

    
            Chapter One 





			Jess hated weddings. Would it be overdramatic to say that she despised them with every fibre of her being? Because she did. Whenever she told people that, they either laughed at her in disbelief or gaped at her in shock. How could she possibly dislike the most romantic, heart-warming, magical of days? Well, maybe because any weddings she had been to hadn’t been any of those things.

			Granted, she had only attended her parents’ weddings—to other people, not to each other. She had been to the last three of her dad’s weddings—yes, three! The first had been to Helen the Hyena who laughed at everything whether it was funny or not. Next there had been Sally the Shrink who liked to psychoanalyse everything and everyone even though she was totally unqualified. And after that it had been Fiona the Flirt who batted her eyelashes at every man she met. Seriously, a real shocker that none of those had worked out.

			Jess had been at her mum’s wedding to Barry the Bore too, name self-explanatory, not the most exciting or magical event, but at least their marriage had lasted. None of her dad’s had, and because he never learned from his mistakes, there Jess was, on her way to wedding number four. She cringed even thinking about it.

			When Jess heard the rumbling of the train approaching in the distance, she reluctantly stood up from the bench she had been waiting on and gathered her bags. She had been checking the arrivals board constantly, so she already knew that it was her train. Another glance at the board told her that it would pull into the station in less than a minute, so Jess hurried over to the painted line near the edge of the platform. She wanted to be one of the first people to get on in the hope that she could find a quiet seat away from everyone else. Usually, she wouldn’t care, but she wanted nothing more than to be alone so that she could dread her day in peace. Wallow in her own misery. Sulk, basically.

			Jess should have been used to her dad getting married by now. After all, it had practically become an annual event—only a slight exaggeration. However, this time was different. It was way worse than any of the times before. Her dad’s bride-to-be wasn’t much older than Jess’s age for starters, and who wouldn’t be annoyed by that? And if that wasn’t bad enough, Gretchen, said bride-to-be, was also a terrible person and she wasn’t even good at hiding it. Somehow, Jess’s father didn’t seem to notice how awful Gretchen was, though Jess was sure that his bank balance did.

			She had aptly named this one Gretchen the Gold-digger. Though, unfortunately, even if Gretchen had the word gold-digger tattooed across her forehead, Jess feared that her dad would remain oblivious. Jess had tried to warn him about her concerns plenty of times, but considering she was on her way to the courthouse for their nuptials, she had clearly failed to get through.

			She sighed as she looked down to make sure she wasn’t rumpling the dress bag that she had draped over her arm. As much as she didn’t want the wedding to happen, her dad was her dad, and she couldn’t not be there.

			When the train screeched to a halt and the doors opened, Jess rushed onboard and found a single seat in the corner, so there would be no chance of anyone sitting next to her. Perfect.

			As she made herself comfortable, Jess glanced around at the other people filing in looking for their own seats. The train wasn’t packed by any means, so there was no shortage to choose from. There was a seat available directly opposite her, but who would want to sit in the corner face-to-face with a complete stranger? But it was only seconds later that Jess realized that someone did, apparently, think it was a good place to sit. Because a woman breezed past her and plonked herself down on that very chair.

			Jess let out a sharp breath through her nose. Seriously? Though when she breathed back in again a pleasant smell interrupted her annoyance for a few moments. Jess was almost dazed by it. She subtly inhaled again to try and work out what the scent was. Citrusy, for sure. Not orange. Lime maybe, and was that a hint of vanilla too? There was something else that Jess couldn’t identify. Something spicy that shouldn’t complement the other scents—yet did. Whatever it was, Jess liked the combination, anyway. At least her unwanted train companion smelled good—that wasn’t always the case on public transport.

			When Jess looked over at the pleasant-smelling-woman, she was met with a wide smile. A pretty smile. Really pretty. Full lips and perfect, white teeth. Okay, so she smelled good, and she looked good, but why the hell did she have to sit right there? Jess glanced around at all the empty seats that this woman could have taken.

			“Oh, I’m sorry, is somebody sitting here? I probably should have checked before I just threw myself down here.” The woman gave a cute little grimace—it was the only way Jess could describe it.

			And damn, Jess had been noticeably rude. She immediately felt bad. It wasn’t the pretty woman’s fault that Jess was in a terrible mood, it was Gretchen’s. And her dad’s, but mostly Gretchen’s. Besides, wishing for alone time on public transport had probably been unrealistic anyway.

			She attempted a smile to prove that she wasn’t quite as hostile as she likely seemed. “No, you’re fine.” It wasn’t like Jess had any right to ask her to move.

			The woman’s smile returned then. “Great.”

			Next came the awkward shuffle. The one where each of them moved their stuff closer to their own seat to ensure it wasn’t intruding on the other’s space. Jess went to move her dress, which she had hung up by the window beside her.

			“Don’t worry about that, it’s not in my way. You’ll get creases if you don’t hang it up,” the woman said. She indicated the dress with a nod of her head. “Is it dry cleaning day? Or are you going somewhere nice?”

			How was Jess supposed to answer that question to a total stranger? I’m actually heading to my dad’s wedding, wedding number four, to a twenty-something-year-old money grabber who I can’t stand the sight of and who I’m nearly certain is going to drain his bank account, break his heart, and then do a runner. And when she does do all of this, he still won’t learn anything from it, and then I’ll end up in this same position again, having to go to wedding number five, to God-knows-who next time.

			“No to both,” Jess answered. “Unfortunately,” she added, to soften her blunt response. Her phone buzzed in her pocket, and she pulled it out, relieved by the interruption.

			Jess shot the woman another polite smile so that she didn’t seem too rude by cutting off their conversation, and then she swiped the screen to answer the call. Thank God for Austin. At least she didn’t have to face the day alone. “Hey, have you left yet?” she asked him. Austin was finishing up a few things at work and then the plan was that he would meet Jess at the ceremony.

			“Hey babe. Uh, some bad news. I can’t get away today after all,” he said way too casually for Jess’s liking.

			So much for that thought. “What?” she said, a little sharper than she intended. She lowered her voice. “You know that I really need you to be there today. You’ve known about it for weeks. Months even!”

			“I know, babe, I know. And I told my bosses that I need to go be there for my girl. I really tried, but we’re working with a major client and something new has literally come up today. They said they can’t spare me. You know how I have to keep my nose clean with this promotion coming up.”

			Jess closed her eyes and tried to come up with a calm response, anything other than any of the expletives she was thinking of. “Well, if the promotion is at stake…” Complete sarcasm, of course, but better than screaming or swearing down the phone.

			“Jess, don’t be like that. You know how hard I’ve worked for this. You’ll be fine today. You can handle anything—I know you can. I’ll make it up to you later, okay? You can tell me all about it.”

			She was far from over it, but she didn’t want a train full of people to overhear her argue with him. “Mm-hmm.”

			Jess could hear some other voices muttering in the background of the call before Austin spoke again. “I have to get back to it. Everyone’s waiting for me. I’ll see you later, babe. Okay?”

			“Mm-hmm,” Jess repeated. If you’ve got nothing nice to say, say nothing at all. That’s what she had always been taught.

			“That’s my girl. Try to enjoy yourself.” And with that, he ended the call.

			Seriously, try to enjoy herself? Jess had only told him about a hundred times already how hard the wedding was going to be for her. Were all men so clueless? She stuffed her phone back in her pocket with more force than necessary. Thankfully, the woman sitting across from her had busied herself with her own phone. She had undoubtedly heard Jess’s side of the call, but she seemed to be actively trying not to pay attention, and Jess appreciated the effort.

			She turned to look out the window. Sometime during her call with Austin, the train had started moving. She stared out at the trees and the unfamiliar buildings as they passed by.

			So, she had to face the worst wedding in the world alone after all. Maybe it was for the best. Austin was a natural mingler, and he would have made Jess introduce him to each and every person there and prolonged the whole thing. At least this way, Jess could keep herself to herself as much as possible and make her escape at the earliest opportunity. Yes, perhaps this was better. That didn’t mean that Jess wasn’t pissed at him anyway. Austin cancelling on their plans was becoming a regular thing, and this one was a biggie.

			Jess got that it wasn’t easy to climb the ladder, especially in a big law firm like the one that Austin worked for. And she tried to be understanding, but she couldn’t deny that his long and often unsociable hours had put a strain on their relationship. Still, Jess wasn’t the type of person to walk away just because things had got a little harder. Her parents had been quick to do that, and she had always vowed to never repeat their mistakes.

			“Chocolate?”

			Huh? Oh. A purple bag was being waved in front of her. Jess raised her gaze to meet the woman’s eyes. Blue and sparkling. Pretty. Why do I keep thinking that? Probably because when she was looking straight at this woman, it was impossible to ignore that she was beautiful. “Oh. I’m good. Thanks, though.” Trust Jess to end up sitting opposite Little Miss Friendly today of all days. She felt in her jacket pocket for her AirPods and pulled them out. “I’m just going to…” She held them up in way of explanation and then popped them in her ears. Nothing wrong with that. Plenty of people listened to music while they travelled.

			The woman nodded, and was it Jess’s imagination or did her expression fall a little bit too? Probably her imagination. Why would the woman care if Jess wanted to listen to music instead of making awkward chitchat? She was probably relieved.

			Jess pulled her phone out from her pocket again and clicked on the first playlist that she found. Some kind of rock tune blasted out from her phone speaker, and she quickly scrambled to tap the screen and turn it off again. She must have forgotten to charge her damn AirPods. A few heads had turned around to check where the noise had come from.

			Little Miss Friendly had gone back to scrolling on her phone, but she was grinning. “You know,” she said without looking up, “if you wanted me to shut up, you could just have said so.”

			Jess felt her cheeks flush. “I…um…it wasn’t that.”

			The woman looked at her then, amusement on her face. “No?”

			Jess exhaled. She had been pretty obvious. “Well, maybe. Kind of. I’m sorry. I’m not usually an antisocial weirdo, it’s just really not my day today.”

			“And let me guess. You got stuck with someone sitting next to you, being all chirpy, interrupting your bad mood?”

			She couldn’t help but smile at the accuracy. “Something like that, yes.”

			The woman laughed. “Okay. Sulk. Brood. I’ll be quiet. Unfriendly even, if you’d prefer.”

			“Well, now I feel bad,” Jess said.

			“You should, you’re being totally ignorant. I might even be offended.” She smiled that dazzling smile again as she tossed her long, blond hair over her shoulder. She really was very pretty. And witty too, it seemed.

			A man in a navy blue uniform made his way toward them, tapping on some kind of tablet as he walked. “Payment please,” he said in an unenthusiastic, monotone voice.

			The woman smiled at him and lifted her phone to tap it against his machine. Jess really had to set up contactless payments on her phone too. She kept forgetting.

			Jess shuffled around in her bag for her purse, but she couldn’t see it. She shuffled some more. “I don’t believe this,” she muttered. She looked up at the ticket clerk with her most apologetic face. “I seem to have forgotten my card.”

			“I accept cash.”

			Jess gritted her teeth. “Yeah, none of that either, I’m afraid. It’s the whole purse that’s missing.” She vaguely remembered seeing it on top of her bedside table, but that wouldn’t help her now.

			“No fare, you’ll have to get off at the next stop,” he said impatiently.

			That wasn’t good. Jess would never make it to her dad’s wedding from there. “Can I not, like, owe you?”

			The ticket clerk gave her a bored look. “No. You can’t, like, owe me. You have to get off at the next stop if you can’t pay.”

			“I’ve got it,” said the woman sitting opposite. She held up her phone again ready to pay for Jess’s fare.

			“No, I can’t let you do that.” Jess put a hand out to stop her, but the woman ignored her and smiled as she continued to reach the phone out.

			“It’s really not a big deal.” There was a beeping sound as her phone payment went through. “There. All done.”

			The ticket clerk flinched, like he wouldn’t have minded throwing Jess off at the next stop. Then with a single nod he went about his business, continuing to the next compartment.

			“Thank you so much. You didn’t have to do that,” Jess said. She didn’t deserve the woman’s kindness. She hadn’t exactly been warm and fuzzy.

			The woman waved her off. “Don’t even worry about it.”

			Darkness suddenly engulfed the windows, and Jess winced. She hated going through tunnels. She had done ever since she was a little girl.

			Nothing to see out of the windows but blackness. Being completely closed in. Not knowing when the train would reach the light on the other side, or if it would. She had also seen horror movies where there were monsters in train tunnels, so there was that—though that part was maybe a bit more irrational. Jess tried not to let her discomfort show—it was just a silly fear, and the tunnels never took long to get through.

			But then the train started to slow down.

			Jess tried not to panic even though her heart started pounding. “What is happening? Why are we slowing down?” She closed her eyes and tried to take deep, level breaths to calm herself down. That’s what they said to do, right? So why wasn’t it working?

			“I’m not sure, I think they’re stopping for some reason. Hey, are you okay?”

			Jess felt a hand touch her knee and she opened her eyes. The woman was leaning forward from the edge of her seat, looking at her with concern.

			Jess let out a nervous laugh. “This is a little embarrassing, but I don’t really like tunnels. And I definitely don’t want to be stuck in the middle of one.” Then, in what some people—not her—might call perfect timing, the train came to a stop. “Oh, God.” She blew out a long, shaky breath.

			The woman slipped off her seat and crouched down in front of Jess. “It’s okay, I’m sure it won’t be for long. I bet we’ll be moving again in a minute or two.”

			More shaky breathing. Was Jess causing a scene? Were people looking? People were bound to have noticed her practically hyperventilating in the corner. “You think?”

			“I’m sure of it. These hold-ups happen all the time.” The woman set her hand on Jess’s knee again and gently squeezed to reassure her. Shivers shot all the way up Jess’s leg. Likely another reaction to her current state of unease, though she wouldn’t have described the feeling as unpleasant.

			The woman spoke again before Jess had a chance to think much more about it. “I have a game that I sometimes play when I’m travelling. Want to give it a go?”

			“A game? Now?”

			“No, that’s probably silly, um—”

			A voice crackled through the speakers. “It appears that we are having some technical difficulties. We’re currently working on the problem, and we hope to be on our way again as soon as possible. We appreciate your patience.” Static followed the announcement, then it went silent. There were a few moans and groans from some of the other passengers.

			“You said that we would be moving soon. That doesn’t sound like soon.” Jess hated how whiny her voice sounded, but she couldn’t seem to control it.

			“I’m sure it won’t be long,” the woman reassured her again. “Don’t worry. Nothing bad is going to happen.”

			“It could,” Jess argued. “The tunnel could collapse. Or we could get blown up. Or another train could come hurtling toward us while we’re stuck here like sitting ducks.” She didn’t mention the monsters, but she damn well thought about them.

			“I think those things are pretty unlikely,” the woman said, clearly trying to hide her amusement. “Another train may have broken down. Or maybe they have to fix something on the tracks.”

			“Ah. Okay. Tell me about this game.” Anything was better than thinking about the train speeding off broken train tracks.

			“Hmm?” The woman blinked a few times. “Oh. The game. My game. Yes. Right. Good.” She shifted closer to Jess, still remaining crouched down beside her.

			Jess got a stronger whiff of that pleasant smell again. She found it surprisingly soothing, but not quite soothing enough to take her mind off her current predicament. If only conquering your fears was that easy.

			The woman spoke softly. “What I do is, I have a look at the people around me.” She did exactly that. “And I come up with my own stories about them. Who they are, what they do, where they’re going. That kind of thing.”

			“Like people-watching?” Jess wasn’t sure how that could be considered a game, but there was a cold sweat running down the back of her neck, and she was prepared to do just about anything to distract herself.

			“Kind of. Only instead of just observing, I make things up. For example…” She subtly gestured a man in a suit in the far corner of the compartment. He was typing ferociously on his laptop, a scowl plastered on his face. “He’s an author. Thrillers. He’s not happy right now because he’s rewritten the ending to his latest novel at least a dozen times, and he still hates it. His story is complicated with lots of twists and turns, perhaps too many, because he can’t get it to make any sense. At this point he’s considering just killing off all of his characters.”

			“Really? How did you work all that out?” Jess asked.

			“I didn’t work it out. I made it up. He could be a banker for all I know. He doesn’t look happy, though, so that’s the reason I’m choosing to go with.” She searched for someone else. “See the woman with the pink coat who’s staring into space with a look of contentment on her face? She was on a date last night. Met the guy on a dating app that she was forced to download by her pestering friend. She expected it to go horribly, but instead, it was the best date of her life. He even brought her flowers. She’s pondering how long she should wait before arranging their second date, but in truth, she doesn’t want to play it cool. She would happily go out with him again tonight.”

			Jess could see how the story fit. “Too bad she won’t get a signal in this stupid tunnel to check if he’s sent her a text.”

			The woman threw her a look. “The point of this is to forget about the tunnel. Tunnel mentions are banned.”

			As if she could forget, but fine, she would try. “What else you got, then? What about that couple over there?” Jess gestured to an older couple who were holding hands, whispering to one another.

			She looked over and a wicked grin spread across her face. “Well, I never. They’ve got a long journey ahead. They’re going to visit their son who lives almost on the other side of the country. And he’s just whispered to his wife—who he’s been married to for forty-nine years, by the way—suggesting that a bit of smooching would be the perfect way for them to pass the time. She’s giggling now, look!”

			Sure enough, she was. Jess found herself laughing too. “Oh my God, no chance!”

			“No? No chance he said that or no chance that it would be a good way to pass the time?”

			“He did not say that. Sorry to ruin your theory, but they don’t strike me as the type of couple who would be into PDAs. But if you ask my personal opinion, kissing is always a good pastime.” Why had she told her that?

			The woman’s gaze flicked down to Jess’s lips for a split second, then back up again. “Well, that was going to be my next suggestion, but you wanted to play my game, so…” She grinned.

			Jess’s heart, which had finally slowed down to beat at a somewhat normal pace, started racing again. Why did the idea of kissing the time away with this woman appeal to her? Excite her, even? She had never even thought about kissing another woman before. It must be her stupid, terrified brain coming up with a distraction. That’s all it was.

			“I’m going to do you next.”

			She was? “I’m sorry?” Jess managed to squeak out.

			The woman let out a low, quiet laugh. “The game. I’m going to come up with a story about you. Why? What did you think I meant?” She tilted her head, a knowing look on her face.

			“The game. Obviously. Yes.” Jess didn’t dare say otherwise.

			“Obviously.” The woman let out that low laugh again. “Okay.”

			Jess tried not to squirm under the woman’s intense gaze as she studied her.

			“You’re an easy one because, well, look at you.” The look she gave Jess could only be described as appreciative. “Naturally beautiful, your makeup applied subtly to compliment that. You don’t need to try hard. This hair…” She casually reached up and brushed a few strands that were hanging over Jess’s face to the side. “Styled to perfection. And it’s a gorgeous shade of brown, might I add. You’re elegant, poised. It’s clear that you’re a model, on your way to a big photoshoot, likely for a high-end magazine or something.” She pointed to the dress that was hanging up. “This was too fancy to wear for travel, but you’ll change in the bathroom when you arrive at the station. Your agent was supposed to meet you at the shoot but is busy with another client, hence the let-down phone call. So, now you’re even more nervous because this shoot is huge for your career, and you have to walk in alone. You have nothing to worry about, though. I for one would definitely buy the magazine if you were in it.”

			Jess couldn’t remember ever being complimented so thoroughly. And with such sincerity that she had no choice but to believe the words. “Are you flirting with me?” she asked before she could think about it. In hindsight, it seemed like a dangerous question.

			“Just calling it like I see it. That’s the game, remember.”

			“Right.” It didn’t feel like a game anymore, even though that’s all it could be for Jess. She had Austin. And she wasn’t interested in women, even though this particular woman was making her feel…things. How was that possible? They had only just met. “It’s my turn to play, then.” Bring it back to the game. “And you weren’t even close to the truth, by the way.”

			The woman smiled. “That’s the beauty of it. It doesn’t matter whether I’m right or wrong, it’s my story. And I already know that the fundamentals are correct.” Then the woman leaned back and put a little space between them, as if she’d only realized how close she had been to Jess. “So? Me or a stranger?”

			“You are a stranger,” Jess reminded her. “But I’ll have a practice run on someone else before I come up with your story.”

			“A woman who takes the game seriously. Admirable.” She grinned. “Let’s hear it.”

			Jess looked around for someone to pick. There were a group of teens, each of them scrolling on their phones, but she couldn’t think of anything that made any of them unique enough for a story. The same with the middle-aged couple sitting closest to them keeping themselves to themselves. Nothing stood out. She turned her attention to a man with headphones. He was dressed in dark clothing from head to toe, and he even had a pair of dark sunglasses pushed on top of his head. An idea came to mind. “See him?”

			The woman nodded.

			“He’s a spy. And I’m talking super spy, James Bond level stuff here. He’s only pretending to listen to music, really there’s no sound coming from those headphones. I wouldn’t be surprised if he’s tuned in enough to hear our conversation. He’s trained to listen to everything around him. He wears the dark clothes because he doesn’t want to draw any attention to himself. His job is to gather information.”

			“Oh my God. That’s so weird. I was thinking spy for that guy too!”

			Jess smiled at that. “Then it must be true. He’s not dangerous, though. Well, not to you or me anyway. Only to the baddies.”

			The woman raised an eyebrow, a look that Jess didn’t find attractive at all. Except she really did.

			“How do you know I’m not a baddie?”

			“Are you?”

			“I couldn’t possibly say. You’ll have to work it out for yourself, and I’m pretty sure you said you would come up with my story next, so you may have to decide quickly.”

			Jess didn’t know how she was supposed to analyse the woman in front of her. Her thoughts were all over the place. She had never felt so at ease with someone she had just met. Not even with Austin. That feeling had only grown through time.

			But at the same time as this comforting feeling, Jess felt nervous too. Like she wanted to make a good impression. Like it mattered what this woman thought of her. No pressure, then.

			Okay, what could her story be? Jess could list a hundred ways that she was beautiful. Those blue eyes, the full lips, the perfect eyebrows, the long hair that was a perfect shade of blond, the toned body with curves Jess would kill for, the amazing scent that she carried. But if Jess pointed out any of those things, then she would be flirting back. And she wasn’t going to flirt with this woman. She couldn’t. Nor did she want to, Jess reminded herself.

			She looked around the train carriage for inspiration. There was a map of the different stops that the train would make along the way. Her stop for the courthouse was seven stops away. What else was at that same stop? She studied the map. The zoo! Jess could work with that. Funny, not flirty. Safe. “I don’t think you’re a baddie. I don’t get that vibe. You work at the zoo, as it happens.”

			That seemed to surprise the woman. “The zoo,” she repeated. She looked down at her clothes. Light-blue skinny jeans. An immaculately clean white T-shirt. White trainers that were equally clean—no mean feat in England’s notoriously wet autumn weather. And an expensive-looking black coat.

			“Obviously, you’ll change when you get there,” Jess clarified.

			“I see. And what is it that I do at the zoo?”

			Jess didn’t miss a beat. “Animal relations, of course.”

			“Of course. And what does working in animal relations entail?”

			“Oh, you don’t just work in animal relations. You’re in charge of the whole department. It’s your job to make sure that all the animals at the zoo get along. You’re kind of a big deal.” Jess would have felt ridiculous relaying such a silly story, especially as she was almost certain that animal relations was an imaginary vocation, but the way the woman seemed to be hanging on her every word with clear fascination, and amusement, spurred her on. “Today was supposed to be your day off, hence the casual attire. But you got a call to say that the penguins have been sneaking into the seal enclosure to play pranks, so of course, you have to go in and get them back in line.”

			“What kind of pranks?” the woman asked with interest.

			“The word is, they’ve streamed toilet paper everywhere. Put washing-up liquid in one of the pools to make it bubble up. Poured cooking oil over the seals’ favourite rock, so when they try to sit on it, they slip right off again.”

			The woman laughed. “Those pesky penguins. Always up to mischief,” she said, playing along.

			“And after that whole monkey debacle last week,” Jess said with a shake of her head.

			“Remind me what happened with the monkeys again?” She was obviously enjoying this.

			What could the monkeys have done? “Um…flirting.” Because what else was in Jess’s head right now? “They were flirting with the giraffes. Remember?”

			“Ah yes. It’s the long, elegant necks, you see. Difficult to resist. I can appreciate a long neck myself.”

			Jess almost touched her own neck to check its length, but she stopped herself. “Yes. Well, that’s your story. How did I do?”

			“You’re a natural. Nowhere near close to the truth, but I do sort of wish I was head of animal relations at the zoo now. It sounds like a lot of fun, if not a little bit stressful.” The woman smiled that full, beaming smile of hers. “And I think it worked.”

			“What worked?”

			“My distraction. We started moving again while you were talking about flirty monkeys, and I don’t think you even noticed.”

			Wow, they were moving—still in the tunnel, but moving. Thank goodness! Before she could think about it, she leaned forward and threw her arms around the woman. “Thank you. You might actually be my hero, or heroine.” She felt the woman’s arms wrap round her to return the hug, and they stayed like that for a few beats before Jess pulled away. “And now I’m embarrassed. Both for inflicting my stupid fear on you and for randomly hugging you. I’m sorry.”

			“Nothing to be embarrassed about. We all have our own tunnels. If there was a clown on this train, I’d probably be curled up into a ball on your knee right now.”

			The woman stood up from her position in front of Jess and sat back down on her seat. “And as for the hug, please don’t apologize. You’re an exceptional hugger. Firm but soft—the perfect hugging combo. I liked hugging you. Would totally do it again.”

			“See, it feels like you’re flirting with me again.” The truth was, she was giving Jess more compliments on this train ride than Austin had given her in months. Jess couldn’t pretend that it wasn’t flattering.

			“Does it? Huh. Maybe I am, then.”

			Maybe it was just her personality. “Do you flirt with everyone?”

			The woman looked at her seriously then. “No.”

			“Oh.” They looked at each other for a few beats, the eye contact intense and loaded. Jess knew that she should nip it in the bud, but for some reason she didn’t want to.

			“And then there was light,” the woman said, regrettably breaking the moment to look out of the window.

			Jess looked out too, relieved that she could see the outside world again, but immediately feeling the loss of whatever just passed between them as she looked away.

			“Well, now that you are safely over your tunnel experience, I can leave you in peace to continue your bad mood. I’ll not disturb you again.” The woman didn’t even try to hide her disappointment.

			This time, Jess felt it too.

			It would be better to end their interaction there. The woman clearly had an interest in Jess that was something more than friendly, and Jess was enjoying it more than she should. Yes, it was nice to feel desirable for a change, and it made her feel good, but that was no excuse.

			Then again, it wasn’t like Jess had said anything untoward. She had simply been friendly, and really, not even that most of the time.

			And the woman had been kind enough to help her in her hour of need. It wasn’t like she’d had to help Jess. She seemed like a decent human. And Jess was enjoying her company. What harm would it do if they chatted a little more? Two strangers, passing the time of day until they got to where they needed to be. Jess cleared her throat. “I can probably tolerate a few more disturbances. I mean, I haven’t even got to hear about these clowns yet.”
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			Sydney smiled so hard it made her cheeks hurt. She hadn’t expected to have much to smile about that day, but trains and tunnels clearly had a whole other plan for her.

			Out of habit, when Sydney had stepped onto the train, she had rushed to sit where she usually sat when she used to regularly travel that route. The route from her sister’s place to hers. Except it wasn’t her place anymore, her ex-girlfriend had seen to that. And after she collected the last of her things that day, Sydney would have no reason to go back. She felt a pang of sadness at that, but she quickly shook it off. As her sister, Rachel, kept reminding her, her ex who had been cheating on her for over a year didn’t deserve a second of Sydney’s sadness. It had taken a while for Sydney to accept that, but now that she had given herself some time to heal, she knew that her sister was right. She was ready to move on.

			And things were already looking up, because the seat across from her had been taken by, no exaggeration, one of the most attractive women Sydney had ever seen in the flesh. Sydney’s breath had literally caught in her chest in the moment when their eyes had met. She knew how mushy that sounded, but it had. This woman was stunning, there was no other word for it, but it was more than that too. Sydney felt instantly drawn to her. And even though she had initially received the brush-off, Sydney was sure that she wasn’t just imagining the connection that they had started to form since then. Though the woman was proving pretty hard to read.

			Sydney was just happy that she wanted to keep chatting with her. Hence the ginormous smile on her face that she couldn’t stifle despite the fact that they were discussing Sydney’s biggest fear. “Why would you want to hear about clowns? They are the creepiest characters on the planet. The make-up, the wild hair, the costumes, the abnormally large feet, the weird voices.” Sydney shuddered for effect. “And have you seen those videos where scary clowns chase unsuspecting people to frighten the bejesus out of them? Terrifying.”

			The attractive woman laughed. “I can’t say I have, but I’ll take your word for it. I’m scared of just about everything, but not clowns, strangely enough. I don’t need anything to add to my list.”

			“In that case, you can protect me from clowns, and I’ll protect you from tunnels.”

			She kept giving Sydney this look. Like she was trying to work Sydney out, or maybe she was trying to figure out her intentions. Then after a few seconds, the look turned into a sort of shy smile. Sydney really liked that smile. “Deal,” she said.

			Sydney wanted to know more. “You know, now that we’ve upgraded our status from strangers to protectors, maybe we should be on a first name basis?”

			“Funny, I’ve heard that’s the criteria. It’s not nearly as effective when you need saving and have to shout hey, you!” She paused for a few seconds, like she was making sure she wanted to share that much information with Sydney. Then she smiled and stuck out her hand. “Jessica. Well, Jess. Literally, only my mum calls me Jessica, so I’ve no idea why I said that.”

			Sydney laughed as she reached forward and softly shook her hand. “Amazing to meet you, Jess-not-Jessica. I’m Sydney, never Syd. Everyone says Sydney.”

			Jess looked disbelieving. “Amazing to meet me? I’m quite sure I’ve been the train companion from hell today.”

			Impossible, Sydney thought, but she didn’t want to come on too strong. There was a fine line between showing a bit of interest and becoming too much. A pest. A problem. She waved Jess off. “You haven’t at all. You’ve been great company.”

			Jess still looked dubious, but she gave that shy smile again. “Well, thank you, Sydney-never-Syd. You’re not such bad company yourself.”

			“Even though I disturbed your bad mood?”

			“Because you made my bad mood a little bit better. That was…unexpected today.”

			Sydney smiled at the compliment. She wondered what was bad enough to cause Jess to feel like that, but it seemed too personal to ask.

			As if reading her mind, Jess said, “My dad’s getting married today to the worst person ever.”

			Ah. That made sense. “That sucks.”

			“Yeah. It really does.” Jess made a growling noise. “I really don’t like her. She’s so obvious in her bad intentions, you know? My dad either knows and ignores it or is ridiculously unaware. Either way, it’s so frustrating.” She shook her head. “And she knows that I can see right through her. Doesn’t care. Blatantly rubs it in my face, even.”

			Sydney made a face. “She sounds horrible. I’m sorry you have to deal with that,” she said. “Do you want me to crash? Burst through the doors and object?” Sydney suggested only half seriously.

			Jess laughed. “Are you my terrible wedding protector now too?”

			“I can add it to my duties. Call it a two-for-one.”

			“You know, I’d almost be tempted to take that offer.” She gave a defeated sigh. “But no. When my dad wants something, nothing can stop him. I fear that I would only be stuck wearing heels for longer than I had to, while I wait for you to be escorted out and the ceremony to inevitably continue.”

			Sydney wished she could say something useful, come up with some profound advice or something, but she couldn’t relate. Her parents had always been together, so she had never had to deal with any wicked stepmothers. Sydney was, however, a good listener, so if Jess wanted to rant and get things off her chest, she could help with that. “Is it a big wedding?”

			“Thank goodness, no. He’s tying the knot at the courthouse, then there’s a meal in a restaurant right across the street. A meal I plan to eat quickly before I make my escape.”

			“If all else fails there could always be a nasty food reaction in your near future,” Sydney suggested.

			Jess clasped her hands together. “Oh, please, please serve me some pink chicken and let me get the hell out of there. You, Sydney, are full of great ideas.”

			Sydney wished she could share some more of her great ideas, specifically, one involving her taking Jess on a date to a nice restaurant, where there would be no chance of pink chicken.

			She had already tested the waters a little bit earlier when they were playing the game, but she still couldn’t gauge whether Jess would have any interest in going on a date with her or not.

			Maybe it was better to leave the ball in Jess’s court. Sydney could just make it clear that she was open to the idea. “If things get really bad, you could always come and find me at the zoo. It’s only down the road from the courthouse, right? You can help me clean up all the toilet paper.”

			“Wait. Are you really going to the zoo?”

			“Of course. Penguin emergency, remember?”

			Jess narrowed her eyes at her.

			Sydney grinned. “No, I wish I was. As it happens, my day isn’t going to be much fun either, unfortunately.”

			“Oh my God, I’m so sorry. Listen to me going on about my own stupid problems that you didn’t even ask to hear about.” Jess buried her face in her hands. “I’m the worst. Of course, you’ve got your own stuff going on. Please, ignore me. Or tell me. If you want to talk about it. You don’t have to tell me anything. But you can.”

			Rambling Jess was cute as hell. Sydney immediately wanted to put her out of her misery. “Don’t be silly, I’m glad you told me all of that. To be honest, I’m enjoying getting to know you so much, I had almost forgotten where I was going anyway.”

			Jess still looked embarrassed, but she gave Sydney a little smile. “You’re so nice.”

			Sydney shrugged. “Just telling the truth. And I’m happy to tell you anything you want to know.” She paused. “I’m going to collect the last of my belongings from the house I used to share with my girlfriend—now ex-girlfriend.”

			Jess gave her the customary look of sympathy Sydney had received so many times since her breakup. “Oh, no. I’m sure that won’t be easy, I’m sorry.”

			She hummed her agreement. “It probably won’t be pleasant, no. We’ve been broken up for a while now, though. I’ve been putting off this part because I didn’t want to see her.”

			“Who broke up with who?” Jess quickly slapped her hand over her mouth. “Sorry. That’s really none of my business.”

			Sydney laughed. “You apologize a lot for someone who hasn’t done anything to apologize for. I said you can ask me anything, remember? And to answer your question, she broke up with me.”

			Jess scoffed. “Then she’s a fool.”

			Sydney couldn’t help but smile. “How do you know? I could be a terrible girlfriend.”

			Jess immediately shook her head. “No way. I don’t buy that for a second. Look at the evidence.”

			“There’s evidence?”

			“Sure there is. You and me. We haven’t even known each other for an hour, and you’ve already paid for my train ticket, helped me get through that whole tunnel incident, and cheered me up about my family drama.” Jess swayed her head from side to side. “A little bit, but still more than anyone else has managed. You didn’t have to do any of that, you could have ignored me instead. You’ve been funny, interesting, good to talk to. Oh, and you offered me chocolate.” She threw her hands out as if that proved her point. “And I’m nobody. So, there’s no way that you don’t treat your partner well.”

			“You forgot sinfully attractive,” she added playfully.

			Jess’s eyes widened. “Well, yes, you are, um, pretty. Lacking modesty maybe, but pretty.” Her cheeks turned a light shade of pink and she turned and looked out the window. It was adorable.

			Sydney chuckled, but inside her heart was doing a little happy dance. “Why thank you, Jess. And I wouldn’t say that you’re nobody. True that we don’t know each other well, but I think you’re somebody worth knowing.”

			Jess opened her mouth to say something, then closed it again. Maybe Sydney had said too much. Or come on too strong. Maybe Jess wasn’t interested in getting to know her, which was totally fine. Just because Sydney had this instant crush of hers didn’t mean it was reciprocated.

			Sydney decided to play it off. “Besides, I don’t offer my chocolate to just anyone, you know.”

			Jess laughed quietly, probably relieved that Sydney had lightened the tone of the conversation again. “No? In that case, I should really take one.”

			“A wise change of mind.” She reached the bag forward to Jess, then took one herself. “Chocolate makes everything better.”

			“No way, that’s tea. My mum always used to tell me that was tea.” Jess popped the chocolate in her mouth and gave a little hum of appreciation. “But I agree this is good. Imagine, chocolate and tea, together. That could be the perfect remedy.”

			Sydney screwed her face up. “Chocolate and coffee maybe. Not tea.”

			Jess gaped at her. “Coffee does not have the level of healing powers that tea has.”

			“It does in the morning when I’ve just got out of bed and my eyes refuse to open. One cup of magical coffee, and poof, I’m like a new woman.”

			“For argument’s sake, if you switched to green tea, it would do more for your energy levels than the coffee.”

			Sydney shook her head. “No thanks. I need my coffee. Good coffee at that. The main reason that I’m going to collect the last of my things today is because I left my coffee maker there. I could live without most things, but not that.”

			“Hmm. You know, I think I could live without coffee,” Jess said.

			“Do you hate coffee? Is that what this is? Are you a coffee-phobe?”

			“Not at all, I just don’t hold it in as high regard as I do tea. Why? Are you a tea hater?” Jess threw back.

			Sydney scrunched her nose up. “A little bit, yeah. I’m sorry.”

			“How could you?” Jess playfully held her hand over her heart. “Now I don’t know if we can be friends.”

			Thankfully, being friends wasn’t what Sydney had in mind. Jess was so much more than friend material, but she went along with it. “Sure we can. When I take you out for a hot drink, I’ll order coffee, and you’ll order tea, and we can share the chocolate.”

			Jess playfully tapped her finger against her chin. “I suppose that could work.”

			“We could trial it sometime,” Sydney said casually even though the suggestion was anything but. “If you want to.”

			Jess chewed her lip. “Yeah, maybe.”

			At least Jess hadn’t said no.

			The train started slowing down on its approach into a station, and Sydney looked out the window to check where they were. She hadn’t really been paying attention, but she needed to start, or she was going to miss her stop. “I have to change trains at the next stop,” she said. Regretfully. Sydney would have been happy to stay on the train talking to Jess all day.

			Jess looked out too. “Oh, wow. I get off there too.” She sounded disappointed, but Sydney didn’t know whether that was because of the dreaded wedding she was going to, or because their time together was coming to an end. Sydney couldn’t help but hope it was the latter.

			She knew that was the reason for her own disappointment. “Oh, yeah, the courthouse.”

			“Do you have much further to go after you switch?” Jess asked.

			“Another thirty minutes maybe. It’s just outside the city.” She put her arms above her head and stretched. “I plan to be in and out of there as quickly as possible.” Jess’s cheeks went pink again and Sydney realized that her top had ridden up. She held back a grin that threatened and pulled it down again.

			“I’ve already checked and there’s a train leaving at seven. I’m planning on making my great wedding escape on time to catch it. Maybe you’ll be on the same one? If you have to come back this way, that is?” Jess picked at her nail, as if she couldn’t look at Sydney when she asked. “Just in case there’s clowns or something. As your sworn protector, I would hate not to be there.”

			Did that mean Jess wanted to see her again? She must, or else she wouldn’t be suggesting meeting up again. Sydney held in the excitement that was threatening to burst out of her and played it cool. “Well, you can’t leave me alone with the clowns. And I need to be there for tunnels, so the seven o’clock train it is. You can tell me all about how ungraceful the bride was and how shitty the speeches were.”

			Jess laughed. “And you can show me this coffee maker you can’t live without.”

			“Deal. And now I’ve got something to look forward to,” Sydney said honestly.

			Maybe she could take Jess for that tea when they got back. Only if Jess felt like it. She had already said that the wedding was going to be hard for her, and Sydney didn’t want to push it. She was just happy that she would get to see Jess again. That was enough. Whatever happened after, happened.

			Unfortunately, it wasn’t long until they arrived at their stop. They both stood at the same time to gather their things.

			Jess had more bags than Sydney, so Sydney offered to carry Jess’s dress off the train for her. Sydney was two or three inches taller, so it was easier for her to carry anyway.

			They walked a few steps along the platform to get out of the way of the dozens of commuters who were either boarding or getting off the train at the same time.

			“How long until your next train?” Jess asked when they stopped at a nearby bench.

			“Twenty minutes. How long until you have to be at your wedding?”

			“Twenty minutes.”

			They both laughed.

			“Well, one thing you were right about was that I needed to change once I got here. So, I really need to go do that or I’m going to be late.”

			“Do you want me to watch your bags while you change?” Sydney asked. “I’ll be here waiting anyway.”

			Jess looked at her like she was pleasantly surprised at the offer. “You wouldn’t mind?”

			“Of course not.”

			“You’re the best, Sydney. Thank you.” Jess took the dress bag from her and gently squeezed her arm. The tingles Sydney felt through her entire body at the simple gesture solidified how hard Sydney was crushing on this woman.

			After her breakup, Sydney had decided to stay away from women and relationships for a while. She wanted to give her heart a chance to heal, and she didn’t believe in going into a relationship if she couldn’t be the very best version of herself or if she couldn’t give it everything. Besides, the fact that her ex had been cheating on her for a long time had left Sydney with a very bruised ego.

			So, Sydney hadn’t even noticed another woman in months. Until that day, seemingly. The very day that she would finally close the chapter on her old life. Wasn’t there a saying about closing doors and opening windows? It seemed fitting.

			Speaking of fitting. That. Fucking. Dress.

			Was Sydney’s mouth hanging open? She knew she was staring, but was she gawping? Was her tongue hanging out the side of her mouth like a dehydrated puppy? She decided that didn’t care. Because Jess was walking toward her in a tight-fitting dress, deep red, that clung to her hips and plunged at the neck, and she looked incredible.

			“You’re staring,” Jess said when she reached her.

			Sydney had to swallow a couple of times so she could speak. Her mouth had gone uncomfortably dry all of a sudden. “Me and most people in this station.”

			Jess laughed. “Does that mean I look okay?”

			“You look so much better than okay,” Sydney said without doubt or hesitation.

			Jess looked down at the dress. “It’s probably not classically wedding appropriate. But the bride will be furious, and that’s good enough for me.” She gave a grin and glanced up at the clock on the wall. “I really have to go. Thanks for…well, everything.”

			Sydney suddenly felt awkward. Should she hug Jess? “You’re welcome. I know it will be awful, but get the awfulness over with, and I’ll see you after. You can scream, rant, cry. Whatever.”

			Whatever Sydney had just said seemed to be the right thing judging by the look Jess was giving her. “Yeah, I’ll see you after. And good luck with your ex. Don’t leave until that coffee machine has been rescued.”

			“I wouldn’t dream of it.” Sod it. Sydney was hugging. She wrapped her arms around Jess, who immediately hugged her back like they had hugged a thousand times before and it was the most natural thing in the world. Somehow, everything felt right. The hug only lasted a few seconds, but those seconds felt important.

			“Bye,” Jess said with an adorable little wave before she turned and walked away.

			“Jess,” Sydney called out and Jess turned back around to look at her. Sydney took a few steps toward her to close the gap again. “Whoever is missing out on you looking like that is a fool. You look amazing. And if I was your date, I would be the proudest person in the room.” She took another step closer. “Here’s the thing. I like you. And even though I know nearly nothing about you, I want to know. I want to know it all.”

			Jess’s lips parted, as if she was affected by Sydney’s words.

			In a moment of bravery, Sydney leaned in and gently kissed Jess on the cheek. Only for a split second. Then Sydney grinned as she began to back away. “I can’t wait to see you again later.” And with that, she turned and strolled toward the next platform.

			First stop, her past…next stop, her future?

			Sydney had a feeling that it just might be.

			





    
            Chapter Ten 





			Kiddo, over here.” Jess’s dad stood up from the table and waved as she entered the restaurant.

			Jess smiled. She was a grown woman, but she was still kiddo to him, and probably always would be. She weaved around the other tables until she reached him. “Sorry I’m late.”

			“You’re always late,” he said good-naturedly as she sat down opposite him.

			It was true. Nine times out of ten, she was.

			“What kept you today? Anything fun?”

			“Actually, yes.” Jess poured two glasses of water from the jug in the middle of the table and passed one over to him. “I was at the zoo with my new roommate and her nephew, and it turned out to be a really nice day. It was Ben’s birthday yesterday, he turned seven. He’s an extremely cute kid.”

			“Yeah?” He smiled. “I keep wondering when you’re going to give me one of those.”

			“A nephew? I think I might have to teach you how a family tree works, Dad.”

			“You know what I mean. A grandchild. Someone I can teach football and bad habits to and take to the zoo.” He sipped his water. “You and Austin should get to work on that, for your old man’s sake.” He grinned to show he was only half serious. Her dad wasn’t the type of parent to put pressure on her about those kinds of things.

			Besides, Jess would have to have sex first. She couldn’t remember the last time that she and Austin had. A quick, unsatisfying—for her anyway—fumble a couple of months ago sprang to mind, but nothing since.

			She certainly hadn’t slept with him since she met Sydney.

			Why had that come to mind?

			Jess took a large gulp of her water like it would wash away the thought. “There’s plenty of time for that.”

			Her dad laughed. “I know, kiddo. I’m just messing with you. How is Austin anyway? Still working far too hard?”

			That was a tolerant way to put it. “You know Austin.”

			“He’s a good kid. And he’s going places. He’ll be able to look after you.”

			Jess wanted to say that she didn’t need someone to look after her, but it wasn’t the time or the place, so she let it go. “Speaking of looking after people, how’s Gretchen?”

			Her dad’s face changed immediately, worry lines galore gathering on his forehead. “I asked her to give the credit card back.”

			Jess winced. “Let me guess. It didn’t go down too well?”

			He shook his head gravely. “An understatement. She went ballistic. Screamed, yelled, threw things. I nearly lost an eye with the TV remote.” He sighed. “I’m starting to think she’s only with me for my money.”

			Oh, Dad.

			“She only came round when I bought her a new gold bracelet to make up for it.”

			Again. Oh, Dad.

			He let out a long sigh. “Can I tell you a secret?”

			“Of course,” she said patiently, already knowing exactly what the secret was. It was always the same one.

			“Sometimes I really regret not making things work with your mum.”

			There it was. It was a reoccurring theme. Anytime there was a failing marriage, there was a regretful dad. “I know you do, Dad.”

			“Let me give you some advice.”

			Okay. Advice was new. Usually, he just spent a few minutes reminiscing and wallowing in self-pity.

			“Don’t waste your time looking for something more,” he told Jess. “Me and your mum had a good relationship back in the day. Not perfect, because none are, but good. And instead of letting myself be happy and content with what I had, I kept thinking, what if there’s something better out there?”

			Unfortunately, Jess’s dad had got caught looking for something better in the next-door neighbour’s pants. It wasn’t her favourite, but Jess knew the story.

			“There isn’t,” he concluded. “Or if there is, I haven’t found it in all these years.”

			It was all his own doing, but Jess couldn’t help but feel a little bit sorry for him. Thankfully, her mum had eventually found happiness and faithfulness, albeit with Barry the Bore. Her dad hadn’t.

			“Well, thank you for the advice, Dad. I’ll remember that.”

			“Not that you’ll need it. You and Austin are a match made in heaven. You wouldn’t be
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