ahead, back to the water side of the station, wanting to avoid the busier exit.

      “This part of the canal isn’t that great, but when we get to Little Venice, it’s much more charming.”

      “Little Venice?” She pulled some sunglasses out of her bag. “That’s clever.”

      “Are you tired?”

      “I actually slept on the plane, so not too bad.” She rolled her neck from one side to the other.

      The trees were bare, but the colorful boats added to the setting.

      “I love the boats.” Dagny swept her eyes along the water.

      “The next bit isn’t great, and I recommend holding your breath.”

      We walked under one bridge. The path significantly narrowed and was covered with moss and bird poop. Even with all that, it was still quaint in its own way.

      On the other side, Little Venice started to come into view, with the more impressive blue wrought-iron bridge spanning the water. This was the portion of the area where tourists took a ton of photos.

      “I can’t get over how quaint this is. There has to be a better word. Exotic but with a bit more oomph.” She swiveled her head to me. “You’re the word person, can you think of something?”

      “I’m a journalist. We write under deadlines and limited space. Flowery language is for novelists.”

      “Have you ever considered writing a novel? Like Girl on the Canal Boat?” She stepped out of the way of an older woman with a cane walking an elderly English bulldog.

      I laughed, moving out of the way of a cyclist. “I’ll keep that one in my back pocket. We’re going to the left, leaving the water.” I pointed to the ramp.

      We started down a neighborhood street.

      “Now, the next part is going to lose a lot of charm points. We have to cross a busy road, walk under an underpass, and then traverse an overpass. The traffic will be loud and smelly.” I waved a hand in front of my nose, causing her lips to curve upward. “I’ve missed your smile.”

      “I’ve missed you.”

      I stared into her eyes, before my senses returned to me, and I hit the button for the pedestrian crossing. It almost changed right on cue, like normal.

      We walked single file, with me in the lead, dispensing with one of the busy roads rather quickly and then the loud overpass. Since the traffic made it impossible to converse, we made quick time to the next part. On Bishop’s Bridge Road, we took a right. After crossing another street, I led her to one of the neighborhood streets, which was set back from the busy road just enough for most people to miss it. A row of bushes dulled the sounds of the passing cars.

      Outside my door, I inserted the key. “Oh.” I glanced over my shoulder. “You won’t believe this, but right before I met up with you, I got a call from my boss. Guess where I’m heading to on Monday?”

      “Timbuktu.”

      “A close second.” I grinned. “The Big Apple.”

      Her eyes grew large. “What?”

      Oh, no. Was Dagny regretting flying all the way to London? I should have thought this through some more and not simply announced it like an afterthought. I was about to say I’d reimburse her for the flight when she blurted, “That’s fantastic!”
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      “I can’t believe the good news. Instead of a couple of days together, we get more time. And, in each of our cities. We’ll be able to see the other in our natural elements.” I couldn’t stop myself from grinning like a fool.

      Then a thought hit me.

      Steve.

      How could Allison stay with me if Steve was around? Was that his reason for this weird living arrangement? He wanted to move on but didn’t want me to? But how would he even suspect Allison was in my life? Maybe I was reading too much into everything. In all likelihood, Steve hadn’t put much thought into anything and was making up everything on the fly.

      Allison didn’t seem to pick up on my unease, because she kissed my cheek. “What a relief! For a brief second, I thought you’d get mad. I only got the call right before meeting you at Paddington.”

      We stepped inside Allison’s apartment, a massive chandelier hanging overhead in the foyer.

      I eyed it. “It must be difficult to change the light bulbs.”

      “Fortunately, I haven’t had to yet. Even better news, I’m not around enough in the evening to burn out the bulbs.”

      “Where are you most nights?”

      “In my work bunker.”

      The way she said it gave me a decent picture of her professional environment. “Sounds depressing.”

      “It can be, but I need a big, empty space to focus, so it suits me.”

      She wheeled my bag into a bedroom, which appeared to be the only room with a bed. From a quick glance from the hallway, I spied an office room of sorts, which had Ikea bookshelves and a papasan, but no desk, which I found odd. The larger room had more bookshelves behind a sectional. In front of the glass doors was a camp chair with a narrow runner underneath it, presumably to protect the faux wood floors for when she reclined the chair. What the room lacked was a TV, but given all the books, maybe she wasn’t a television gal.

      “Where’s the bathroom?” I asked. “I’d like to freshen up.”

      Allison pointed down a short flight of stairs. “There’s a clean towel on the rack for you and feel free to use my shampoo, conditioner, and whatever else you need.”

      I opened my luggage. “Oh, what’s the dress code for this evening?”

      “Whatever you feel comfortable in. I was thinking of going to my local pub nearby for an early dinner since you may be tired from all the travel.” Her face darkened. “Did you want fancy tonight? I can rethink my plan. Also, we can always swing back around if you want to change for dinner. It’s not even noon, so lots of wiggle time for outfits and plans.”

      “A pub meal sounds great. I’d love a mulled wine. Actually, I could go for one now to help my body unclench from flying coach.” One of the perks of flying with Steve was going first class.

      “Sadly, with the holidays in the books, mulled wine is off the menu.” She stuck a finger in the air. “I might have a solution. Go shower, and leave everything to me.”

      I grabbed a clean pair of jeans, a button-up, and a warm sweater and headed down the stairs.

      The bathroom was all sparkly white. I wondered how long she’d lived here, because it didn’t have a lived-in feel at all. Did her office have a shower? There wasn’t any artwork on the walls, and it was devoid of all personal touches. I closed my eyes, trying to determine what had been different about the living room.

      Finishing up, I stepped out of the bathroom and spied Allison in the kitchen next to the bathroom. It was narrow and dark, but again, everything was spotless.

      “What’s the deal?”

      Allison turned around with a steaming mug in her hand. “I heated up some mulled wine I picked up at Lidl before Christmas but never had time to drink.”

      I took it, inhaling the spiciness. “Thank you, but I mean, are you a neat freak or what?”

      “Or what.” She motioned for us to go upstairs, which was the only option since the kitchen really wasn’t made for two people to have a pleasant chat.

      I sat on the couch and motioned to the spot where a TV would usually go. “Do you only work and not have downtime?”

      “I’m a reader,” she said with her eyes on her drink, blowing into the steam.

      I scanned the titles, most of them falling into history and political science categories. “Work reading? If I remember correctly, you don’t read a lot of fiction.”

      “Yes and no. The other room has some fiction. I’m trying to read more, not simply research, as a way of helping me turn off my brain. I recently hit up the charity shops around here to fill up my shelves.”

      “Has it been working?”

      She shrugged, focusing on the cable cords sticking out of the wall.

      “What novel are you currently reading?”

      “Don Quixote.”

      I burst into laughter. “Come on. You need a better cover story.”

      She stood up, left the room, and returned with a thick paperback. “Here.”

      “I thought this was a book only PhD snobs read.” I flipped through the pages, noting occasional markings or underlining. “Any good?”

      “I’m enjoying it.” Again, she didn’t make eye contact. Was she nervous I’d think her too nerdy, or was her shyness about us being unable to rekindle our spark? We chatted at least once a day, and texted much more frequently, but was it different being in the same room?

      “Maybe I should borrow your copy when you’re done.”

      “It’s going to take me some time,” she said with such seriousness.

      I weighed the book in my hand. “No doubt.”

      “Have you been reading Dracula?” Allison lifted her lovely eyes to meet mine.

      “I read half on the plane to New York back in December, but since getting back to reality, I haven’t been reading. Not as much as I’d like to.”

      “It’s good we didn’t stick with the Dracula bet, or we may have never seen each other.” She smiled, her carefree grin sliding back into place, easing the tension in the crinkles around those amazing eyes.

      “I did like what I read, but I think I need to be in a different place to truly appreciate it. With the new year, I made a list of books I’d like to complete before I have to craft my next set of resolutions.”

      Allison settled against the back of the couch, seeming more comfortable now that we weren’t talking about her. “What’s on the list?”

      “Some British novels, now that I’ve been here. Dickens and Austen, mostly.”

      “We should see if there’s a tour. Do you like walking tours?”

      “I’m not sure I’ve been on one.” I sipped the drink, enjoying the warming sensation all the way down.

      “A friend of mine is a Blue Badge guide, and I join some of her tours when I have some free time. I like to learn little things that aren’t in guide books.”

      “What’s Blue Badge?”

      “It means they’re accredited and not some average Jane claiming to be an expert.”

      “You like all facts to actually be facts.” Fitting for a journalist.

      “As much as they can be.” She sipped her wine, her cheeks turning pink, perhaps from the heat of the drink.

      “That’s an interesting way to put it.” My eyes wandered her bookshelves again. “You have a serious interest in American politics, which is odd, considering you live in London.”

      She pointed to the shelf behind her. “Here’s my British politics case and”—she motioned to the one directly behind me, “European.”

      “Does that mean you studied poli-sci in school?”

      “I touched on it. I should have studied it more considering...” She let the words fizzle while she drank heavily from her mug. “Are you hungry?”
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      I couldn’t pry my eyes off the copy of Don Quixote in her hands, wanting to put the book safely back in place. I didn’t know what possessed me to share the copy with her. It was true I’d been reading snippets, but it was Janey’s old school way of transmitting messages. I needed the exact edition in Dagny’s hands to continue my assignment, and I’d been a fool to dog-ear a couple of pages before my faculties rebounded.

      I should have selected a different book to pass off the reading more fiction cover. Truth was, I didn’t have much time for anything but work. I’d told Dagny I was a workaholic, but I didn’t want to share to what extreme, which could potentially scare her off, albeit it was proving she didn’t frighten easily.

      Also, I had this growing urge to spill everything to Dagny, not wanting any dishonesty between the two of us. This was a bad sign. Absolutely terrible. I couldn’t tell her a thing, not simply because it could compromise the job, but it could put her in danger.

      Having her here with me was a risk, but Janey encouraged having Dagny stay with me as a way of throwing whoever was after me, if any were, off my scent. I hated that I listened to Janey of all people when it came to my private life. The woman was a vulture of the worst kind.

      I pressed my palms together, more to control the shaking but also to get Dagny’s attention. “What would you like to do? Rest a bit? Hit the ground running?”

      “Considering my time here is short, I choose the last option. What do you have in mind?”

      “I thought I’d share a couple of my favorite places in my neck of the woods. Are you up for walking?”

      “Absolutely. After being on a plane, I’d love some fresh air and to stretch my legs.” She drained the last portion of her wine and set it on the coaster on the coffee table. After one last flick of the pages of the novel, she put it next to the mug, and I released a whoosh of air as casually as possible.

      I rose to my feet. “I remember you telling me you enjoyed Kensington Gardens, but a lot of tourists skip Holland Park because it’s a bit farther afield from Buckingham and Kensington Palaces.”

      She stood, putting her arms around my neck. “Sounds good, but first—” Dagny planted her lips on mine, sparking those feelings from our only night together.

      “We could stay in,” I said between kisses.

      “But how would I torture you all day to make you beg for it later?”

      I laughed. “I didn’t know that was your plan for the weekend.”

      “I just came up with it, but given that hungry look in your eye, I think it’s a brilliant one.”

      The way she said it, with the need in her eyes, I was certain Dagny needed to feel wanted, sexy, and worth the wait. She was, hence why I was putting my entire career on the back burner for the next two days when I really didn’t have the time for frivolity.

      Exiting my apartment, I led her to the Lancaster tube station. “We could walk to Holland Park, but we have a lot of walking on the agenda, and this will save us forty-five minutes.”

      “I’m not afraid of public transportation.” She looped her arm through mine, taking in the fenced garden on my square. “This is so charmingly London. How long did it take you to get used to living here?”

      “Oh, it still takes me by surprise. Like I’ll be dashing to an appointment, and then I’ll spy St. Paul’s and think, Holy fuck! I live in London.”

      “Still? After five years?”

      “Absolutely, and I hope I never lose that feeling.”

      She smiled at me.

      We entered the tube station, and I gave her a preloaded Oyster card. Tapping mine, I waited on the other side of the barrier for her, taking in the pure beauty and excitement of her face.

      Getting off the tube at Holland Park, we stood at a pedestrian crossing, waiting for the light to change. The air had a nip to it, and a slight breeze cooled things off a bit more. Dagny pulled her beanie lower over her ears but showed no signs of wanting to toss in the towel. The opposite in fact, squaring her shoulders to face the day.

      At the entrance, Dagny asked me to take her photo, and I hesitated briefly, not comfortable holding a device with all the bells and whistles for tracking methods. Although, she may not have flipped on the WiFi given international rates.

      I framed the photo, eyeing her screen and noticing she didn’t have any signal bars. Perfect.

      “It’s pretty green here considering we’re in the dead of winter,” she said when we walked through the doorway in the white wall.

      “It’s one of the things I love about this place. No matter the season, there’s still some color. I lived in Colorado for a brief spell after California, and it had two seasons. Green and brown.”

      “Where in Colorado?”

      “My dad moved to Fort Collins after the divorce, but I haven’t been there in many years.”

      “Why?” She bumped my hip. “Not into cowgirls?”

      “He passed away. Sudden heart attack.” I kicked a branch out of the way.

      She nodded, seeming to understand I didn’t want to talk about it.

      We reached a section where we could go one of three ways: left, right, or straight ahead.

      Dagny turned to me. “Which way?”

      “I’m fond of going to the right. We’ll walk through the forest part, as much as you can have a forest in the middle of one of the largest cities in Britain. Then, there’s the Japanese garden, a must for the Zen feeling. A formal garden next to Holland House. A mural. A café for tea or coffee.” I ticked off the items on my fingers. “This park has it all. Unfortunately, the rose garden isn’t in bloom.”

      “No worries. Everything you listed sounds delightful.”

      We traversed the muddy path to the right in silence for several steps before Dagny said, “I’m so sorry about your dad. As you know, I’m an orphan now.”

      Not knowing how to respond, and not wanting to discuss my dad’s death, I said, “I’m so sorry. Were you young when it happened?”

      “Yes and no. I was an adult, but I still felt like a lost child. Sometimes it’s difficult to shake that feeling.”

      “Do you think of them often?”

      She nodded. “When you took my photo earlier, I wanted to send it to my mom. She always encouraged me to see the world, but I’ve been ridiculously American so far. Visiting different states when the opportunity arose but taking the rest of the world for granted. The December visit was my first big international trip. I don’t really count Mexico or Canada since they’re so close.”

      “And then there was the situation with Steve on Christmas Eve.” I wasn’t sure if I should mention him, but it was hard not to point out the elephant in the room—or park.

      “Yep. I’m hoping this trip reignites my desire to see the world.”

      “Really?” Since I loved to travel, this was a must for someone in my life.

      “I do. Steve wasn’t the type to want to see the world. He liked his protective bubble where he was the star power. During our trip last December, not one soul recognized him. I think it dented his ego quite a bit.”

      “Have you ever envisioned fame?”

      “From the parts I’ve tasted by being with Steve, I can unequivocally say I’d hate it. I’d fold up, not allowing anyone to penetrate my walls.”

      “That’s hard to imagine.” Dagny never came across as guarded with me. Not even that first night, which only intensified my guilt for not letting her in about my assignment, even if it was part of my job.

      She met my gaze. “It’s true, though. I don’t usually let people in.” She threaded her fingers through mine, giving them a squeeze.

      I believed her.

      We rounded a corner, getting closer to the Japanese Garden.

      “Have you wanted to become a celebrity?”

      I snorted. “Not at all. I wouldn’t be able to do my job.”

      Okay, that wasn’t entirely true. I wanted people to know my name, not my face. But that would be a difficult tightrope to walk.

      “Your boss is famous,” she countered.

      “Which is why she’ll only be the figurehead of the company, not a grunt. I suspect JJ still wants to be a low-level employee. Fame takes a toll.”

      Right then, there was a loud, obnoxious noise, and she jumped. “What in the hell is that?”
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      Placing a hand on my thudding heart, I felt the world go quiet, and then the absence of everything nearly brought tears to my eyes.

      “Dagny.” Allison gripped my shoulders. “It’s okay. It’s a peacock.”

      “A what?” I popped one eye open.

      “A peacock.” She pointed to a tree off in the distance, where a peacock sat.

      “That horrendous sound came from such a beautiful creature?”

      “This city is filled with delightful ironies.”

      I laughed. “You must think me a fool. Overreacting like that.”

      Allison stared into my eyes. “I don’t believe in overreactions. You reacted, and there’s nothing wrong with that. Would you like a cup of tea to help settle your nerves?”

      “After we tour the Japanese Garden.” I craned my neck around Allison. “The place seems to define serenity, aside from the peacocks roaming the grounds. Do they bite?”

      “In all my years here, I’ve never witnessed a peacock attack.” Allison grinned, but she edged closer to me. “And, I agree about the peacefulness of the place. It’s one of the reasons I wanted to bring you here. When my mind is crammed with too much”—she palmed the sides of her head—“I come here and sit on one of the benches.”

      I looped my arm through Allison’s again, unable to keep from wanting to root myself into her life, as if we’d always known each other and had been on a crash course with fate.

      We made our way around to the water feature, including koi carp, small tiered waterfalls, Japanese maple trees, and stone lanterns. Off to the side were two more peacocks, preening themselves, and a couple of tourists snapping photos.

      “Do you need to come here often?” I asked Allison.

      “I try to make it here once a week. Usually on Sundays, which is the worst day of the week to visit since everyone and their uncle flocks here, but it’s the day I typically reserve for myself.”

      “Does that mean you work Monday through Saturday?”

      She released a huff of air. “Uh… yeah.”

      “But today’s Saturday.”

      “It is.”

      “Shouldn’t you be working?” I teased, bumping my shoulder against hers.

      “Some things in life are more important.”

      I drilled my eyes into hers, trying to determine if that was a canned line or heartfelt, but what I saw was pure honesty. It made me trust her and want to get to know her even more, but I couldn’t. Not completely. She’d made it clear her work was off-limits. Would that become an impenetrable obstacle over time? While the majority of our lives were spent working, did that truly define a person?

      “What got you interested in the media?” I asked.

      She took a step back, shaking her head. “Sorry, but I wasn’t expecting that switch.”

      “I know you can’t talk about your work, but can you share with me why you’re passionate about it?”

      “Of course, but I should warn you, once you open the floodgates, you might wish you hadn’t. I love talking about the biz, newspapers in particular. It was my doctorate on Ida Tarbell that caught JJ’s eye. She’s a fan of the muckrakers, and as they say, the rest is history.”

      “That’s an odd word.”

      “Muckrakers?”

      I nodded, and her face lit up as if she’d been waiting all day to dive into the topic.

      “It has an interesting history, and while it’s derogatory, and many claim Tarbell and the others were sensationalists, they exposed some of the greatest inequities of American history.” She was practically dancing on her tippy-toes, the excitement coursing through her. “When I was a kid, I loved to uncover secrets. Back then, I wasn’t all that ethical. Such as pretending to be asleep on the couch when my parents fought. Or hiding in bushes to learn what my childhood friends were up to.”

      “You don’t do these things now?”

      “Well, no. I mean, I’m still chasing secrets the public should know about, but it’s different now since the ones I’m seeking shouldn’t be hidden.” Her shoulders tensed. “It’s hard to explain, but I believe what I do serves the public good and helps keep democratic institutions honest, as much as they can be. I have to believe that, or I couldn’t devote my life to it.”

      “You really do love your job.”

      “Don’t you?” she asked in earnestness.

      “Uh, not really. I don’t hate it, but I don’t light up like a kid on Christmas morning, like you did just now.”

      “I do not.” Her cheeks burned, and she dragged a foot on the paved path.

      I placed my finger under her chin, gently pushing it up so I could speak directly to her. “It’s not a bad thing. I’m jealous, really.”

      “Not everyone appreciates the way I dive headfirst into a project.”

      “Do you allow yourself to come up for air?”

      “Not always, no.”

      “Why not?”

      “I guess I didn’t have a reason to.” She swallowed, seeming unsure if that was the right answer.

      “Will that always be the case?”

      “I’m here on a Saturday, aren’t I?” The frivolity returned to her voice and eyes. Those blues of hers were bewitching.

      “What should I take from that?”

      “Are you a fan of Casablanca?”

      “I’ve seen it, but goodness, it was years ago. Why?”

      “I’m fond of the line: This is the beginning of a beautiful friendship.”

      “Friendship, huh?” I sucked in a deep breath.

      “I know we started hot and heavy, but I’m a huge believer in forging a solid foundation.”

      I liked the sound of that but needed clarification. “In your opinion, is that what we’re doing now?”

      “I’ve never taken anyone I know to Holland Park. It may not be the most revealing aspect of my life, but it’s one of the most important to my heart.” She splayed her fingers over her chest, and then threaded them through my fingers, as if sealing a pact.
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      I didn’t know what to say. In all the years I’d been alive, no one, and I mean no one had ever said something so completely honest and heartfelt.

      This couldn’t be real, could it?

      I kicked the negativity to the side and threaded my arms around Allison’s neck. “You’re sweet. So very sweet.”

      We kissed.

      Until the peacock crowed again and I nearly jumped out of my boots.

      Allison, laughing, swept hair off my cheek. “It’s okay, Dag. I got you.”

      And she did.

      For the weekend at least.

      Then I remembered.

      “How long will you be in New York?”

      “You know, I didn’t think to ask. I got the call saying go here, and I said, okay.” She saluted.

      I shook my head. “You lead a much different life than I do. The only excitement in my workplace is when the printer jams.”

      With a sobering expression, she nodded. “I’m not going to sugarcoat it. Not everyone can appreciate or understand my job. I probably shouldn’t even ask it of anyone, especially you.”

      “Why especially me?”

      “Not to sound corny, but you’re special. The type of woman everyone should aspire to have in their life. I can’t stop thinking that I’m going to let you down. You’re going to have questions at some point, and I won’t be able to say a word. As a writer, that part kills me. I’ll have to take your aggression without saying a fucking thing in my defense because if I do—” She hefted a shoulder.

      “Are you in danger?”

      Her eyes clouded over, but she tried to allay my nerves by offering an aw-shucks grin. It did the exact opposite.

      “I don’t want anything to happen to you.” A shudder shot through me.

      “I’m careful.”

      The problem with her calculation was whoever was on the other side. How careful, plotting, or determined were they?

      As if sensing my mental computations, she said, “Let’s get that cup of tea. Nothing can go wrong with the world when having a cup of tea at a café in Holland Park. Nothing at all.”

      I wrapped my arms around myself. “I could use some warmth.”

      “We can stop exploring the park if you’d like.”

      “Not a chance. Hot tea will do the trick.”

      We continued walking, and I said, “There was a time when I wished I could do something with my life, other than crunch numbers to make rich people even richer. That thought is rather depressing.”

      “What did you envision doing?” She eyed me before pointing for me to go to the right.

      “Saving the world with one math problem at a time.”

      She chuckled quietly. “I like to think that’s what I’m doing, aside from the math bit. I’m rubbish with numbers.”

      “Rubbish?”

      “It’s one of the many words I’ve picked up.”

      “No doubt.” I stopped to get her full attention. “I don’t know what you’re working on, but I’m proud of you. Promise me you’ll be careful.”
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        * * *

      

      That night, while Allison was in the shower, I studied the books on her shelves, trying to discern what project she was involved in. I knew it was wrong. I should let it be. She said, in no uncertain terms, her work life was off-limits. But there was a part of me that couldn’t set it aside. Curiosity. How many people had died because of it?

      What had Dorothy Parker said about it? I googled it on my phone: The cure for boredom is curiosity. There is no cure for curiosity.

      My staring at my phone and then going back to the books on the shelf were proof of that.

      Allison had asked me not to probe, so why was I snooping at my first available opportunity?

      “Need some lighthearted reading before bed?” Allison stood in a fluffy white robe, using a towel to dry her hair.

      “Yep. How’s this one?” I took a copy of Dark Money off a shelf.

      “Oh, nothing but sugar plums.”

      “If I remember correctly, the next line is about a loud sound—a clap…” I closed one eye to conjure the words of the poem.

      “No scary Christmas memories, but happy happy, joy joy ones.”

      “Can I borrow the book? Talking to you has inspired me.” My fingers gripped the book tighter.

      “In what way?”

      “To do good in this world.”

      “Careful. It can be addictive.”

      I sensed she was being completely serious. “Is it too late for me?”

      Her eyebrows shot up. “It’s never too late for anyone, most of all, someone as intelligent as you.”

      “Do you really think I’m smart?”

      “Absolutely.”

      “And capable of doing my part to aid society? I’m not a journalist…” I wasn’t sure where I was going, but I couldn’t escape the feeling a door to something better had been opened.

      She took five steps toward me. “I have zero doubts.”

      “If only I did. Believe, that is. I have many misgivings about stepping out of my lane.”

      Her arms were around my waist, pulling me close. “Please believe in yourself. Life is short, Dag. You have to make decisions that’ll make you happy.”

      “I hate my job, but I’m good at it.”

      “It doesn’t mean you can’t be good at other ones.”

      I laughed nervously. “Talking to you always makes me feel like I can conquer the world.”

      “Let’s do it together.”

      “Right now?” I teased.

      “I had something else in mind.”

      “Such as?”

      “Care to relive one of the most memorable scenes of our night together?”

      “You don’t have a fireplace.”

      She playfully bonked her forehead. “I have a bed, though.”

      “Shocking news!”

      Allison kissed my neck, and I stretched it out to give her more access, needing her touch to soothe the thoughts in my head.
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      “How are you doing this to me?” I nibbled on Dagny’s earlobe.

      “I think you’re the one doing this to me.” She inhaled deeply when my tongue went into her ear. “Delightfully so.”

      I wrapped my arms around her neck, pressing my forehead to hers. “Does this scare you at all?”

      She looked into my eyes with such understanding I nearly swallowed my tongue.

      I waited.

      Finally, she said, “It does. I’m not one to attach easily to someone, but when I do decide to take things to the next level, I’m all in. If this isn’t real, please tell me now to save me the heartache.”

      I stroked her cheek with the pad of my thumb. “My brain keeps telling me to run. This is the worst moment to fall for someone, what with my mysterious assignment. But—”

      Our lips met briefly.

      “But what?” she pressed.

      “I can’t deny how I feel or how much I want this.”

      “Define this?”

      “I’m not sure I’ve felt this before.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “You ask a lot of questions,” I grinned like a lovesick fool. “It means I’ve never experienced such a bond with someone. Not right off the bat.”

      “I haven’t either. Half the time I worry it’s just me reacting to the Steve situation.”

      “And, the other half?”

      “Look who’s asking questions now.” Dagny’s eyes smoldered with excitement. “It feels oh so right. That’s usually when I’m able to look into these stunning blues. Even on video. You calm me. Make me feel safe.”

      How safe was she with me, though?

      A tsunami of guilt slammed into my gut.

      “Don’t.” Dagny rubbed the creases near my right eye. “You can’t control the outside world, but you can here, with just the two of us.”

      “If you don’t kiss me right now—"

      She did. Oh God, did she. There was kissing and then there was a melting of two hearts into passionate fury.

      Dagny stripped my sweater and top off in one go, letting it fall onto the wood floor. “I never got to see your bra last time.”

      “That’s right. I was in your bikini.”

      “Which you stole.”

      “Guilty as charged.”

      Her eyes roamed over me, stripping me even further, as if she could see all the thoughts and fears coursing through me. The last thing I wanted to do was to bring harm to this amazing person standing before me, her penetrating expression as if she wanted to give herself completely to me. The crazy part was I wanted to do the same.

      I ripped her top off. “A simple, but sexy white bra. I should have guessed.”

      “Why’s that?” She ran a finger along the top of my deep-plum bra.

      “It’s how your brain works. You crave simple, even when making calculations with so many variables. You still want a crisp answer that can’t be refuted.”

      “And, your nose ring screamed you didn’t do simple lingerie. For someone who likes to fly under the radar, there are certain qualities that make it difficult to do so.” She kissed my shoulder, reaching around me, unhooking my bra. “I think it’s time you took me to your room.”

      We walked in sync, me going backwards, into my bedroom.

      Her intoxicating rich chocolate eyes queried me, as if saying, “Last chance to tell me this isn’t real.”

      I kissed her sweetly, her fingers threading through my hair, pulling me into her completely.

      “I need you, Dagny.”

      “Take me.”

      Again, she kissed me.

      Delicately but with surging passion.

      I craved more, and deepened the kiss, red-hot hunger flowed through my entire body.

      Dagny undid the top of my jeans, and I reciprocated, both of us stepping out of the rest of our clothes, not wanting to waste another second. Not when our time was so short, which would be the case for the foreseeable future, but I had to blot that from my thoughts. No sadness while Dagny was shoving me onto the bed, climbing on top of me, both of us completely naked.

      I rolled Dagny onto her back, inserting my knee between her legs.

      She clawed my back, accelerating things by heating up a kiss that made my toes curl.

      My hip rocked into her with overwhelming thirst for Dagny.

      Her hands ran up and down my back.

      If I ruined this, not simply the moment, but all the times we hopefully had together, I’d never recover.

      I was falling in love with Dagny.

      This shouldn’t be happening, but it was.

      There was no way to fight against it, like we’d been fated, before either of us took a breath, to meet and be together, no matter the odds.

      It was kismet.

      It had to be.

      Dagny cupped my cheeks. “I feel it, too.”

      Had I said any of that aloud?

      I was certain I hadn’t, which cemented all of my thoughts. This was the woman for me, no matter what.

      Her pussy moved into me, and I gyrated my hip into her warmth, lovingly and unhurriedly like a gear in our desire had been reversed from fucking to making love.

      My mouth planted soft kisses, from the tip of her nose, her mouth, traversing her chin, into the hollow of her throat, to her left breast. I stayed put here, enjoying the sensation of her nipple rising to the occasion, puckering even more in my mouth as my teeth grazed it.

      I made my way over her creamy skin, arriving at her other nipple, delighted by the nub meeting me with eagerness.

      We both let out excited gasps.

      I dug my hip into her with more force.

      Dagny latched her fingers onto my hips, helping me connect with more need.

      My tongue moved down her body, causing her to writhe and squirm when I landed on a ticklish patch. Dagny’s hips reacted with urgency, and her back curved, allowing me total access to her stomach, my fingers reaching under to support her.

      No matter the obstacles we were surely to face, I’d never let go of her.

      My mouth skimmed her belly button, continuing downward, past her pubic hair, which grazed my chin, hopefully leaving a mark on my skin for me to always remember this moment. The passion for such a lovely woman.

      I inhaled Dagny’s musky scent from the spot beckoning me.

      I continued my travels, Dagny’s breath hitching.

      She wanted me.

      I separated her wet lips with my tongue.

      Her back arched even farther.

      I dipped inside her, relishing the taste.

      Dagny moaned, causing my body to clench with desire.

      My mouth worked back to her clit, and Dagny pitched on the mattress, the anticipation cresting.

      I slipped two fingers inside her, cherishing the way she greeted me.

      Pushing in deeper, I watched the effect as she reached above her head, white-knuckling the bars on the bedframe.

      My fingers pressed into her as far as they could, while my mouth focused on her clit, lapping it sensually, but the urgency making it hard for me to control the speed.

      It was difficult to deny Dagny, with the way her body called to me to bring her to the edge and to push past it.

      I grazed her clit with my tongue.

      One swipe.

      Two.

      Three.

      My fingers shoved in, deep.

      I devoured her sex with my mouth.

      Dagny threaded her fingers into my free hand, curling them together.

      Her body trembled.

      I continued with my tongue and fingers inside.

      From the increase of her tremors, I knew she was close, and it’d only be seconds before—

      “Fucking hell!” Dagny rocked off the mattress, cradling my head. “Don’t stop.”

      I didn’t, and I never would.
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        * * *

      

      Hours later, we lay in each other’s arms, making it difficult to know where my body started and hers ended.

      “You really are amazing,” she whispered.

      I traced a finger around her areola. “I need to get my fill before our next time apart.”

      “I hate thinking of that.”

      “Me too.”

      “Do you think we can make this work?”

      I rolled on top of her. “We have to, Dag. This is meant to be.”

      “Kismet.”

      I laughed. “That word came to my mind earlier. I swear, you can hear all my thoughts, and it doesn’t scare me like it should. Actually, I fear you losing the ability.”

      She held me tightly. “That won’t happen. You’re the one, Allison.”
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      A month after my visit to London, followed by Allison spending two nights in a New York hotel, I left work a quarter after four. It was usually impossible to leave earlier than that, since the bosses didn’t like anyone leaving until the markets closed. My typical day didn’t end until seven, well after the 4:00 p.m. closing bell, but today I wanted time to get ready for my date with Allison.

      I felt more pressure this time around since she was on my turf, and we were going on a date, not holing up in a hotel. However, I hadn’t been in the city long, so I didn’t have any special places like Holland Park. But this was the Big Apple. Plenty of chances to dazzle an enigmatic woman.

      Back at the apartment, the clock on the microwave announced it was 4:47. Time to start the pre-date routine. Shower. Shave, including the nether regions. I should have scheduled an appointment at The Screaming Peach for a full Brazilian, but I’d done one in the past, and I’d rather pour turpentine all over my body in an effort to peel off the first layers of skin, like stripping paint from an old piece of furniture, to accomplish the same effect.

      Besides, Allison sported a modest Brazilian, and I was fairly confident I could accomplish a decent job in the comfort of my own shower and not have a stranger’s head and hands up my grill. I never liked paying good money for someone to torture me.

      Two and a half hours later, I stood in the walk-in closet, completely naked, gaping at my clothing options. I was a simple woman. At work, I preferred black slacks and blazer and a colorful silk blouse. For non-work situations, I was usually at a loss.

      Before the separation, Steve had hooked me up with a personal shopper who’d selected a few cocktail dresses for me. I hadn’t been overly keen about any of them but hadn’t put up much of a fuss, either. Being Steve’s girlfriend required evenings out. Or they had. I wouldn’t miss that part of my life, since I never enjoyed being in the spotlight and worked hard at not being photographed, finding it creepy to have my image on the internet. Luckily, Steve understood my aversion and never posted photos of us together.

      Time to dial a friend, but Lily, the fashion guru I trusted—not Steve’s personal shopper, who, for all I knew, was the other woman now—didn’t answer the phone. Not surprising since most in this city didn’t work a typical nine-to-five day.

      I went back to the dresses the shopper insisted I buy and held a black one in front of me, eyeing the effect in the full-length mirror. Cocking my head to the side, I tried picturing it on me, not wanting to take the effort to slide into it. Maybe the red one said: take this off me now. I rehung the black one and snatched the red.

      “Classy or hooker?” I said, looking at my image. “Or desperate?”

      I assessed my outfit choices once again with one goal in mind: look smoking hot without fearing judgment. So far, Allison had proven she wasn’t the type to lump someone into a category. No, she was the type to take the extra effort to look beneath the surface.

      Would she like what she saw?
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        * * *

      

      I exited the apartment building a little before seven.

      Felipe whistled. “Wow! Mr. Laird must be taking you out for a fantastic night on the town.”

      “Something like that. I need a cab, please.”

      He used his magical doorman abilities and flagged down a cabbie in under thirty seconds. Opening the door, he bowed more than usual, adding an elaborate swooping motion of the arm. “Your carriage, Cinderella.”

      I had to smile. “You’re a doll, Felipe. Your wife is a very lucky lady.”

      “Care to put in a good word for me?”

      About to put one leg in the taxi, I paused, one hand on the roof of the car, to ask, “In the doghouse?”

      His sheepish smile was enough confirmation.

      Shaking my head, I said, “You men. So hard to live with. Surprise her with a sweet gesture or sentimental gift, nothing extravagant. That goes a long way.” Like winning a silly minion on Christmas Eve. After wishing him goodnight, I climbed into the car and supplied the driver with my destination.

      Thirty minutes later, we pulled up outside the building. After paying, I made for the lobby to take the elevator to the forty-eighth floor. The glass elevator shot up, giving me a spectacular view of the opulence of the interior, consisting mostly of gold and glass, reminding me very much of the style of Las Vegas.

      Our reservation wasn’t until eight, but we planned to meet in the bar for a pre-dinner drink. I checked in with the hostess, informing her I’d be at the bar waiting for the rest of my party of two. Not that it mattered. My table was ready. The power of Steve Laird. His name at least, although, I may have fibbed and said I was his sister. What harm was a little white lie? I’d learned over the years, Steve’s big personality drew all eyeballs on him, and the average person wouldn’t be able to pick me out of a lineup. It helped that he wasn’t a movie star and we never had to walk down red carpets. Hopefully, I wasn’t being naïve, but dammit, I wanted to live my life.

      There was one seat at the bar, which I promptly claimed in hopes one of the seats on either side of me would free up soon.

      “What can I get you?” The bartender wore a crisp black shirt with a red tie and suspenders.

      I wanted a beer, but a quick scan of all the fancy bottles behind the bar didn’t elicit much faith this was the beer type of joint. No cider, either. “Uh, a Cosmo, please.”

      He nodded.

      I occupied myself on my phone to avoid making eye contact with other patrons and to curb the desire to watch the door for Allison’s arrival.

      This morning, before her flight, she’d texted to say she was looking forward to seeing me, but not a peep from her after the plane landed, which I’d incessantly tracked from takeoff to arrival. It was the orphan in me. The fear of losing yet another person I cared for caused me to act irrationally, even if I did my best to curtail the need.

      What did her radio silence mean?

      No, don’t think about that.

      Confidence.

      It has power.

      I sat up straight on the bar stool. My drink arrived.

      Minutes, it seemed, slid by.

      Casually, I eyed the clock on my iPhone. Still plenty of time before the reservation.

      “You alone?” a male voice asked behind me.

      Stifling a groan, I took a fortifying sip of the Cosmo. Swiveling my head, I informed the fortyish male, “I’m waiting for someone.”

      He shifted in his black loafers. “Is that the truth, or are you blowing me off?”

      “Excuse me?”

      “I’m tired of women like you passing me up. I’m the full package, baby.” He made a gesture indicating I was beholding an Adonis. Then he made the universal sign that he was also wealthy.

      Jesus, I’d thought Steve was cocky as shit.

      Words failed me.

      If things didn’t work out with Allison, would this be my fate? Fending off sleazeballs who thought if they flashed a few Benjamin’s I’d overlook their personality?
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      “Darling! I’m so sorry I’m late.” I swooped in, kissing Dagny sweetly on the cheek, lingering a moment longer than necessary because it seemed the man who’d been speaking to Dag needed to get the message loud and clear. At least, that was what I took from her stiff and protective body language and the leering of the man. After the smooch, I said, “My meeting ran late.”

      “Just glad you made it,” she said.

      “Lesbians. Figures!” The guy stormed off, raking an angry hand through his thinning hair.

      I arched one eyebrow. “I can’t leave you alone for one second, can I?”

      She laughed. “It’s been much longer than a second. Was your meeting really delayed? Or was it another one of your mysterious things you can’t tell me about?”

      I nodded. “Yes and yes.”

      “That’s vague.” She crossed her arms playfully, or so I hoped.

      I jacked up my shoulders. “That’s how the cookie crumbles in my line of work.”

      “Let’s hope it’s only the cookie that falls apart. Not your entire life.” There was concern in her eyes.

      The fact that she was thinking along those lines was a clear indication Dagny knew I was onto something hot and dangerous, but it was best not to give her permission to worry. “Nice try. Let’s get back to what I walked into.”

      “What?”

      “You and Mr. Charming.” I jerked my head in his direction.

      She laughed. “Oh, that. That usually doesn’t happen to me.”

      “Well, when you leave the house looking like this”—I motioned to her outfit—“I’m surprised I only had to fight off one suitor.”

      “This?” She looked down at her dress. “I just threw this ratty thing on.”

      “Yes. I always just throw on a skintight red cocktail dress with a plunging neckline when I don’t want to impress anyone.”

      “Do you now?” Her eyes roamed over my outfit. “So, not trying to impress anyone tonight, given your fancy silk blouse and black trousers that show off what’s underneath.”

      “It’s all I had packed. Hopefully, it’s sufficient.” I glanced over the posh bar, wondering how much the bill for one drink would be.

      She made a show of mulling this over, tapping her chin with a finger. “Considering you had to rush to pack because this trip was last minute, again, I’ll let this wardrobe mishap slide.”

      I cocked my head back and laughed. “You’re going to keep me on my toes, aren’t you?”

      “You graduated from Harvard.” She pronounced it with her best Bostonian accent. “Surely you can keep up.”

      I caught the eye of the bartender. “A dirty martini, please.”

      “You would want it dirty,” she teased in what I was learning was her sultry tone, a positive sign for where the night would end.

      “Is there any other way?” My eyes hopefully suggested her mind envisioned something else dirty. With me.

      Her cheeks prickled with heat, matching her dress, and my nether regions went up in flames.

      “Will you be able to keep your hands off me during dinner?”

      “It’ll be a challenge. Probably my biggest one to date.” Everything. Dagny. This place. The man. This didn’t really happen in real life, did it? I felt like I was floating on cloud nine, but the realist in me was waiting for someone or something to burst the bubble.

      Her deep brown eyes penetrated mine. “You’re adorable and sexy as hell. It’s an intriguing mix. Shall we have dinner, my dear?” She crooked her arm, swooping up her drink in her free hand.

      I clutched my martini and looped my arm through hers, somewhat hesitantly. Although, two women walking arm-in-arm didn’t raise many eyebrows. Not in New York City. It was the fear of getting snared in a picture when I was supposed to be doing my best to stay off the grid. However, a little internet sleuthing right after meeting her had proven that Dagny was hardly ever photographed with Steve, and the photos I’d found were blurry, clearly furtive snaps of the two and not publicity shots. That put my mind at ease as much as it could.

      It seemed, though, that every decision I made had some type of impact on my professional life. Having the majority of people showcasing their lives online presented so many complications, and I had to wonder if that had been the case during the Watergate investigation, would it have changed history?

      The bottom line came down to Dagny. Was she worth the risk? I glanced in her direction, and she met my eyes with a dazzling smile, stamping out all the worry fizzing inside me.
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      The hostess greeted us with a wide, vapid smile. “Follow me.”

      She led us through the circular sea of red chairs in the middle and along the 360-degree windows. The movement of the floor, as it slowly turned to allow patrons the full New York skyline experience, was barely perceptible.

      The woman held out one of the red high-backed chairs, and Allison motioned for me to take it while she took the other seat.

      Our menus were placed in front of us. “I see you already have drinks. Your server will be with you shortly, but if you need anything, stop anyone of us, Ms. Laird.”

      “Thank you,” I said with a polite dip of the head.

      When the woman was out of earshot, Allison whispered, “Ms. Laird?”

      “It’s possible I name dropped to get a last-minute reservation when I learned you’d be in town for two nights.”

      She whistled, leaning back in her seat. “I’m seriously regretting not trying harder to get an appropriate date outfit to seduce Ms. Laird.”

      “Is that your ultimate goal? Seducing me? Besides, I told them I’m Steve’s sister, not significant other.”

      She tapped the side of her head. “Got it.”

      “Are you disappointed?”

      Allison quirked one narrow eyebrow. “Not at all. I much prefer thinking you’re his sister.”

      “Me too.”

      “Is that why you aren’t photographed much?”

      “How do you know that?” I wrinkled my nose.

      “Journalist.” She made a swirling motion with a finger in front of her face. “Also, don’t all people our age google someone they’re interested in?”

      “I guess so, but I wouldn’t. To answer your other questions: partly. Steve is the publicity whore, not me. We determined from the beginning I would be protected as much as possible. I attended parties and events with him, naturally, but I got really good at ducking cameras. I have to admit, I won’t miss having to be on guard all the time.” I relaxed into my chair.

      “How’s the haggling over the apartment going? The last I heard, you two were discussing the living arrangements. Who gets to stay and such. Has it been sorted?”

      “In a roundabout way.” It was possible I led Allison to believe I was going to insist Steve help me pay for an apartment or let me stay in the current one in exchange for keeping my silence. I hadn’t meant to mislead her, but when I was in London, the conversation came up when I’d had one too many beers, and well, that was easier to say instead of “Oh, we’re roomies now. Isn’t that grand?” I’d been out of the dating world for years, but that seemed like a relationship no-no. So was lying, but did it count when spoken while intoxicated?

      “Is this solution acceptable for you.” She lowered her head to look into my eyes.

      I sipped my Cosmo, and from the tinging of Allison’s cheeks, my attempt at batting my eyes over the rim of the cocktail glass had the desired effect.

      Was I really using the promise of sex to get me out of this pickle? What happened to the math geek who cherished the simplicity and honesty of numbers? This was the problem with being human. Emotions muddled simple truths.

      “I hope the move won’t be too stressful, but whenever you need to destress…” She left the rest unsaid.

      “Fly over to London?”

      “It’s a beautiful city.” Her shrug implied she could have proposed worse solutions.

      I laughed. “It is. So is New York. In case you’re ever stressed.”

      She rested on her forearms. “Oh, I’m always stressed and often in New York. As it turns out, I’ll be back here in a couple of weeks.”

      “Well, isn’t this working out?” I tried to still the swirling in my stomach. Lies and me had never cohabitated well; however, was this really the place for me to come clean. Instead, I rested on my forearms, knowing where her mind and eyes would go.

      She took a long look at my goods. Her smile was slow to reach her eyes, but the wait was worth it when the corners of her mouth tugged upward.

      “Are you two ready to order?” the waiter asked.

      “Uh…” I tore my eyes off Allison. “We haven’t even peeked yet, but we’ll get right on that.” To emphasize this, I plucked up the menu.

      “No rush. Another round?” He jerked his chin to both of our drinks.

      “Sure,” Allison said. “Or would you prefer a bottle of wine with dinner?”

      “Yeah, let’s do wine.” The Cosmo was going straight to my head.

      Allison turned her face to the freshly shaved man, who had the hallmarks of an out-of-work actor, with his chiseled good looks and soulful eyes. “Looks like we need a minute for everything.”

      “No worries. This is the type of establishment everyone should savor.” He spun on his heel to attend to the table behind Allison.

      In an attempt to assuage the burning sensation between my legs—would my dress hold up—I studied the menu. “Ooooh… the mountain asparagus ravioli cooked al dente sounds delightful. Light cream sauce. Topped with cherry tomatoes and radicchio.”

      “That seems to suit a swimmer.” Her eyes wandered over me as if wishing we weren’t in a public place. “I’m going for the classic New York sirloin.” She threaded her fingers and stretched them out as if getting ready for intense exercise later.

      “That seems to suit a gym rat.”

      “True. Need to keep up my protein intake. And I’ve been hitting the gym more regularly since meeting you.”

      “Why’s that?”

      “I’ve never been with a swimmer before. I have my work cut out for me.” Her tone implied she wasn’t joshing but liked the challenge.

      “Yeah, right. Why are you really telling me this?”

      “It’s code for saying I can share a slice of cheesecake. It would be criminal not to while here, it being a special night and all.” She gestured to the lights outside the window. “This place is absolutely spiffing.”

      “Spiffing?”

      “Picked that up living in London. In the UK, it means jolly good. Do Americans not use it?”

      “Because you’re not American?” I teased.

      “I don’t know what I am these days. I don’t seem to fit in anywhere. It’s part of being an immigrant.”

      “Do you ever think of returning?”

      “Sometimes.” She pressed a finger into a spoon on the table, causing the handle to rise up and then fall.

      This was news to me.

      “Do you ever see yourself leaving the US?” she asked.

      I swished air from one cheek to the other. “I never gave it much thought. On one hand, it sounds like it would be charming. To learn new words like spiffing.”

      “On the other hand?”

      “I’m not sure I have the personality type to uproot my life.” I was struggling leaving Steve completely because I preferred not rocking the boat.

      “I was surprised by the lack of the charming English accent in the capital, so if that’s your goal, you’ll probably be disappointed. Not many Brits can afford to live in London.”

      “A lot like New York, then. High rents only a select few can afford.” Like Steve, another reason I agreed to the living arrangement. I’d been spoiled most of my adult life with a certain standard of living.

      Her expression softened. “Tell me, what have you and Steve worked out so far?”

      Had she read my mind?

      I set my menu to the side of the table, and the waiter swooped in. “Ready?”

      We ordered, Allison taking a risk by requesting cheesecake with our dinner orders, explaining, “That way we can’t say no later.”

      When the man left, I laughed. “Is that code for something?”

      She furrowed her brow. “Cheesecake code?”

      “Not saying no later.”

      “Oh, that.” She rubbed her chin. “I didn’t put much thought into it, but I guess it could be taken that way, if you so desired.” She spoke with confidence, making me consider how much thought she’d put into her words. “Dare I ask, do you want to say no? Later, that is?”

      “I haven’t even eaten dinner, and you already want to know if you’ll get me into bed. Shame on you, Allison.” I shook a teacher-like finger.

      “Dinner date faux pas?”

      “Majorly.”

      “Duly noted. Are you avoiding discussing Steve? I am worried about you. Your entire world was turned upside down. Talk, Dagny. I’m here to listen.”

      Her sincere eyes stirred guilt inside.

      “Now that I’ve had more time to think about the apartment situation, I’ve mellowed some. If he’s not dying to make an official announcement of our separation, what harm can it do, really?”

      “What do you mean announcement? It’s been weeks now. Surely the dust has settled, so why is a public statement necessary?” The lines around her eyes crinkled.

      “Er… he is on TV… so maybe… I guess.” I hefted one shoulder.

      Allison’s brow crumpled. “I didn’t know he was such a target for the paparazzi.”

      “Maybe only in New York. Or in the sports world. Although, Steve does have an oversized ego, so that should be factored into the equation.” I tapped the table with the pad of my thumb, waiting for the other question to drop.

      “Is he getting another apartment or paying for yours like you asked? He’s the one who wanted it this way.”

      “Oh, that…” I tapped my fingers on the stem of my glass. “We agreed to keep things the way they are now.”

      “What does that entail, really?” Suspicion crept into those lovely blues.

      “We’re both going to stay in the apartment.” I rushed to add, “In separate rooms, naturally.”

      Allison blinked. “That’s very lesbian of him.”

      “That’s what I said!”

      She chewed on her lower lip. “Are you okay with staying in the apartment? With him?”

      I sucked my cheeks into my mouth. “That remains to be seen. We don’t see much of each other.”

      “Is he worried about you affording a place of your own, but not wanting to help you financially?” I could practically see her mind grasping at straws to explain the situation.

      I laughed nervously. “Wow. You ask a lot of questions.”

      She blushed. “Sorry. Occupational hazard.”

      “I don’t think it’s about money, no.”

      Her eyebrows nearly reached her hairline. “That’s intriguing. What is it about?”

      “Uh, it’s kinda private, I guess.” Steve hadn’t even told me, but her questioning and reaction were making it clear that I should have put the screws to him much earlier because he owed me an explanation, considering it involved me. Listening to the way it came across to others flashed serious controlling red flags. Had I become so accustomed to Steve calling the plays in every aspect of our lives that I no longer noticed when he did it?

      Her darkening expression as my answers seemed to sink in alerted me she didn’t like the situation one bit. “I see.” She glanced around. “I need to use the loo.”

      After her departure, I chastised myself, “Nice going, Dagny.”

      She was gone for longer than expected. Or had she slipped out? I couldn’t blame her completely. I was being cagey all because I didn’t want to admit Steve had an inflated ego, and I was embarrassed by his declaration that if people found out, it’d make his life hell because he hated attention, when in turn, that was what he craved. What would she think of me, knowing I’d been with such a man for over a decade? And, that I let him control every aspect of my life, apparently, without challenging him on the facts.

      Our food arrived during her absence.

      Minutes later, Allison returned to the table, tucking her iPhone into her trousers’ pocket. Had that been the reason she’d been gone so long? Answering email or a call while on a date when our alone time was limited and precious?

      Was being drawn to ego maniacs my curse?

      “That trick always works.” She retook her seat, replacing a linen napkin in her lap.

      “What trick?”

      The waiter reappeared with a bottle of red wine. We remained silent, awkwardly so, while he uncorked it and poured it into my glass for approval. I nodded after a sip, barely tasting the liquid.

      So far, this night wasn’t going according to plan, but I couldn’t put my finger on the exact cause of the ripple of unease. Was it solely based on jealousy or something else? Surely, she wasn’t reporting to her news organization about Steve. Had her opinion of me drastically fallen, and she wanted to extricate herself from the situation?

      I tapped my nails against my wineglass. “You didn’t tell me about your trick.”

      She sipped her wine, seeming to savor the liquid in her mouth, or was she stalling for time. “Ah, that’s simple, really. Ever since I was a kid, I’d excuse myself to use the bathroom, and by the time I returned, the food would have arrived during my absence. I haven’t eaten much today, and I’m starving.”

      “I see.” That explanation sounded plausible, albeit convenient.

      She sliced into her steak and placed a delicate piece into her mouth. Chewing, she let out a subtle moan. “So good. Would you like some?”

      “Only if you sample mine.”

      “I intend to.” Her eyes smoldered.

      “Do you now?” Maybe I’d read too much into her departure right after learning about my living arrangement with Steve. Was I projecting?

      “Was that ever in doubt?” She cocked her head to the side, looking innocent of all the thoughts running through my mind.

      Not thinking, I responded with honesty, “Yes.”

      She tilted her head even more, holding another bite of steak midair. “Go on.”

      “You dashed away after learning I may stay in Steve’s apartment with him as a roommate.”

      “It wasn’t because of that. I…” She looked away, dragging a hand through her hair. “I had a message from work I needed to address.”

      “How’d you know it was work? You didn’t look at your phone before getting up.”

      “It vibrated in my pocket, and it’s always from work. In order to get here on time, I left in the middle of something. That’s all.”

      “What’s the problem?”

      “What isn’t?” Her jaw tightened.

      “It’s going that well, then.” Much like this date.

      She seemed to fold into herself. “We’re trying to find someone we trust to help solve a riddle.”

      “I’m good with riddles. Just saying.” I innocently put up my hand. “Not trying to pry, only offering my skills.”

      Allison started to speak, but then her face lit up. “I know you’re a math whiz, but are you good at finding patterns without asking questions?”

      “You literally just described my job.”

      “Does it frustrate you? Not knowing the why?” She latched her eyes onto mine.

      “Not really. It’s an important part of the process to keep the data pure. Feelings can corrupt even the most logical of minds.” I was living proof of that.

      Allison scrunched her face but said, “That does make sense.”

      “Why the—?” I motioned to her negative body language.

      “I’m weighing the pros and cons for asking you to look at the data.”

      “Really?” To say I was stunned would be an understatement considering she’d been clear I could know nothing about her job.

      “Do you not want to?”

      “It’s not that. It’s… Two things. You said I couldn’t know anything—”

      “You wouldn’t really.”

      “I understand that part. I do. It’s just, whenever I asked Steve to get more involved with things, he gave me the stiff arm. When we were moving here, I struggled to find a job and asked him to put feelers out for me. He refused.”

      “Why?” Her facial muscles tightened again.

      “Fear I’d embarrass him or something.”

      “He’s the one who’s got the problems. Not you.” She ate a piece of steak. “Oh. I got distracted with work. How big of a bite do you want?”

      “Tiny.” Did her switching gears mean she’d opted not to let me help? I shouldn’t have brought up Steve again, but she did ask.

      “I should have known.” The playfulness returned in her eyes.

      “What does that mean?” I sounded irked and honestly didn’t know why.

      “I’m teasing, Dagny. I promise.” She prepped my bite but didn’t hand it over. “Don’t I get mine?”

      “Oh.” I sat up straighter. “Sure. I’m going to make yours a little bigger than usual.”

      “Are you saying I’m biting off more than I can chew?” Her eyes clouded over, but she smiled like jealousy and hopefulness warred inside.

      Was she referring to me or her job? Much to my surprise, I brought up the other subject I knew I shouldn’t. “Since I know nothing about your assignment, you tell me.”

      She made a smacking noise with her lips. “I honestly don’t know. It’s going to be interesting.”

      “Is that code for dangerous?” My voice was barely above a whisper.

      Her eyes dropped to her plate.

      “I’ll take that as a yes.” Maybe the Steve situation and her job were too much for Allison and me to overcome. Was I being naïve or stupid thinking we could?

      She raised her eyes back to mine. “I’m being careful, Dag. I can promise that much.”

      “Will it be enough, though? I’ve been doing some research. Do you know how many journalists are killed or imprisoned these days?”

      “Too many.”

      A tear snaked down my cheek. “It’s hard, pretending. Every time we say goodbye, I don’t know if I’ll see you again. It’s—” I realized I was holding her bite in the air, and she as well. I started to hand it off, but she shook her head.

      “I don’t like putting you in this situation. Tell me what you want. Do you want me to leave?”

      No!

      Yes!

      “I’d like to try the steak, please.”

      She leaned over to feed me, and I reciprocated.

      Closing her eyes, she chewed with appreciation. “That is good.”

      I nodded, relishing the steak. “Rare—the way I like it.”

      She opened her eyes. “Is there another way?”

      I laughed. “Not for my daredevil girlfriend.”
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      “Girlfriend?” I asked, sounding like I had marbles in my mouth.

      “Uh—that just slipped out. I…” Dagny looked away, seeming unsure where to go from here.

      “Are you trying to find a way to unsay it?”

      “Kinda.” Her cheeks burned bright red.

      I reached over the table for her hand. “What if I don’t want you to?”

      She held onto my hand. “How do we do this? We only get to see each other once a month, if we’re lucky. You have a dangerous job. Then there’s the Steve subject, and I totally get why that would make you not trust me.”

      “I want to be clear it’s him I don’t trust.” Her gaze burned into mine.

      “If it makes you feel better, I don’t either.”

      “Uh, no. That doesn’t.”

      “Going back to my question, how do we do this? I feel like we’ve been ping-ponging from one trouble spot to the other and then back again. I don’t like that feeling.”

      “Me either.”

      “So…?”

      “We need to keep an open line of communication. Tell me when you’re upset, and I’ll do the same. For instance, I hate you living with Steve.”

      “Please trust me when I say there is nothing going on between us.”

      “That I believe. I’m not a fan of controlling people, and I don’t like the games he’s playing. Breaking up with you. Wanting you to move out then saying that isn’t what he wants. And, saying he’s doing it to avoid the press. That’s the piece that’s troubling me. Couples break up all the time. Even famous ones.” I sighed, feeling as if I was missing an obvious piece to the puzzle. “I don’t want him to use you, and my gut says he is. The question is why.”

      “Maybe I should take back my earlier statement. I’m not good at solving riddles. At least not ones that relate to my life.”

      I had expected her to blow up about this, which was why I tried holding onto it, but she didn’t. That had to be a good sign.

      She continued, “I don’t understand his motivations, either. But, I’m in a difficult spot. I like living so close to work, and I can’t afford a place on my own. Not unless I move way out to Brooklyn. I’ve been looking at options, and the best-case scenario is forty minutes one way, and the worst is an hour and a half. That’s fifteen hours a week.”

      “Have you ever wanted to learn a foreign language?” I joked, immediately wishing I hadn’t.

      “Yes, but…”

      “I get it. I do. It’s a lot of time on the subway.”

      “Oh, it’d be buses and trains. And that assumes everything goes smoothly, which is rare with the MBTA.”

      I rubbed my eyes. “Have you considered a different job? You’ve said you don’t love this one.”

      “I’ve started to look around. There’s nothing at my pay grade, which isn’t all that high, but taking a salary cut wouldn’t make sense given my problem. I feel trapped.” Her eyes grew misty. “I don’t have another move in me right now. I’ve moved so much with Steve, and I feel at home here. I haven’t had that in I don’t know how long.”

      Again, I reached for her hand to offer what support I could.

      “He knows it, too. I think he likes having that power over me. Whatever he’s up to, having an affair or just wanting to see whomever, he knows I can’t leave all that easily. It offers him a semblance of normality. He’s never been without someone overseeing the basics of his life. His parents. Coaches. Trainers. And, me for so many years. It’s like neither of us can live without the other. I need his money, and he wants my presence. But what does that do to us?” She motioned to me and then back to herself.

      “It’s a difficult situation, but no more than me asking you not to inquire about my job.”

      “That’s the other issue, because as much as I hate admitting this, when I was in your place in London, I kept looking for clues.” Her eyelids closed tightly.

      I laughed. “I had a feeling.”

      She slowly opened her eyes. “Doesn’t that piss you off?”

      “I know it should, but it doesn’t actually bother me because I would have done the same.”

      “We’re quite the pair, aren’t we?”

      “I think so, but it’s good we’re talking. It’s human nature to want answers. I want to know what Steve’s up to, and you want to know what I’ve gotten myself into. I mean I could say you’re in the wrong, but curiosity is why I do my job. I’ll make sure there aren’t any clues in my flat. I mean, I have to do that no matter what.” I shrugged.

      “You live such a strange life.” There was a hint of a smile.

      “I can say the same about you, Ms. Laird.” I grinned.

      She frowned. “What’s so funny?”

      “We have obstacles, for sure, but there’s no doubt in my mind that says it’s not worth it. You, Dagny Coombs, are so very worth it.” I gazed at her with longing, wishing I could swipe all the stuff off the table and have my way with her right then and there.

      “Why’d you order cheesecake?”

      “Got someplace else you want to be?” I hefted my eyebrows, loving the fact that we were back on the same page, after a bit of a rollercoaster of a meal that we barely ate.

      “Yes. I want to go to your hotel and be naked with you.”

      “That’s on the agenda, but I like the way you’re looking at me right now.”

      “How’s that?” Inquisitiveness burned in her eyes.

      “Like you want to eat me.”

      “Oh, I do. You have no idea.”

      I glanced down at my lap. “I think I have an inkling. My body is practically aflame for you.”

      “No one has ever made me feel like this.”

      “Go on…” I motioned for her to say it.

      “I can’t say more here.” Her gaze darted around the room nervously.

      “No. I meant how do you feel.”

      “I’m in love with you, Allison.”

      The waiter returned. “How is everything?”

      I didn’t take my eyes off of Dagny but replied, “Can we get the cheesecake to go?”

      “Of course.” He spun around without another word.

      “And we’ll take the check,” Dagny called out after him. She trained her eyes on me. “Well?”

      “Good call on the check.”

      She raised an irritated hand in the air. “I said something. Do you have anything to say in return?”

      “Oh, that.” I tried acting cool, despite my racing heart considering all the things that made this situation untenable. All of the factors didn’t seem to register like they should. “I’m mad about you.”

      She smiled, relief flooding her eyes, but she teased, “Is that the British way of saying I love you?”

      “Nope. It’s my way.”

      “I like it.”

      The waiter returned with a paper bag and check.

      After getting all the details squared away, Dagny rose. “Ready to go to your place?”

      “Oh, I am. You’ve been using your assets to distract me all night.”

      Dagny whipped around. “You knew.”

      I guided us to the elevator and pressed the button. “Of course.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me to knock it off?”

      “And miss the show?” I gave her my don’t be daft shake of the head.

      “I don’t know who’s worse. You or me.” She laughed, stepping into the elevator.

      “Is it wrong that I kinda like this part of our relationship?”

      “What part?”

      “Calling the other out on their shit. It seems to keep us on an even playing field.” I pressed her against the back of the elevator. “Although, I don’t mind acting like the clueless buffoon in order to see what’s on offer.”

      “You’re terrible.” She kissed me.

      “You too, dear.”
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      Allison opened the hotel room door and pulled me inside, shutting the door with the back of her foot as she planted her lips on mine, kissing me hard. “I’ve wanted to do that since the moment I laid eyes on you this evening, annoyed we were in such a public place.”

      “I’m sorry. I thought a date would be nice.” I swept dark hairs off her furrowed brow.

      “It was. Now it’s time for dessert.”

      I hoisted the takeout bag in my hand. “This?”

      She shook her head, her hungry eyes devouring me.

      I started to unbutton her blouse. “You aren’t the only one who’s had a hard time not doing this.” I kissed her exposed skin, working my way down as I continued to undo each barrier. “I love the way you smell.”

      “I’m not wearing perfume. I promise.”

      “I know. This is you. So very you.” I yanked the shirt off her right shoulder and then her left.

      “Turn around.”

      I did, and her hand was on the zipper of my dress.

      In one motion, she had it undone, and my dress started to plummet to the ground.

      She whistled. “Wasn’t expecting a sexy corset.”

      “I thought I’d do something special since you teased me last time about wearing a plain white bra and underwear.”

      “I wasn’t teasing—”

      “Should I return this—”

      “Not a chance.” She still stood behind me, wrapping her arms around me, running her hands up and down the lace, her eyes in the reflection of the window that provided both of us a show.

      “I would like to point out it’s still white.”

      “I’d like to point out no matter what, you’re fucking gorgeous.” Allison eased me onto the bed, taking one red heel off, then the other. “Jesus, how’d I get so lucky?”

      “Just think, if you didn’t go to Hyde Park on Christmas Eve, or if I simply went back to the hotel, this wouldn’t be happening.”

      Allison popped one of the garters free. “In my humble opinion, that would have been a crime against humanity.”

      “All of humanity or one person in particular?”

      “Two people. The only ones that matter in my book.” She rolled one stocking down my leg, her mouth leaving a trail of kisses all the way to the tip of my toes.

      “I love the way you make me feel. When you speak, I feel like the words are hitting me here.” I placed a hand over my heart.

      Allison removed the other stocking. “I need you.”

      “You’re working on it, darling.”

      Allison met my eyes. “No, I don’t mean in that sense. I need you in my life. Always.”

      “Me too.” I took a deep breath, holding onto it to enjoy the feeling.

      She climbed on top of me, kissing me, matching my fervor with even more desire.

      Her fingers cupped my breast over the lace. “I missed you so much since London.”

      “You’re a genius with numbers. Can’t you build a portal or something?” She nuzzled into my neck, kissing and licking her way to my ear.

      “I’ll get right on that.” I unhooked her bra and eased the straps over her arms. She helped remove it completely.

      Together, we dispensed with my corset, and we pressed our skin against each other’s, a gasp escaping from both of us.

      “I never truly appreciated the feel of another person. Not like this.” I ran my hands up and down her back.

      “I’ve imagined this moment every night while lying in bed unable to sleep.”

      “Work keeping you up?” Worry slithered inside my belly.

      “It should be, but it’s being so far away from you.” She nibbled on my bottom lip. “I want to be able to do this every night.”

      “Not in the mornings?”

      “Every hour.”

      “It’d be hard to keep that up, I fear.”

      “We can try.” She rubbed her hip against me.

      “You’re going to ruin your trousers.”

      “Don’t care.”

      “I do. Not about them, but I want to feel all of you.”

      “You drive a hard bargain.” Allison grinned as she stood to drop trou. “Better?”

      “Nearly. You’re still wearing boy shorts.”

      She looked down at the lavender item. “You aren’t the only one who did some shopping for tonight.”

      For some reason, that melted my heart. “I’m glad the apartment and work conversations didn’t derail this part of the evening.”

      “Like I said, it’d be a crime.” She eyed my breasts. “I think”—she was back on top, teasing one nipple with her tongue—“this needs attention.”

      “So much you don’t even know.”

      She pinched my other nipple between thumb and forefinger, while her mouth continued biting and sucking on one.

      “I want to know how much you missed me.”

      A mischievous smile overtook Allison’s face. “Is that a challenge?”

      “Yep, because I have no shame.”

      “Consider it accepted.” Her velvet-soft lips started their trek down my body, causing my breathing to quicken.

      Each caress purged the strain of being apart more often than when we were together, but even that, in the moment, didn’t seem insurmountable. Not once had I felt this way about another person in my life.

      Her fingers dug into my hips as she positioned herself between my legs. But she moved northward, kissing right underneath my belly button, causing me to squirm with anticipation.

      Her tongue licked its way lower.

      And lower.

      She was over my pussy, her hot breath teasing what was to come.

      Allison moved to my inner thigh, her lips brushing the sensitive skin.

      A tremor worked through me.

      Her tongue slid down the inside of one leg and up the other.

      My pussy hated the delay, but my body clenched with excitement.

      She eased her mouth between my lips, seeming to savor the initial taste.

      “You feel so good.” My fingers latched onto the pillow under my head.

      Allison flicked my clit before sucking it into her mouth.

      My hands tightened their grip on the pillow.

      Her finger sought my entrance, easing in gently, gliding in and out. Her mouth worked on my clit. She inserted another finger. And then one more.

      “I want you to fuck me,” I panted.

      Allison did, again and again.
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      “What time is it?” I squinted at the neon green digits on the hotel clock radio. “Yikes, if you’re planning on going to work tomorrow, we might want to close our eyes.”

      Dagny yawned. “But—”

      “I’m here for another twenty-four hours. We don’t have to cram an entire month of nighttime activities into one night.”

      “Just in two nights.”

      “Exactly.” I rolled onto my side, facing her. “You’re so beautiful.”

      “I must look a mess.”

      “Is it wrong that I’m particularly proud of the part I played in destroying your hair?”

      “Is that right?” Dagny placed her hand on my cheek. “I’m a fan of your methods.”

      “Were you serious earlier? About looking at the data to seek a pattern?”

      She started laughing. “Oh, wow. You know how to make a girl feel special.”

      “I’m sorry. Timing isn’t my strong suit. It’s just—we’re in a jam, and I trust you.”

      Dagny kissed me, rolling on top and slipping her knee between mine. “Still?”

      “Yes and, apparently, work talk makes you hot.” I ran my hand through her hair. “If only I’d known that all along.”

      There was a banging on the door.

      I sat up, reached for my phone, and whispered, “Don’t make a sound.”

      Dagny’s eyes widened in terror as she looked to the door and then back at me.

      The pounding intensified.

      My heart was throbbing in my throat as I tried to tap out a message to Janey.

      “Dagny!”

      My fingers stilled over the send button.

      Dagny scrunched her brow.

      “Dagny! Open up this door right now!”

      “It’s Steve,” she mouthed.

      “How does he know you’re here?” My brain didn’t like this turn of events.

      She hitched a helpless shoulder.

      “I’m going to count to ten. If you don’t open by then, I’ll break the door down.”

      Dagny hopped out of bed, opened the door to the closet, and slipped on a white robe. With a final look at me, she said nonchalantly to the door, “What are you doing here?”

      “Me?” Steve’s anger seemed to be ratcheting up. “What are you doing here?”

      “Why is it any of your business?” she asked, and I would be lying if I said I wasn’t thinking the exact same thing.

      “Open. The. Door.”

      His tone made my blood congeal into icicles.

      She glanced at me over her shoulder, clearly torn about what to do. Appease the massive man or stand her ground?

      Would Janey come running for any type of emergency that put me in danger, or was this not part of her job? Did a jealous ex merit all the resources of MDD?

      “Dag, I’m starting the count. One. Two…”

      I got out of bed, putting on the other robe, and moved Dagny behind me before opening the door. “Don’t think of taking a step inside, or I’ll call the cops.”

      He gave me the once-over and barged past me.

      Well, that went according to plan. Not.

      I’d never met him in person, and his frame was imposing.

      How had Dagny ever been attracted to such an ogre?

      “What’s going on?” he asked her, scoping out the state of the room, which had all the hallmarks of a passionate night.

      He picked up the corset from the floor. “How could you do this to me?”

      Dagny jutted out a hip. “Why does this involve you at all?”

      “Because of this.” He showed her a photo on his phone. “I told you to stay off the radar to protect my image.”

      She seized his phone, with me peering over her shoulder, allowing me to examine the photo of us holding hands at the restaurant.

      “How’d you get this photo?” she asked.

      “It’s on Twitter.”

      I gulped.

      The news washed over Dagny, her resolve returning given the straightening of her spine and the crossing of her arms. “I still don’t see how this involves you.”

      “Are you insane? If you’re dating—her—it means people will question if we separated.”

      “We did. On Christmas Eve.”

      “No, we didn’t.”

      “Yes, we did. I remember it clearly.” Dagny inhaled deeply.

      So did I, but I opted not to tell him.

      “We were on a break. I explained that. I didn’t give you permission to do… this.” He glared at me with bloodshot eyes.

      “Permission,” she sputtered. “Who the fuck do you think you are?”

      “The man who pays all of your bills.”

      Dagny took a step back into me, the words leaving a mark as her shoulders started to sag.

      I moved between the two of them. “I think you should leave.”

      His chest heaved up and down. “I agree. With Dagny.”

      “I’m not leaving with you.”

      “Either you come with me right now, or I’ll cut you off completely. Where’s your purse? I’m going to tear up all of your credit cards.” His eyes scanned the room again.

      So, they didn’t just share the apartment but credit cards as well.

      Don’t react to that, Allison.

      “Go ahead, Steve. Is your head so far up your ass that you haven’t noticed I only use your card to buy you food?” She jabbed a finger into his chest.

      She buys his food?

      In the moment, I couldn’t wrap my head around their status. Together? Roommates? Somewhere in between? Where did that leave me?

      He gripped her elbow. “I don’t want to do this in front of her. Let’s go home to start damage control.”

      Dagny wiggled her arm free. “You’re hurting me.”

      Steve seemed to regret that, but he wasn’t budging. “Please, Dag. Let’s go home. To avoid this catastrophe.”

      “How is me falling in love a disaster?”

      My jaw fell open, and I braced for a jab to the face.

      He resisted punching my lights out, but his entire body tensed, and I didn’t think that was possible since he started at beyond pissed level. “That doesn’t change anything.”

      Dagny’s head whipped back as if he’d slapped her. “It does for me. You may not like how things are playing out, but I really don’t give a crap.”

      “Please, I’m begging you. Come home so we can talk.” Steve pressed his palms together, and the tightness around his eyes showed it was difficult for him to hold in all his feelings.

      “Fine.”

      I whipped around to Dagny. “What?”

      “He’s not going to leave until I do.”

      “You got that right.” Steve folded his arms over his chest, his biceps pushing against the seams of his shirt.

      “We can all leave together,” I protested, adding in a whisper, “I don’t trust him.”

      “Alli, please trust me.” She turned to Steve. “You can wait in the hallway while I get dressed.”

      Much to my surprise, he did as instructed.

      “You can’t go with him,” I whispered through clenched teeth.

      “I have to. He’s scared. I need to find out why.” She gathered her clothes from the floor.

      “Who cares about his feelings?” I stood my ground.

      “It’s complicated.”

      “Do you want to be with him?”

      “How can you ask me that?” She nearly toppled, standing on one leg, slipping on her undergarments.

      “How can I not? He storms in here like a neanderthal and demands you go home with him, which you’re in the process of doing. How did he even know you were here?”

      “It’s one of the many questions I plan on asking.” She zipped her dress up, halfway.

      Not wanting to, but hating to see her battling tears and a zipper, I said, “Here.”

      I zipped it up all the way.

      “I’ll call you as soon as I can.” She slipped her jacket on, kissed my cheek, and left.
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      I eased into the back of Steve’s car, his driver not acknowledging me, which was unusual, but I’m sure if I were in his shoes, I wouldn’t want to dip my toes in these troubled waters.

      Steve closed the door, walked around the car, and got in next to me.

      I huddled up in the corner. “How did you find me?”

      “It doesn’t matter.” He gripped the Oh Shit bar as if trying to keep from hitting something.

      “It fucking matters to me.” I turned to him. “Are you having me followed?”

      “Of course not! I tracked your iPhone,” he said as if that was the most natural thing in the world.

      “You what?”

      “Can we continue this in the apartment?”

      I turned to the window, my eyes blurring with angry tears.

      This had to end.

      Tonight.

      It was becoming glaringly obvious that Steve wanted to control me, and I’d been willingly letting him by not asking him questions or having faith in my ability to survive without him.

      How could you let it get to this point, Dagny?

      The car pulled up in front of the apartment, and I stormed out of the vehicle, punching the elevator button before Steve caught up with me.

      “I can’t believe you,” I spat out while stepping into it when the doors slid open.

      He joined me, making a fist and then unfurling it. “I thought we had a deal.”

      “That I be your prisoner in a tower?” My pulse pounded in my head.

      He looked at me with hurt in his eyes. “I don’t think about it that way.”

      “Of course, you don’t because you only think of yourself.”

      We remained quiet for the rest of the trip.

      Inside the apartment, I headed for my room, grabbed a bag out of the closet, placed it on the bed, and then opened one of my dresser drawers. I gathered all of the contents into my arms and dropped them into the luggage.

      “What are you doing?”

      “What does it look like?” I emptied the contents of the next drawer.

      “Okay. I see where I went wrong.” He held up his hands in a placating manner.

      I spun around, my arms full of bras. “Oh, do you?”

      “I should have been more forthright from the beginning.”

      “I can’t believe you pinged my phone. Who gave you the right to do that?”

      “We have a shared account.” His face still didn’t register any remorse.

      “Had. I’m getting a new phone tomorrow.”

      “You don’t have to do that. I don’t mind paying for everything.”

      I dropped the bras onto the other items in the bag. “I do. Whatever this is, it’s over. I’m going to find a place to stay. I’ll commute from Jersey if I have to. I will not feel like… this, ever again.”

      “Please sit down. Let me explain.”

      “Dirty. That’s how I feel.” Satisfied I came up with a word, I grabbed another bag from the walk-in closet, but my feet hurt from still wearing my heels. I sat in the chair in the corner, slipping them off.

      “Do you want to take off your jacket?” he asked.

      “No.” I wrapped it tighter around me. “I’m not staying.”

      Steve sat on the edge of the bed, and I couldn’t help but think of the last time we’d spoken in this room, when he’d proposed living as roommates.

      “Well?” I stared daggers at him.

      “You were right in London.”

      “About?”

      “I started a relationship with another woman.”

      I let out a gasp, but after a second, I realized the news didn’t strike my heart. Would it have that night? Or would it have been a result of the fear of standing on my own two feet? “Then why have we been carrying on this charade?”

      “Because of her.”

      “She wants it to look as if we’re still together? Why?” It hit me a second later. “She’s married, isn’t she?”

      “Yes and no.”

      I rubbed my eyes. “It’s three in the morning. I’m not in the mood for answers like that. Give it to me straight. All of it. I think I deserve that much.”

      “It’s Laurie.”

      “Laurie who?”

      He tugged at the bedspread, eradicating a ripple. “My boss.”

      “You’re fucking your boss.”

      “Don’t say it that way.” His eyes snapped upward.

      “What does any of this have to do with me? We’re over.”

      “Yes, but don’t you see why it’s necessary others don’t know that?”

      I stared at him, the fringes of my vision turning red. “Nope.”

      “Do you know how hard it is for a woman to reach her level in sports television?”

      I let out a huff of air, disturbing the hair in front of my eyes. “Still not connecting the dots.”

      “If word gets out she’s in a relationship with an employee, she’ll be crucified.”

      “That seems to be her problem, not mine. And, it in no way justifies you dragging me out of Allison’s hotel room.”

      “I didn’t drag you out.”

      “You threatened to break down the door!”

      He started to speak, stopped, and then said very calmly, “I’m sorry for that. I was upset.”

      “Clearly. Not because I was with someone else but because your boss might lose her job. I don’t think you ever cared this much about me or my reputation.”

      “How can you say that? Besides, this isn’t fair to her.”

      “How is having an affair with my boyfriend and an employee not her fault? There was a simple solution right from the beginning. You should have ended things with me before you two took that step.”

      “It wouldn’t have solved the employee/boss relationship,” he countered as if he was merely solving a problem, not the fact that he was moving actual humans around on his chessboard to suit his needs. “Haven’t you noticed I’ve been posting photos of us on my socials? Hinting at popping the question.”

      “You’ve what?” I staggered back a step.

      “No one can know I’m with Laurie.” He sliced the air with two hands.

      “We agreed years ago to keep my private life just that.” I swallowed, trying to pinpoint exactly when Steve had started sharing photos. “What pictures? We’re hardly together anymore.”

      “Old ones from vacations and holidays.” He made a duh face.

      “You had no right to do that. No right at all. And, you could have warned me. A little common courtesy… I would have known to avoid cameras if possible. Didn’t you consider how this would only complicate things? And, you damn well knew I didn’t want to be on your feeds.” A shudder worked its way through my body. “I really thought that part of my life was over.”

      “I thought you knew!” He slammed a fist into his thigh, ignoring the aspects that involved me.

      “How would I have known?” I pitched up two useless hands.

      “They’re all over my social media feeds.”

      “I don’t live and breathe everything to do with your life.” To me, his social media accounts were always part of his work life and had nothing to do with me. “What do you expect from me, exactly? To keep pretending to be with you to save her job and yours? Why should I throw away my chance for real happiness because you two can’t keep your junk in your pants?”

      “Don’t minimize our relationship. You don’t even know her.”

      “I’m learning I don’t know you all that well, either.” I picked a piece of clotted mascara off an eyelash. “I’m sorry you’re in an impossible situation, but from where I’m sitting, it’s between the two of you. Maybe in the beginning it involved me, but I no longer want to be part of whatever this is.”

      “I won’t let you destroy her career.”

      I gazed at him, trying not to laugh at his puffed chest. From my vantage point, he lost the advantage the moment I decided to extricate myself from his life completely. “If you truly love her, quit your job. With me gone and if you no longer work for her, you two can date. It’s not rocket science, Steve.”

      “Why should I give up my job?” His nostrils flared.

      “Oh, I see. I should give up everything that matters to me so you can have everything you want.” I chuckled. “How did I not see this from the beginning? Your selfish and bullying behavior?”

      “Please. I’ve been stuck with dead weight for years. And, you’re forgetting I stood by you when you were at your lowest.”

      “You did stay with me after my parents were murdered. You’ve also tossed it in my face every chance you got. I don’t like being around someone who keeps a scorecard of my failings.”

      “How will you survive without me?” Smugness oozed off him like hideous cologne.

      “I have no idea, but it’s time I find out.” I got to my feet and pulled out yet another bag from the closet. “If you’ll excuse me, I’d like to complete this.”

      “Can you just give us a little more time to figure things out?” He didn’t even try to hide that he was begging.

      “You’ve been lying to me this whole time. Why should I trust a word you say?” I started to pull shirts off hangers and shoved them into my bag.

      “How can you trust this Allison bitch more than me?”

      “Don’t you dare call her a bitch! You don’t even know her.” To this day, she never revealed the name of her ex Lady X, and I was damn sure Allison wasn’t splashing my image all over the internet.

      “I know what I need to about her. She’s the other woman. You’re letting her tear apart what we have.”

      I blinked.

      Was he being real?

      One glance confirmed it.

      I burst into laughter.

      “You’re such a hypocritical ass, Steve Laird. Allison isn’t the other woman since you and I are not a couple. We haven’t been since Christmas Eve. Your darling Laurie is the one who started a relationship with a man who was taken at the time.” I flicked a hand up in the air.

      He remained silent, his face turning purplish with anger.

      I was past that, though.

      “What’s it like in your head? The mental gymnastics you must have to do to bend things to suit your needs. I feel for Laurie. Because you’re not capable of putting another person’s needs above your own. You may say you don’t want to jeopardize her career, but you sure don’t want to do the hard thing. Give up your post and all the adulation you get from fans. No. You’d rather have me sacrifice. Not anymore. Not ever again.” I moved to get more items from the closet, but he stood in my way. “Get out of my way so I can finish packing.”
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      I laid on the bed, still in the robe, not knowing what to do.

      Why had Dagny gone with Steve?

      Was she okay?

      Would she ever be happy with the likes of me, who could never share the ins and outs of my job, not to mention my yearly pay was probably a fraction of what Steve made each month?

      Every time I picked up my phone to call or text, I froze.

      What if she said it was over?

      That thought took my breath away.

      To keep my mind from going down mental paths I couldn’t handle, I counted the bumps in the textured ceiling, occasionally wiping a tear with the sleeve of the robe. Every once in a while, I let one roll down my cheek.

      There was a knock on the door.

      Again?

      If that was Steve, I didn’t care if he knocked me into next week, I wanted to take a swing at him at least once.

      “Alli, it’s me.”

      In one motion, I leapt off the bed and beelined it for the door. “Dagny.”

      She fell into my arms, crying.

      “Did he hurt you?”

      She laughed bitterly. “I think it’s safe to say I’ve been hurting myself a lot over the past few months.”

      “Come inside.” I checked the hallway to see if Steve was lurking in the shadows. “You have a lot of luggage.”

      “I moved out.”

      I walked her to the bed, helped her get off the two bags crisscrossed over her body, and then moved all the other bags inside the room. After, I asked, “Would you like some water?”

      She nodded.

      I filled the hotel glass with tap water from the bathroom. “Are you okay?” I asked, staring in the mirror that showed half of her in the reflection.

      “For the first time in well over a decade, I can say yes to that.”

      There was a lot of backstory I didn’t have access to yet. I handed the glass to her, not wanting to pepper her with too many questions while she was in this state.

      “I’m exhausted.” She collapsed against the pillows, but her eyes stayed wide open.

      “It’s after five in the morning.”

      “I’m sorry I woke you. I didn’t know where else to go.”

      “You didn’t wake me.”

      She reached for my cheek. “I’m sorry I brought all this baggage. Literally and figuratively.”

      I chuckled quietly. “We all have skeletons in the closet, but for now, we should try to get some sleep.”

      “I don’t know if I can.”

      “Get under the covers, and I’ll hold you until you do.”

      “Why aren’t you running from me?” Her wide eyes brimmed with terror.

      “Is that what you want?”

      She shook her head.

      “Good because I don’t plan on it.” I cupped both of her cheeks. “When I commit, I do so completely.”

      “Even if you’ve made a mistake?”

      “I don’t make mistakes.” I kissed her forehead. “Please, try to get some rest. You’re shaking like a leaf.”

      “I think my adrenaline is gushing out.”

      “Probably so. All the more reason to rest. As my mum says, everything is less scary after a good night’s rest.”
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        * * *

      

      My phone buzzed an hour later, and I silently groaned so as not to wake Dagny. Easing out of bed, I took a seat in an uncomfortable chair at the cheap hotel table.

      It was an urgent message from Janey saying I had to hop a plane in an hour. Was the universe fucking with me?

      I glanced at Dagny, who looked peaceful after a shitty few hours. How could I leave her now?

      Screw it.

      I texted back: Not sure I can.

      Janey’s wheels up in sixty didn’t give me any wiggle room.

      Well, they could fire me if need be.

      “What’s wrong?” Dagny opened one eye, her other still pressed deeply into the pillow.

      “Looks like there’s a lead for the story.”

      “You should go. Not only is it your job, but you hate missing out on anything.”

      “I don’t want to leave you. Not like this.”

      Dagny sat up. “No. I’m going to be fine. In fact, what I need to do, I need to do alone.”

      “Why?”

      “To prove that I can. Steve was my crutch for so long, and that isn’t a habit I want to repeat.” She jutted out her chin. “Not at all.”

      “There’s a chasm between asking for help and leaning on someone else to do everything.”

      “I know, but this is how I need to do it.”

      “You don’t have to prove anything to me, Dag.” I moved to the side of the bed and placed my hand to the back of her head.

      “That might be the case, but I need to prove to myself that I’m not some delicate flower who shrivels with the slightest breeze.”

      “If this counts as a breeze, I’m scared what a proper wind equates to in your world.”

      She laughed quietly. “Please. Do your job. The world might depend on it.”

      I rolled my eyes.

      “I wasn’t being facetious.”

      “Where are you going to go?”

      “That’s what I need to figure out.” Her left hand picked at a seam of the sheet.

      I snapped my fingers. “I have the room for one more night, but I’m sure I can extend it for a couple more.”

      I reached for the phone and talked to reception with my request. While the woman inputted the information into the computer, I gave Dag a thumbs-up.

      When I hung up, she said, “You see. Things are looking better already.” She grinned at me, doing her best to convince me she’d be all right. “When can I get my hands on the data you need analyzed?”

      “Don’t worry about it.” My wave meant to convey we’d find another math whiz, but it didn’t come across all that confidently.

      “No, I want to do it. I need to keep my mind focused on other things, not—” She jabbed her finger at her luggage.

      “But doesn’t that take precedence? Finding a place to live?”

      “I once had a professor who taught an afternoon class after attending his wife’s funeral.”

      “That’s not normal. Is that your benchmark for human behavior?” I narrowed my eyes.

      “No. I’m trying to put your mind at ease.” She took my hand in hers. “Yes, my life is turned upside down, but it’s not as grave as it could be. I’ve been through terrible before. This isn’t nearly as bad. I got this, Alli. Please don’t rip the rug out from under me, because you believing in me from that first night helped me see my life with Steve without the gauzy film that made things bearable.”

      I rested my forehead against hers. “I hate leaving you like this.”

      “I always hate being apart from you, but I need to be.”

      “I really don’t like the sound of that.”

      Dagny climbed out of bed and motioned for me to stand up. Taking both of my hands, she said, “You need to do your job, and I need to take care of myself because I haven’t been doing that for as long as I can remember. That in no way means I don’t want to be with you, because that’s far from the truth. I want to do this so I can be with you. I have to deal with this.”
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      As soon as the hotel door shut, the air whooshed out of me, and I collapsed onto the bed.

      “Now what, Dagny?”

      I wanted to climb back under the covers and not deal with anything.

      The thought was so tempting, but dangerous since that was how I usually lost time. Giving in to my desire not to deal with shit. It was how I ended up trapped with Steve, and I wasn’t going to let that happen ever again. In London, he’d told me he was suffocating, but I was starting to understand that each of us had been smothering the other.

      I no longer wanted to give into my desire to ignore stressful situations. It was no way to live. Not if I wanted to experience all that was good in life, because when you numbed yourself against the bad, you also blocked out happiness.

      I needed a plan.

      Sitting at the table with hotel stationery and pen, I got to work.

      An hour later, I received a text from Allison saying JJ would be in touch, and it put a smile on my face.

      I hopped in the shower and dressed for work.
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        * * *

      

      “Dagny, it’s so good of you to swing by.”

      The shortest woman I’d ever met ushered me into her office. I’d seen JJ on her TV show, but I never saw her in person and holy shortness considering she was also so fucking kickass.

      I sat in the chair she motioned to. “Happy to help.”

      JJ took a seat on the other side of the desk. “Alli has nothing but good things to say about you.”

      “She might be biased.” I laughed, trying to control my shaking hands by folding them on my lap.

      JJ slanted her head. Her kind eyes and bashful smile were quite endearing. “That might be the case, but she doesn’t talk much about anyone else, so that speaks volumes to me. She also said you’re looking for a place to stay. We have an apartment for employees for when they’re passing through town.” She jotted something down on a pad of paper. “It’s available for a couple of weeks so you can get your feet under you.”

      “Oh… I couldn’t.” I shook my head, but try as I might, I wasn’t mad at Allison for mentioning it to JJ.

      “Yes, you can. It’s what MDD does for employees.”

      “I’m just here to help out.”

      “Still counts in my book. Finding an affordable place in this city can be daunting. No need to look for temporary and permanent all at the same time. Allison mentioned you can be stubborn, but I’ve learned sometimes in life, people don’t have that luxury. Not when it comes to sleeping on the streets.”

      I hadn’t thought of it that way, and the idea of crashing in Central Park in February didn’t sound fun at all. I had money saved up, but I would need a large chunk of it to put down for an apartment.

      JJ gave me a moment to mull it over.

      “Can I pay for it?”

      “You are by helping us.”

      I accepted the offer with a nod.

      “Now that we’ve settled that, let’s dig into the real reason you’re here.” JJ slid a laptop over to me. “I’m told everything you need is on here, and we’ve set you up in an office on the tenth floor. If you have any questions, GK will be able to help you. If you need GK, just ask me, and I’ll arrange it.”

      “GK?”

      “It stands for Grassy Knoll.”

      I scratched behind my ear, trying not to look puzzled, but judging by the crinkles around JJ’s eyes, I failed miserably.

      “Sometimes I feel ancient or way too nerdy. It’s a lame running joke about JFK’s assassination that no one seems to know but me. GK ended up taking to the name, so we stick with it. If you ever meet them, you’ll understand why.”

      I noticed JJ didn’t refer to GK’s sex. Was GK nonbinary, or was it another layer of protection for team members? Did I have a nickname to the others? MW for Math Whiz?

      “Any questions?” JJ asked.

      “Nope.”

      “That’s a relief since I wouldn’t be able to answer a thing.” JJ gave a carefree smile and pressed the button on her intercom. “She’s ready.”

      A young woman entered the room.

      “Paula will show you to your office.”

      After getting settled, I opened the laptop and got to work. It was already well after six at night, but something told me whatever I was looking at would be key to bringing Allison home to me.

      Around midnight, JJ popped her head in my office. “You’re a lot like her.”

      “Who?” I’d only met Paula and seen a handful of people in the staff room, but everyone kept to themselves.

      “Alli. She’s always burning the midnight oil.”

      I leaned back in my chair. “It helps settle my mind.”

      JJ leaned against the doorframe. “I’m the same. Are you okay? I don’t know all the details, but being in the media biz, I know the basics as to why you need a place to live. Steve seems to be in hot water. Not many are appreciating the way he manhandled you out of the hotel.”

      I rubbed my elbow—the one he’d gripped as if I would pull a runner. “I’m staying off social media these days. My day job was kind enough to give me a week off.”

      “Good for you. I wish everyone did.”

      “Isn’t that an odd thing for someone in your line of work to feel?”

      “It is. There was a day when I advocated for a failing newspaper to extend its reach via the socials. But…” Her voice trailed off. “If you ever want to talk, my door is open. Once upon a time, I had my own brush with conflict. It was a confusing and lonely period in my life.”

      I was about to say no, but I think that aspect of my personality was a huge part of my problem. Not opening up to people who meant well and not solely relying on one person. “That would be nice.”

      “I’m flying back to Colorado tomorrow for the weekend, but how about we do dinner on Tuesday? We can have pizza or something at my place. Stay off the grid.”

      “Sounds great. Thank you.”

      She straightened. “Don’t stay up too late. One thing I’ve learned in this business is more work steamrolls in. Pace yourself.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Allison

      

      

      

      I sat in JJ’s New York office, not wanting to be there. I hadn’t seen Dagny in the flesh since I left her at the hotel. My shitty mood wasn’t helped by the fact I’d been up for almost forty-eight hours, and my brain continued to whir with negativity about everything under the sun but mostly Dagny. I must have missed a question.

      Or so I guessed when Janey snapped her fingers, followed by, “Paging Allison. Come in, Allison.”

      “I’m sorry.” I yawned.

      “Are we keeping you up, princess?” Janey sneered.

      “Considering I hardly ever sleep, no.”

      “Why are you saying you don’t want your name on the story? I mean, we’re months away from publication, if we do publish.” JJ cocked her head to the side like she did when puzzled.

      “This story is bigger than one person.” I stared out the window at the concrete and glass jungle of New York City.

      “We have a whole team on it.” Janey twisted in her chair to eyeball me with a condescending gaze.

      “Most of whom won’t be named. I don’t want to either.”

      “You’re throwing away your chance at journalistic fame for a girl?” Janey snorted.

      “This has nothing to do with her. I’m learning some things are more important than fame. This story shouldn’t be about anything else but the story. It’s too important—”

      “Like I believe a word you’re saying!” Janey jumped out of her seat to pace. “After all the nights you annoyed me with your chatter about Ida Tarbell. She did it right, never falling in love. She stayed focused on the job. Tarbell went up against the most powerful man in the US, and she didn’t get spooked. You’re scared, and you’re letting some tired-out pussy—”

      “Why don’t we take a break? Grab some coffee?” JJ interjected in a firm voice.

      “I think Allison should go on a permanent one. Her judgment is clouded.”

      “Mine is? That’s rich coming from you.”

      Janey got in my face. “What do you mean by that?”

      “You’ve become the center of stories in the past. Or do you not remember framing JJ for your murder?”

      JJ let loose an ear-piercing whistle. “That’s enough! Both of you!”

      Janey and I glared at each other, our chests heaving.

      “Could you give us a minute?” JJ asked, holding a pencil between both index fingers.

      I started to rise from my seat, before I realized she’d asked Janey to leave. Janey huffed before retreating.

      JJ leaned back in her seat, putting her feet up on the desk. “Sorry. My back is killing me.”

      “I’m sorry,” I mumbled.

      “Are you referring to my back or the spat with Janey?”

      “Everything. I’m sorry about all of it.”

      “Janey has a way of pressing everyone’s buttons. It’s why she’s good at what she does but terrible about every other aspect of life.”

      “It doesn’t help having my photo with Dagny out there.” I flicked a hand in the air, because I knew it really didn’t matter since I hadn’t played that much of a role in the story, but it hurt my ego. “I’m a professional. I should have seen the danger.”

      “This job doesn’t mean you have to live in a cave. The situation hasn’t affected your work at all. If that’s your worry about the byline, don’t let it be.”

      “No. In the beginning, I think I signed up for this assignment for all the wrong reasons. I wanted to become a household name, but I’m learning the consequences of that in today’s world. Privacy is already hard for average citizens. I don’t want to complicate that.”

      “Have you spoken to Dagny about this?”

      “We don’t have an open line of communication at the moment, aside from messages letting me know she’s still alive.”

      “Are you okay?”

      I shrugged.

      “Have you talked to your mom lately?”

      I shook my head. “I don’t know what to say to anyone these days.”

      “I find having people you trust in life makes each day easier.”

      I raised my eyes to meet JJ’s. “I’m beginning to doubt that.”

      JJ’s feet dropped from the furniture, and she folded her hands on the desk. “I know this isn’t fun. I’ve been in your shoes, not knowing if the woman I love wants to put in the hard work. But I need you to stay strong. Don’t give in to feeling sorry for yourself. You did nothing wrong. Dagny did nothing wrong. Sometimes people”—she made sure I was listening—“need space to get their ducks in a row in order to open their hearts completely.”

      “I want to believe that, but it’s been weeks.” I rested my head on the chair, staring at the ceiling.

      “Which really isn’t that long when you think about it. I know right now, every hour feels like a week.”

      “It really does. I don’t know if I’m coming or going.”

      “Part of that is my fault. This project is turning out to be much larger than we thought.”

      It was, and if I had my head in the game, I would be loving every second, but this limbo of waiting for Dagny to call or not was killing me. Not that I wanted to admit to JJ Cavendish that I wasn’t giving one hundred and ten percent.

      “Life or love is never simple,” she said.

      Apparently, I didn’t need to. “Tell me about it.”

      “Have you called her recently to let her know you’re here?”

      “Dagny?” I didn’t know why I tried playing stupid.

      JJ nodded.

      I shook my head.

      Her expression softened. “There’s no time like the present.”

      “What can I offer her? Dagny needs stability, and she likes having a posh apartment. I don’t have either of those things.”

      “I’m not certain about the last aspect, knowing what I know about her, but there’s no sugarcoating the fact that this is a hard business to maintain a healthy work/life balance.” She joggled both palms in the air.

      I was about to say, no shit, but JJ pressed on. “It’s not out of the question. My wife and I have managed. I mean, there are squabbles, with me traveling from Colorado to New York constantly, but we make it work because the other option of New York being my permanent home is unacceptable to us.”

      “But you’re both willing to try. What if Dagny isn’t?”

      “Then you have your answer, but don’t assume you know where she stands until you ask. And, remember, you have the right to ask.”

      “Care to give Dagny a job in London?” I joked.

      JJ placed her hands behind her head. “It’s possible. She’s been a big help with a few projects now. She has a beautifully complicated mind that can sift through all the white noise and see what everyone is missing.”

      This was news to me. I knew JJ had been in contact about some data, but I had no idea Dagny had continued consulting with other matters. What else wasn’t I privy to?

      “Would you really give her a job in London because of me?”

      “No. I would do it for her. I know what it’s like to feel trapped.”

      “How do you know that’s how she feels?”

      JJ tapped her iPad a few times, before holding it up for me to see Dagny’s photo with Steve taken that fateful night. “It’s in her eyes.”

      It was.

      “I should go to her.”

      “Definitely.”

      “What about…?” I jerked my thumb to Janey’s chair.

      “I’m used to her squawking about something. Leave it to me.” She gestured everything would work out. “Call me later today to give me an update.”

      I got to my feet.

      “Don’t forget to ask your questions, but give her time to answer. It’s like when you’re chasing down a story. Everything matters, even the tiniest of details. Listen to them.”
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      I scoped out the apartment, noticing the scuff marks on the walls, the neighbors shouting upstairs, and the traffic noise, which didn’t seem so loud. Not like it did when I moved in one month ago.

      “It’s perfect, Dag,” I said to myself, standing a little taller.

      Because it was my space.

      While I only had the bare minimum in the furniture department, again all of it was mine, reflecting my personality, not Steve’s designer. Each paycheck, I added another piece, starting out with the must haves, like a bed and sofa. A television was way down on my pecking order.

      I moved the vase of daffodils to the center of the table in front of the window and readjusted the pillows on the couch.

      It really was perfect.

      Right at seven, there was a knock on the door.

      I swung the door open, holding my breath.

      “Hi.” Allison stood with a potted violet orchid in her arms. “According to the florist, they bring good luck.”

      “It’s lovely, and I could use some good luck.” I took the pot and motioned for her to come inside. “I know just the place for this. The window that faces east. It’s my favorite spot to sit at night when I read after I write in my journal.”

      “Why’s that?”

      Because it faces you in London.

      “Just ’cause.” I shrugged, while situating the orchid on the wide window ledge. “Would you like something to drink? I decanted a bottle of red.”

      “Yes, please.” Allison’s cheeks were flushed, and I wondered if it was a result of walking up to the sixth floor.

      “Sorry my building doesn’t have an elevator.”

      “No worries. It’s like living in a StairMaster.”

      I chuckled. “It is. Soon I’ll have buns of steel.”

      I poured two glasses of wine.

      Allison’s eyes panned the open-floor space, the only two rooms not visible were the bathroom and extremely narrow bedroom. “This is great. It seems like you’re settled.”

      I eyed my space, seeing it through her eyes. “It needs some touches still, like a fresh coat of paint. The landlord has approved my color choice. I probably should have done that before buying all my furniture, but I wanted to move in as soon as I got the key.”

      “You could carefully place artwork. I’m a fan of hanging stuff up to cover spots.” She offered her shy smile, visibly swallowing.

      “Shall we sit at the table to keep the orchid company?” Why were things this weird between us? Probably because we hadn’t spoken in person since I left Steve, which seemed like an eternity when in reality, we were entering the second month.

      “Sure.” Allison took the seat facing the kitchen.

      I took a fortifying sip of wine before I said, “I’m sorry for that night.”

      “Which one? Our last one together or all the nights since when you’ve ducked my calls?”

      Clearly, she was upset, and who could blame her?

      “All of them. I needed time to sort my thoughts and life.” Again, I scouted out my apartment. “It’s nothing like my place on Fifth Avenue, but it never suited me. This is much more my speed.”

      “How’s the commute?”

      “Not too bad, and my new job lets me work from home twice a week.”

      “Are you liking it?” Allison tapped a finger on the base of her glass, not taking a sip yet.

      “I’ve barely dipped my toes into it, but JJ is a doll. Now, Cora—”

      “She doesn’t really like anyone, aside from JJ.”

      “Yeah, I’ve noticed.”

      Allison finally took a sip of her wine. “Are you okay with all of the changes in your life?”

      “I’m much better now.” I let my shoulders relax.

      “Why have you been avoiding me? I could have helped you move.”

      “I didn’t have much to bring with me. Isn’t that funny? I spent twelve years with Steve, yet when it came to leaving his place, all I took were my clothes and some books my parents gave me. That’s it.” I pointed to the shelf of books on the side of the electric fireplace. “I don’t know why taking this step was so hard. I should have done it years ago, before we moved to New York, but then I wouldn’t have…” I met her waiting eyes.

      “Yes?”

      “I wouldn’t have gone to London and met you.” I gripped the sweater over my heart. “I think that’s why I stayed. I was waiting for you, and all of the miserable days when I was feeling crushed by the weight of Steve’s ego were necessary, or at least guiding me to a moment when I decided I’d either let him swallow me whole, or I’d stand on my own two feet.”

      She let out a whoosh of air. “You could have hinted at that once during all of this, ya know. I knew you wanted to get your life sorted, but I didn’t know whether or not I was still in the picture. JJ filled me in some, like you staying in the work apartment and then getting this place. But, I’ve been going crazy, wondering if I’d lost you.”

      I reached over and smothered her balled fist with my palm. “You found me, which allowed me to find myself. I’m not sure I would have taken this step without you.”

      “Then why shut me out?”

      “I texted.” Even as the words left my mouth, I knew it was a weak defense. “I don’t know how to explain it. For so long, I hadn’t been able to make decisions on my own. Steve took care of everything. The only thing I was in charge of was grocery shopping, and all of that was done online. None of the utilities were in my name, not even my phone. It was like I didn’t exist. Not on paper, which made it hard to find a landlord to take a chance on me.”

      “How did you?”

      “It seems JJ Cavendish has connections.” I flourished my wineglass before imbibing.

      “Why did you let her help you, not me?”

      “Please. We both know you asked JJ to use her Miracle Girl skills to help me.”

      “That doesn’t answer the question of why you trusted her over me.” Allison clutched the front of her shirt.

      “I don’t think that’s the case. It helped having a third party involved. She’s been pleading your case, but she’s also been listening to me tell my story. When I talked to her, I realized we have a lot in common. The fear of being found out as a fraud.” I motioned to the bookshelf. “I read her book. Our history is nothing alike, but I still feel like she gets me and my fear. She was terrified of people finding out her secret, and I was the same.”

      “What secret?” Allison asked, wide-eyed.

      “I never fit into Steve’s world, and since losing my parents, I never thought I fit in anywhere. I lost all confidence in myself. I stayed with a man who treated me more like a child than a partner. I stayed in a job I hated, but it paid somewhat decently. I kept settling for being mediocre because I was afraid to see if I had more in me.”

      “Oh, you do, Dagny. So much more.”

      I slanted my head. “You saw it. As did JJ. But it took me time to crack the door open on my potential. I know it’s early days, but I’m starting to learn how Steve said he believed in me, but he did everything to treat me like an invalid.” I set my glass down on the table. “I never told you what happened after my parents died.”

      Allison shook her head, waiting.

      “I stopped. Everything. For six months, I barely got out of bed. Steve took care of me, but he never let me forget it, always making me think I was one step away from going back to my catatonic stage.” I ran a finger along the grain of the table. “He made me feel broken and like only he could hold me together. Even when he didn’t want me anymore, I still felt tethered to him.”

      “Oh, Dagny. I’m so sorry.”

      “No. Don’t apologize for something you didn’t do. All of this, the media frenzy, Steve and his boss losing their jobs, it all made me see that I’m much stronger than I thought. Steve needed me to be weak so he could feel better about himself, but now that I’m gone, his life is falling apart. As it turns out, I was the glue all along. Now I wake up in my bed, in my apartment, and I think, ‘You did it!’” I wiped away a tear. “My mom would be so proud of me. She was never a fan of Steve. Now I know why.”

      “If it helps, I’m fucking proud of you as well.” She reached for my hand, holding it tenderly, running her thumb back and forth over my skin.

      “It means a lot, and I know you believed in me all along since you told JJ to hire me, although, I didn’t choose London. That was one step too far.”

      “It doesn’t matter. I’m in New York more these days.”

      “I need to ask you something, and I want you to be completely honest.”

      Allison’s eyes darkened with worry, but she said, “Go ahead.”

      “Were you ever afraid I’d embarrass you at work?”

      “Never.” She pressed her thumb onto the table. “Thoughts like that wouldn’t enter my mind when it comes to you.”

      “I asked Steve once to help me find a job, and he said, ‘What happens when you can’t get out of bed? It’ll make me look bad.’ I never forgot those words.” I massaged my temple. “Statements like that burn into your being.”

      “I was more worried you’d be angry I sent JJ your way with more than the data side project.”

      “The opposite! That was yet another swift kick in the ass I needed. How did you know she’d never try to get the scoop on Steve?”

      “Have others reached out?” Concern slammed into her eyes.

      “A few. The public spat between Steve and Laurie has been juicy. They’re tearing each other apart, and both are claiming to be the victim. It’s been kinda satisfying on one hand, even if it wasn’t all that surprising. Neither is used to hearing the word no.”

      “How are you managing the media, though. Some can be super sneaky with no boundaries.”

      “I’m learning, but don’t fear. JJ gave me the name of a woman who handles inquiries for me, but I haven’t agreed to any interviews. I don’t think I will. While I resent Steve for so much, I want to move on, not stay in his world. What surprised me the most was JJ, co-owner of a media company, never pressed me for info. I finally worked up the courage to ask if that was her goal. You have no idea how helpful and kind she’s been.”

      Allison’s simple nod let me know she’d also been on the receiving end.

      I continued, “She laughed and said she wouldn’t interview me, and she advised me not to talk with anyone in the media. She’s an odd newshound and host of a TV show about celebrities spilling their guts.”

      “She hates her Confessions show, but she does it to support stories that take significant resources all for the public good.”

      “I’m learning that about her, and I’m learning a lot about you.”

      Allison sat back in her chair. “Is that good or bad?”

      “Good so far.” I playfully crossed my fingers. “In all seriousness, when I asked for space, you gave it to me. Not once did you say I couldn’t do this on my own. For so long, the one person I needed to let me be capable held me back. The funny thing, I’m sure he thinks I’m such an ingrate for not doing what he asked after he took care of me. He’ll never see how he made me absolutely dependent on him. No, I shouldn’t put it all on him. I let him.” I took another sip of wine. “Yes, I know you would have helped me get settled, but you did by asking JJ to help me. I’m learning it’s important to let in people without an agenda. I can go from one extreme to the other.”

      “I understand.” Her eyes glimmered with tears as she glanced around. “This place is you.”

      “It’s perfect now that you’re here. Tell me, how is your investigation going? I know you can’t share too many details, and I’m relieved you haven’t died. I would like to say right now, no dying. Not if we’re going to make a go of this. I want you around for some time.”

      Allison shook her head, causing my heart to still. “I don’t want to talk about work. I spend too much time in that world, what I want is to take you to dinner, go for a walk, or maybe see a movie.”

      “You mean like a date.”

      “A proper one without Steve showing up.”

      “I like the sound of that. When?”

      She pushed up her sleeve to check her watch. “Let’s hit the relationship reboot button right now.” Allison got to her feet and put out her hand. “Dagny, will you go to dinner with me?”

      I accepted her hand. “Absolutely.”
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      The first weekend of September, a truck pulled up outside my London apartment building.

      “You sure about this?” Dagny stood on the sidewalk, looking at me and then the vehicle.

      “I’ve never wanted anything more.” I twined my fingers with hers.

      “You love London, though. The night we met, you said you never wanted to leave it.” She squeezed my fingers as if saying give it to me straight.

      “I hadn’t fallen head over heels in love with you yet.”

      “When exactly did you?”

      “You’re actually asking for the precise date?”

      “And time if possible.” Her smile was only half teasing.

      “Geez! Will there always be this much pressure?”

      Dagny nodded.

      “Good. I’m the type who likes to be challenged.”

      “Is that supposed to be a news flash?” A relaxed smile overtook her face.

      I pulled her into my arms and kissed her before turning to the man who finally got off the phone and left the truck.

      “Allison…?” He consulted his clipboard. “There are two jobs today, but dispatch isn’t sure which one starts first.”

      “I’m Allison.”

      He nodded, flipping through some papers. “So, this is the job where we’re boxing up everything and shipping it to New York.”

      “Correct.”

      He turned and whistled to the two men in the cab of the truck to get a move on it.

      I tugged on my shirt collar.

      “Already having regrets?” Dagny asked.

      “Not at all. It’s hot out.”

      She peered up into the brilliant blue sky with puffy white clouds. “It’s barely in the eighties.”

      “That’s hot for London. They’ll have signs in the Tube stations about the importance of staying hydrated. Speaking of…” I pulled the water bottle out of my cargo shorts pocket.

      “Oh dear. How are you going to adjust to the heat and humidity in a proper New York summer?”

      “Luckily, I’m moving at the tail end of this summer. But, to answer your question, I’ll take it one day at a time.” I offered her the bottle after taking another thirsty pull.

      “JJ loves to say that.” Dagny took a delicate sip.

      “She’s a wise woman. I mean she hired both of us.”

      “And she was only fifty-percent wrong.”

      “Which one of us was the bad hire?” I queried her dark eyes.

      “I’m not telling.”

      “Shut up, and kiss me.”
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        * * *

      

      Five hours later, the guys put the last box on the truck.

      “Initials here, here, and here. Then your signature on the final page.” The man handed me the clipboard.

      I missed one place that required my initials, but he pointed it out.

      After they left, Dagny looked around my empty flat. “Shall we start cleaning?”

      “The company is sending a crew over tomorrow.”

      “Is this it, then?”

      “Yep.”

      “Now what?”

      “I’d like to go to my favorite pub for one last meal.”

      “You make it sound like you’re about to be—” She made a slashing motion over her neck.

      I laughed that off. “As far as I know, nothing like that will happen. Besides, with the new twist to the assignment, it’ll be months before we start releasing anything. Without my name on the byline.”

      Sadness crashed into her eyes. “Is that really necessary? You’ve worked so hard.”

      Not wanting to fight this subject yet again, I said, “I’m starving. Feed me.”

      Dagny reached for my hand. “Let’s fix this problem.”

      Outside, she turned to me, “Will you be able to survive without your local pub?”

      “Fortunately, my new apartment has a fantastic hole-in-the-wall right around the corner.”

      “That’s funny. So does my place.” She bumped my hip with hers.

      “What are the odds?” I raised a hand in the air. “I wasn’t actually asking for the number. I’m hungry and don’t want to wait for you to whip out your abacus.”

      Her eyes darted upward to the dark clouds that had rolled in. “I’ll have you know I have more sophisticated and sexy ways.”

      I looked her up and down. “Oh, I know. I’m counting on you distracting me after lunch, but first, I’m dying for a pint and bangers and mash.”

      “You love sausage.”

      “I do. Maybe Berlin will be in my future.”

      “For a short stint or…?” She trailed off but didn’t sound overly terrified.

      “Who knows? I can do anything with you by my side.”

      “Me too, but can we stay put in New York for a few years?” Her contented sigh made it known she felt at home finally.

      “You got it, but I hope you plan on helping me adjust to the Big Apple.”

      “I’ve only lived there a year. Besides, you’ve lived in Boston and London. You know more about big cities.”

      “I guess there’s no way around it. We’ll have to rely on each other to experience everything we can.”

      Dagny stopped on the sidewalk and planted a kiss on my lips. “I love experiencing things.”

      “Experiences brought us together, and something tells me they’ll keep us together.”

      “I’m taking that as a promise.”

      I made an X over my heart.

      She took my hand. “Come on, then. Let’s start our new chapter together.”
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        A HUGE THANK YOU!

      

      

      

      First, thanks so much for reading Kismet. 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, don’t forget 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
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