
  
    [image: 8-Book Bundle]
  



  	
	    
	      Also by Sapphic Shelley

	    

      
	    
          
	      A Lesbian Romance

          
        
          
	          3 - Book Bundle: Love Notes - Love Melody - Love Serenade

          
        
          
	          Irene My Love

          
        
          
	          Liora My Love

          
        
          
	          Perfect Chemistry

          
        
          
	          Sapphic Ink

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Cold Case Confessions

          
        
          
	          Regret & Remedy

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Lesbian Gothic Romance

          
        
          
	          Mistress of Blackwood

          
        
          
	          Whispers of the Forgotten

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Lesbian Ladies have Fun

          
        
          
	          3-Book Bundle: Discovering Our Desires - Brenda, Tina, &  X - Passion’s Promise

          
        
          
	          Manhattan Desires

          
        
          
	          No One Needs to Know

          
        
          
	          Tangled Up

          
        
          
	          Sapphic Heat

          
        
          
	          Sultry Nights

          
        
          
	          Private Tutoring

          
        
          
	          Forbiden Fruit

          
        
          
	          Tempted By Her Mentor

          
        
          
	          Ladies Pavillion

          
        
          
	          Manhatten Diaries

          
        
          
	          8-Book Bundle: Lesbian Ladies have Fun (Coming Soon)

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Lesbian Steamy Love Series

          
        
          
	          Lesbian Love at Lavender Lake

          
        
          
	          Summer at Starlight Lodge

          
        
          
	          Tides of Desire

          
        
          
	          Seven Steamy Sapphic Stories: The Bawdy Suffragettes, Snowed In Desires, Hidden Love, Love’s Second Act, Sapphic Ink, When We Meet Again, Whispers of Us

          
        
          
	          The Bawdy Suffragettes

          
        
          
	          Midnight Confessions

          
        
          
	          Satin Muse

          
        
          
	          Velvet Chains

          
        
          
	          Seaside Seduction

          
        
          
	          Whispered Touches (Coming Soon)

          
        
          
	          8-BOOK BUNDLE: Lesbian Love at Lavender Lake , Tides of Desire, Satin Muse, Summer at Starlight Lodge, We Are Women, Midnight Confessions, Seaside Seduction, Velvet Chains (Coming Soon)

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Sapphic Heat

          
        
          
	          Forbiden Touch

          
        
          
	          First Taste

          
        
          
	          Secret Desires

          
        
          
	          Burning Slow

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Sapphic Second Chances

          
        
          
	          Hidden Love

          
        
          
	          When We Meet Again

          
        
          
	          Whispers of Us

          
        
          
	          Loves Second Act

          
        
          
	          Snowed In Desires

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Standalone

          
        
          
	          3-Book Bundle: Christmas Scandal - Unfinished Christmas - Christmas Cabin Confessions

          
        
          
	          We Are Women

          
        
      

      
    
    


  
    
      8-BOOK BUNDLE

      
        LESBIAN STEAMY LOVE SERIES

      

    

    
      
        SAPPHIC SHELLEY

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: InkPour]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2026 by Sapphic Shelley

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Introduction

      

    

    
      
        
          Lesbian Love at Lavender Lake

        

        
          
            Introduction

          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

        

      

      
        
          Tides of Desire

        

        
          
            Introduction

          

          
            1. A Chance Encounter

          

          
            2. Sparks Fly

          

          
            3. Building the Connection

          

          
            4. The Hurdle

          

          
            5. Heartfelt Decisions

          

          
            6. The Distance Challenge

          

          
            7. The Breaking Point

          

          
            8. A New Beginning

          

        

      

      
        
          Satin Muse

        

        
          
            Introduction

          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

        

      

      
        
          Summer at Starlight Lodge

        

        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          
            Chapter 15

          

          
            Chapter 16

          

        

      

      
        
          We Are Women

        

        
          
            Introduction

          

          
            1. 1950s, USA, laws and societal attitudes to homosexuality

          

          
            2. THE 1960S - AWAKENING AND ACTIVISM

          

          
            3. THE 1970S - A TIME OF CHANGE

          

          
            4. THE 1980S - CHALLENGES AND RESILIENCE

          

          
            5. THE 1990S - VISIBILITY AND ACCEPTANCE

          

          
            6. THE 2000S - NEW HORIZONS

          

          
            7. REFLECTION AND LEGACY

          

        

      

      
        
          Midnight Confessions

        

        
          
            Introduction

          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

        

      

      
        
          Seaside Seduction

        

        
          
            Introduction

          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

        

      

      
        
          Velvet Chains

        

        
          
            Introduction

          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

        

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            INTRODUCTION

          

        

      

    

    
      8-Book Bundle: Lesbian Steamy Love Series

      Lose yourself in eight unforgettable journeys of passion, longing, and undeniable connection. This sizzling collection brings together stories where desire ignites, hearts open, and women dare to claim the love they deserve.

      Return to the warmth and intrigue of Summer at Starlight Lodge, where sparks fly beneath wide summer skies. Surrender to the intoxicating pull of Lesbian Love at Lavender Lodge, where temptation lingers in every glance. Feel the rhythm of longing in Tides of Desire, and the lush, sensual awakenings of Satin Muse.

      Experience sisterhood and strength in We Are Women, the electric vulnerability of Midnight Confessions, and the irresistible chemistry of Seaside Seduction. Each story invites you into intimate moments of courage, craving, and connection — where passion is bold, love is fierce, and every touch changes everything.

      Whether you're looking for slow‑burn romance or steamy encounters that leave you breathless, this 8‑book bundle delivers heat, heart, and heroines you won’t soon forget.

      

      Lesbian Love at Lavender Lake

      Tides of Desire

      Satin Muse

      Summer at Starlight Lodge

      We Are Women

      Midnight Confessions

      Seaside Seduction

      Velvet Chains
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      Two woman loves woman stories intertwined. At Lavender Lake, the echoes of the past intertwine with the promise of new beginnings. When introverted writer Greta finds a box of unsent love letters from decades ago, her curiosity leads her to uncover the story behind Carol, a free-spirited woman who once called the cabin home. As Greta befriends Carol's granddaughter, Samantha, a passionate environmentalist, their shared journey of discovery blossoms into a sweetly steamy romance that transcends time. In the serene beauty of the lake, can lesbian lovers Greta and Samantha heal old wounds while forging a connection that feels like destiny?

      

      A lesbian Instalove journey of healing and connection that’s as sweetly steamy as it is profoundly sensual.
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      he late-afternoon sun blazed over the tangled mat of crabgrass and dandelions encroaching upon the cabin’s porch, its heat releasing the green bitter aroma of overgrown weeds and the faintly medicinal tang of the lake beyond.

      Greta brushed past the brittle stalks and paused at the door, its red paint sun-bleached and peeling in layers like the sunburnt skin of her childhood summers. The lock rattled under her hand—a stubborn thing, jammed with decades of disuse and a little grit. It took three careful turns of the rusted key before the mechanism surrendered, and the door groaned open with a sigh that seemed to release years of stale memory into the open air.

      Inside, the cabin was a time capsule of someone else’s nostalgia. Wood paneling, warped and honey-colored, ran the length of the living room, interrupted only by a stone fireplace stacked with logs so ancient they were likely petrified. A pair of armchairs, dressed in faded floral sheets, huddled close together as if conspiring against the rest of the room. The kitchen table, scrubbed to a raw blond finish and ringed with mismatched chairs, looked exactly as she remembered from her ninth summer here, when her father had taught her the rules of chess with a patience he applied to nothing else in his life. Dust motes spun in the slanting light that filtered through the grimy windows, illuminating the choreography of spiders rebuilding their delicate empires between the crossbeams.

      Greta dropped her duffel with an unceremonious thump and let her gaze drift to the lake outside.

      Lavender Lake looked different each season—sometimes a flat, pewter coin, sometimes a sheet of hammered tin, but always cold and teasingly unreachable. Today it shimmered like liquid mercury, broken only by the occasional black ripple of a waterbird or the sudden, electric leap of a fish.

      It was the kind of view that begged for contemplation, for the slow percolation of thought, though it was not lost on Greta that the lake was also a perfect metaphor for the project she’d been avoiding for the better part of a decade: appealing, elusive, just out of reach.

      She wandered deeper into the must of old wood and mildew, reacquainting herself with the bathroom’s cracked tiles and the narrow staircase leading to the sleeping loft. There, she found the twin beds—still dressed in patched quilts, still smelling faintly of mothballs and lavender sachet—where she and her sister used to read by flashlight under the covers, inventing ghost stories or whispering about the lives they would live once they escaped their parents’ orbit.

      Greta traced a finger along the headboard, then glanced at the battered desk wedged against the far wall. Someone, probably her mother, had left a stack of legal pads and three perfectly sharpened pencils arranged with almost ceremonial care.

      She returned to the living room and opened the windows, one by one. Each sash stuck differently—the one in the kitchen jerked free with a yelp of protest, while the one near the fireplace refused to budge at all.

      The breeze that finally tumbled in carried with it the scent of rain-soaked leaves and the distant, briny promise of a summer thunderstorm. She inhaled deeply, feeling something uncoil in her chest.

      The silence was unfamiliar. No city traffic, no upstairs neighbors arguing about nothing, no persistent hum of electronics. Just the ticking of the wall clock, the flutter of a startled sparrow in the eaves, and her own breath.

      For a moment, the magnitude of her self-imposed isolation pressed down on her—three whole months, alone with her half-finished novel and the ghosts of her family’s summers. She half expected to see her father at the chessboard, her sister curled up in the armchair, her mother humming tunelessly in the kitchen. But the space was hers now. Empty, but not vacant. Ready to be filled.

      "Home sweet home," Greta whispered to herself. For the next three months, this forgotten slice of countryside would be her sanctuary—the place where she'd finally finish the novel that had been haunting her for years.

      The contract was explicit: one completed manuscript, twelve weeks, no further extensions. Greta’s agent had been polite but clear on the phone—after the last two deadline disasters, the publisher’s faith in her was “tentative at best.”

      The words had echoed in her ears for days, a buzzing that made it hard to sleep in the weeks before this trip, and harder still to silence the looping self-interrogation.

      Was she washed up at thirty-four, a one-hit wonder with nothing to say? Or was this simply the necessary agony of making something real? She’d always imagined writing as a kind of disciplined suffering, but the reality—anxious inertia punctuated by frantic late-night typing and the gnawing dread of being forgotten—had somehow surprised her.

      Her career, or what remained of it, depended on this next book. Relevance was a fragile thing, and her advance on the new project had been a fraction of her debut’s. It barely covered the sublet on her apartment, much less the cost of this lakeside cabin; as she’d signed the rental agreement, her hand had trembled, the pen leaving a blister of ink at the base of her own name. But even that felt apt, a tattoo of her doubt. Desperation had made the whole arrangement seem not only reasonable but necessary.

      She’d barely been inside the cabin ten minutes before she found the welcome package waiting on the kitchen counter: a note, handwritten in looping script, weighed down by a bottle of local wine.

      Welcome to Lavender Lake, the note read. The town’s annual Spring Festival is this weekend if you’re interested in meeting the locals. Otherwise, enjoy the solitude! —Margaret. The agent’s name was followed by a smiley face image.

      Greta stared at the note for a moment, uncertain whether the invitation was genuine warmth or a form of social obligation, then uncorked the wine with a paring knife she found in the junk drawer. The first glass tasted like sweet dandelions and honeysuckle, with a faint, sour aftertaste she couldn’t quite place. She took a second glass anyway.

      Solitude, as promised, was what she’d come for. She’d spent the last year in a constant state of distraction, the city’s noise and her own tendency toward procrastination conspiring to make her writing not only difficult but impossible.

      Friends had become impatient with her evasions; her ex, Daniel, had called her “a hermit with WiFi,” which she supposed was accurate, if uncharitable. But here—surrounded by water, woods, and the implicit expectation of productivity—she could almost believe that the next twelve weeks would be enough.

      That the version of herself that could write a second novel still existed, somewhere beneath the layers of anxiety and defrosted Trader Joe’s dinners and professional disappointment.

      The bottle of wine made the cabin feel less like a rented artifact and more like a place softening to her presence. She set the note on the refrigerator door with a weak magnet shaped like a yellow duck, the kind of kitsch her mother would have tutted over, then set about unpacking her duffel.

      She worked methodically, as if by arranging her possessions she could simulate a sense of control: jeans and sweaters folded into the dresser drawers, notebooks stacked in order of hopeful importance, toiletries lined up like soldiers on the tiny bathroom shelf.

      Her laptop, ancient and scarred with stickers from past book tours, got pride of place at the dining table, with its panoramic view of the lake. She plugged it in, opened the battered screen, and stared at the blinking cursor for a minute before closing it again. There would be time for that tomorrow. For now, she needed to understand the space, to make it hers.

      She wandered through the cabin, taking mental inventory. It was larger than it appeared from the outside—two bedrooms, a surprisingly modern bathroom, and an open living area with a stone fireplace that looked like it had last been used by Civil War reenactors.

      The kitchen appliances were the color of old hospital walls—mint-green, with rounded edges and oversized knobs, retro enough to make her wonder if they were original or some kind of deliberate nostalgia.

      The fridge hummed steadily. The oven door groaned on its hinges. Each room had a window, and each window offered a slightly different perspective on the lake.

      Greta circled back to the living room, where she could see the water shifting like a mood ring, the surface rippling with breezes that didn’t quite reach the shore. For a moment, the sight made her want to sit and do nothing at all, to let herself dissolve into the scenery.

      Instead, she went back to the kitchen and poured another half-glass of wine. The clock on the wall said it was only three-thirty, but the sun’s position made her feel as if the day was already slipping away. She rummaged through the cabinets, found a chipped mug, and filled it with water to stave off a future headache. Then she remembered the note from Margaret, which had mentioned the town festival.

      She tried to picture the kind of people who would show up—a parade of fishermen in waders, women who baked pies with names like “Grandma’s Secret,” men in faded baseball caps with the logos of minor league teams. She doubted any of them would care about the visiting writer holed up on the lake, and that was fine.

      She had no interest in being the curiosity of Lavender Lake. Still, she wondered whether she might venture into town, if only to see what the world looked like when it was not mediated by a laptop screen or a half-empty wine glass.

      She wandered the perimeter of the cabin once more, then opened the back door to let in the air. The porch sagged slightly but held her weight. She leaned on the railing, watching the late afternoon sun skitter across the water.

      A heron stalked the shallows, perfectly intent on its own business, utterly indifferent to hers. She liked that about animals. They did not expect you to be anything other than what you were.

      With sunset still hours away, Greta found herself restless and a little unsure what to do next. The silence was a challenge, a dare. She let it stretch, then began to unpack her books, stacking them by the side of her bed like a fortification against the night.

      After unpacking her clothes and setting up her laptop on the small dining table facing the lake, Greta decided to explore her temporary home. The cabin was larger than it appeared from outside—two bedrooms, a surprisingly modern bathroom, and an open living area with a stone fireplace. The kitchen, though outdated with its mint-green appliances, was functional.
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      The clock was already ticking, loud as a woodpecker in the half-empty house: those twelve weeks until the manuscript deadline hung heavy. Not twelve weeks of gentle progress, but twelve weeks under the kind of professional doom that reminded Greta of her high school chemistry final, when days telescoped into a single point of panic. After two extensions and a steadily thinning thread of hope from her agent, Greta understood with a kind of numb lucidity that this isolated experiment was her last, best chance. The cabin rental had devoured most of her advance—a fact that flickered in the back of her mind with every unfamiliar creak of the floorboards, every rain-flecked view of the lake.

      She tried telling herself that desperation was just another word for motivation, but it sounded hollow, even in the privacy of her head.

      On the first day, she walked the cabin’s perimeter twice, as if the simple act of circling would anchor her to the task ahead. She found the fuse box hidden behind a warped panel in the mudroom, a colony of ants thriving beneath the threshold, and a nest of brittle newspapers in the shed that detailed the town’s minor scandals from a decade ago.

      There were no ghosts here, but there was a palpable residue of interrupted lives and unfinished projects—half-sewn curtains, a jigsaw puzzle missing its corners, the faint pencil outline of a child’s growth chart on the doorframe. All of it seemed to underline the essential truth of her predicament: she’d come here to finish something, to impose closure on a story that had sprawled out of control.

      The sun dipped below the rim of the lake, casting the entire cabin in a bruised, purplish glow. Greta moved from window to window, gauging the perimeter as if she’d be tested on it later. She catalogued every wobbly doorknob, every water stain on the ceiling, every place where the foundation had surrendered to the shifting ground. She took a perverse comfort in the imperfections; they gave the place a sense of having survived, of being more than a sterile short-term rental.

      By the time the stars appeared—first one, then a dozen, then a riot of icy pinpricks—Greta felt both a little less and a little more alone.

      She sat on the porch with her phone pressed to her chest, resisting the urge to call anyone. If she reached out now, even just to hear her sister’s voice or to whine to her agent, she knew she’d be back at square one: vulnerable, porous, distracted.

      No. The point was to cut away all the feeds, all the daily trivia that had calcified her imagination. She stared at the black mirror of the lake and dared herself to be bored, to let the hunger for distraction burn itself out.

      For the first time in months, her mind drifted to the characters she’d abandoned in her last draft—what they’d become in her absence, what violence or mercy she might inflict upon them now.

      The next morning, she woke early to the shrill argument of jays in the pine outside her window. She brewed coffee in the chipped percolator and sipped it black, watching her reflection tremble in the surface of the mug.

      The manuscript lived in her laptop, but she didn’t open it. Not yet. Instead, she gathered her clothes and set up her workspace on the small dining table facing the lake, stacking her notebooks and the three pencils from the sleeping loft beside her. The view was both a comfort and a dare: finish or fail, but do it honestly. No more blaming the city, her family, the distractions of her old life.

      After unpacking her clothes and setting up her laptop on the small dining table facing the lake, Greta decided to explore her temporary home more thoroughly.

      The cabin was larger than it appeared from outside—two bedrooms, a surprisingly modern bathroom, and an open living area with a stone fireplace. The kitchen, though outdated with its mint-green appliances, was functional.

      The master bedroom was brighter than the rest of the house, its windows angle-cut so the morning sun scattered across the patchwork quilt like confetti.

      Greta crossed the room, her bare feet sinking into the old hooked rug, and pulled her suitcase onto the bed. She caught herself pacing, restless and distracted, the echo of too many deadlines crowding her mind even here, hundreds of miles from her editor’s dry emails. She needed coffee, or a walk, or a reason to stop thinking so much about what she was supposed to accomplish in this place.

      It was while she paced that her heel caught a subtle anomaly in the floor. A gentle, almost imperceptible shift under her weight—just enough to jolt her from her reverie. Greta paused, toes curled over the uneven plank, and tested it again. There it was: a soft give, a spongy defiance. For a woman who built her career on extracting secrets from the mundane, the invitation was irresistible.
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      She knelt and ran her fingers along the edge of the board, feeling the difference between the lacquered surface and the dulled, worn lip where it met the next plank. The wood yielded with an easy reluctance, as if waiting for someone patient enough to care. Dust and the desiccated corpse of a spider greeted her as she pried it up, but also the glint of something deliberately hidden.

      Beneath the floorboard was a hollow space, just wide enough for a loaf of bread or a shoebox. Greta reached in, heart ricocheting in her ribcage, and her hand closed on a solid object. She drew it out into the sunlight: a cigar box, the kind her grandfather used to keep coins and nails and the occasional illicit cigarette. The grain of the wood had been smoothed by years of handling, and its brass clasp bore the faint impression of a thumbprint, verdigrised and lovely.

      She sat on the edge of the bed and considered the box. If it was nothing, she’d have a good story for her next phone call with her sister. If it was something—well, that was the point of coming here, wasn’t it? To get out of her own head, to find a new narrative worth telling.

      Greta unfastened the latch and lifted the lid. The hinges protested with a gritty squeal. Inside: a neatly stacked cache of envelopes, all bound with a single blue ribbon bleached to the color of a robin’s egg. Each envelope was thick, the paper still rigid and crisp despite the years.

      The handwriting was precise and looping, the kind of script no one taught anymore, each letter addressed to a “Katherine Morrison,” but conspicuously lacking stamps, return addresses, or postmarks. Private correspondence, never meant for the postal service—or perhaps meant for a more secure delivery system.

      She freed the bundle from its ribbon and gently separated the top envelope. It was dated June 17, 1973. Greta turned it over, anticipation giving her hands a tremor, and slid the page free. The letter inside was written in blue-black ink, the lines slanted rightward as if propelled by urgency:

      
        
        My dearest Katherine,

        Another day has passed without you, and the lake seems emptier for your absence...

      

      

      Greta scanned the rest, skimming for meaning, but found herself drawn immediately to the voice. There was longing here, an almost obsessive attention to the weather, to the routines of the lake, to the details of each day. Whoever wrote these had a gift for observation, an easy lyricism that made Greta’s own prose seem flat by comparison. The letter ended with a single initial—M.

      She set the first letter aside, hands greedy for the next. The sequence continued, day after day, as if the writer had made a pact to record every thought, every sensation, every small disappointment and fleeting hope, all for an audience of one.

      The letters became more intimate, describing meetings by the lakeshore at dusk, the taste of blackberries stolen from a neighbor’s bush, the warmth of another body under a woven blanket as thunderstorms battered the cabin windows.

      There were apologies, too—a fight over something trivial, the silence that followed, and the awkward reconciliation that dissolved into laughter. Greta felt herself blushing at some passages, the desire in them so frank, so plainly stated as to feel almost indecent.

      She read on, her curiosity mutating into envy. Who were these women, and what had forced them into such secrecy? Surely, Greta reasoned, they were lovers, though her own mother’s generation would never have allowed such a word to pass their lips.

      The letters spanned seasons—sweltering summers, brittle autumns, the hard, crystalline winter when the lake froze over and the cabin was abandoned to the frost. The writing darkened in tone as the correspondence progressed, the joy of reunion gradually eclipsed by the pain of separation. The last few letters were fewer and farther between, the dates skipping months, then nearly a year.

      Greta held the final envelope. It was heavier than the rest, sealed with a dab of brown wax. The date was September 3, 1974. Something in her stomach knotted as she broke the old seal and unfolded the page. The handwriting, so strong at first, had become shaky—lines wandering, as if written through tears or exhaustion.

      Hours slipped by as Greta lost herself in the correspondence. The letters, written by someone named Carol, chronicled a passionate love affair between two women spanning nearly two years. The final letter:

      
        
        I will leave these letters here, in our place of joy, since I cannot bear to destroy them. Perhaps someday, in another life, we'll find our way back to each other.

      

      

      Greta’s hands shook as she smoothed the first page against her thigh, the inked loops and flourishes of the script thrumming with an intimacy she’d never known. The writer’s voice was urgent, almost fevered, leaping from image to sensation and back again, as if words alone could conjure the beloved’s presence. There was no self-consciousness, no hedging or prevarication. The writer wanted. The writer missed. The writer loved.

      She made herself slow down, reading each line carefully, savoring the opulence of the language.

      

      
        
        My dearest Katherine. Another day has passed without you, and the lake seems emptier for your absence. The loons call at dusk but their voices lack conviction. Even the wild raspberries have soured. I press my fingers to the glass each morning, pretending the condensation is your breath, your touch, your skin.

      

      

      

      Greta’s first novel had been praised for its restraint, its subtlety, its “clean burnished prose.” She had spent years scrubbing her sentences of all excess, sanding away any hint of sentimentality or ostentation. The academy had trained her well: Show, don’t tell. Never write the word “love.” But these pages were shameless. The writer confessed everything, and Greta, reading, felt something in her own chest loosen, a binding she had not realized was there.

      She scanned the next letter and the next, arranging them by date, reconstructing the timeline of the affair. The correspondence began in June 1973, with Carol writing daily, sometimes twice, about the languor of the afternoons, the blueness of the sky, the ache of absence. The tone was rhapsodic, sometimes playful but more often edged with desperation.

      At first the letters hinted at a secret assignation: a picnic by the north cove, a blanket spread beneath the birches, the faintest brush of knuckles as they shared a thermos of lemonade. Then, by July, the tone shifted. The longing became sharper, the imagery more physical.

      Greta found herself blushing at the frank descriptions—fingers woven through hair, sweat mingling in the heat, the press of lips at the pulse point of a throat. She almost felt as though she were spying, and perhaps she was. But the letters were addictive, each one a bright shard of forbidden history.

      As the leaves changed, so did the story. Carol wrote of “the growing chill at home,” of cold silences and the watchful eyes of neighbors. She alluded to a certain “Mrs. Dexter,” who had seen Katherine and Carol “in the garden, too close,” and who now tittered about it at the market. Carol’s fear was palpable, threaded through with a stubborn refusal to let go. I won’t believe in a world that parts us, she wrote. I won’t let this lake be my prison. At the bottom, always, was the initial: M.

      Greta paused after reading one particularly raw letter, where Carol described the sensation of waiting, night after night, for a car to pull up the gravel drive. She described how she would lie awake, listening for the sound of footsteps, for the subtle click of the porch light, her entire universe reduced to the possibility of a single visit. It was so naked, so unguarded, that Greta had to put the letter down and pace the room.

      She tried to imagine the world of these women, the rules and dangers they must have navigated. Her own mother had been only a child in the early seventies; her grandmother, a devout Episcopalian, had raised three daughters on casseroles and the Book of Common Prayer.

      It had never occurred to Greta that this house—this very room—might have once been a haven for something as reckless as love between women. She had always thought of her family as ordinary, their sins and secrets of the usual suburban variety: unpaid bills, a fondness for gin after sunset, the occasional marital spat.

      Carol and Katherine had invented their own world in the cracks and silences between what was permitted and what was possible. Greta envied them, even as she grieved for what they must have lost.

      She read on, through the winter of 1973 and into the following spring. The letters became more sporadic, the handwriting sloppier, the ink sometimes smudged as if by tears.

      There was a long, bleak gap from November to March. Then, abruptly, a new letter appeared, dated in early April. The tone was muted, contrite. Carol apologized for her absence, explained she had been “made to stay” with relatives in Philadelphia, and was only now able to write again. There were hints of illness, of a “nervous condition” that required “rest and supervision.” The language was evasive, but the pain was all too clear. Carol begged for forgiveness, for another chance, for “the right to hope.”

      Greta’s chest ached with a strange, unearned nostalgia. She had never been in love like this, not really. She’d slept with a few men, dated a woman briefly in graduate school, but nothing had ever burned with such intensity. The letters made her feel both lonely and electrified, as if she were living on borrowed longing.

      She moved the small lamp from the bedside table and spread the letters across the bed, arranging them in a mosaic of heartbreak and hope. It was nearly midnight. Outside, the wind lashed the lake, rattling the windowpanes and sending ghostly creaks through the old timbers.

      Greta read the penultimate letter, dated August 6, 1974. I dreamt of you last night. You wore the blue dress, the one you hate because it stains so easily, and we danced barefoot under the power lines near the creek. When I woke, the pillow was wet. I am tired of dreaming, Katherine. Please, let me see you once more.

      The final letter was heavier, sealed with wax the color of dried blood. Greta hesitated before breaking it, struck by the solemnity of the moment. She imagined Carol’s hand trembling as she dripped the wax, as she pressed the seal, as she said goodbye.

      She read the closing lines aloud, her voice barely more than a whisper:

      
        
        I will leave these letters here, in our place of joy, since I cannot bear to destroy them. Perhaps someday, in another life, we’ll find our way back to each other.

      

      

      

      Greta sat surrounded by these fragments of a stranger’s heart, her writer’s mind already spinning with possibilities.

      Who was Carol?

      What happened to Katherine?

      Why were the letters never sent?

      A knock at the door startled her from her reverie. Greta jerked upright, the final letter slipping from her lap and fluttering to the floor. She stared at the box—no, the evidence—splayed open on the bed, the blue ribbon unspooling across the patchwork quilt like a line of question marks. The air was thick with the smell of old paper and the faint tang of dust she’d disturbed from its hiding place. Somewhere beneath her ribs, her pulse jackhammered, the ancient animal terror of being caught in the act even though the crime was only curiosity.

      The knock came again, sharper this time, followed by the sound of footsteps shifting on the porch's wooden slats. Greta swept the letters together, cradling them into the cigar box with the haste of a child hiding contraband from a parent. She closed the lid and, after a wild moment’s indecision, shoved the whole thing beneath her pillow.

      Her heart thundered. She smoothed her hair, then caught sight of her own reflection in the cracked mirror above the dresser. Her cheeks were fevered, her eyes wide, pupils blown huge. "Get a grip," she whispered, and forced a shaky exhale through her teeth.

      She padded barefoot down the creaky hallway, blinking back the strange afterimage of Katherine Morrison’s name as if it had been burned onto her retinas. The world outside the bedroom seemed unreal, the colors too bright and the air outside the window saturated with the thunderstorm’s dark promise.

      The third knock came as Greta was halfway to the door, and now she recognized a hint of impatience in the rhythm—polite, but with a suppressed urgency, the kind of knock that belonged to someone who knew exactly where they were and didn’t mind being noticed.

      Greta hesitated, palm hovering over the cold brass handle, then opened the door a cautious two inches, peeking through the narrow gap.

      The first thing she registered was the rain—a fine, needling drizzle that drifted sideways under the porch roof, beading the screen with silver droplets.

      The second thing was the woman standing on her stoop: tall, athletic, with copper-brown skin and a tumble of dark hair buzzed tight to her scalp. She wore faded jeans and a flannel shirt, sleeves rolled up to the elbow, her forearms a storyboard of tattooed wildflowers and delicate, curving ferns.

      "Sorry to bother," the woman called through the door, voice low and warm, pitched somewhere between an apology and a welcome. "I saw your car in the drive. I’m Samantha. Samantha Coote. My grandmother’s place is over the ridge, past the birches. She sent me over with a peace offering." She lifted a basket in both hands, and the scent of just-pulled earth and sun-warmed tomatoes rode the rain into Greta’s nose.

      Greta blinked, then realized she was still clutching the doorknob with white-knuckled suspicion. She forced herself to open the door the rest of the way, squinting against the damp chill.

      "That’s… wow, hi. I’m Greta Reyes. I think I’m still on Eastern time. Or just not used to neighbors who say hello." She tried to smile, but it felt stuck, too wide and brittle.

      "Margaret mentioned someone was renting the place to finish a book," Samantha said. Her eyes crinkled at the corners as she smiled, the soft lines deepening into parentheses around her mouth. "Plus, you have that look."

      Greta blinked, a little self-conscious. "What look?"

      "Like you're already half-living in another world." Samantha shifted her weight against the doorframe, arms crossed in a gesture that was more companionable than guarded. "My grandmother always said you could spot a writer by the way they watched a room—like they're casing it for future crimes."

      "Your grandmother sounds wise," Greta said, finding herself wanting to keep this conversation going, to carve out another minute between the end of one memory and the start of the next. She watched the wind shake the porch screen, the droplets collecting in tiny trembling beads

      "She lived in this cabin. Before it was a rental" Samantha nodded. "Pretty much grew up here, according to family legend." She unzipped her jacket, letting the damp air in, and added, "She has a soft spot for the place. Always asks me to check up on it when I’m around. I think she worries it’ll get lonely."

      Greta laughed, then looked down at her hands atop the basket. "Can houses get lonely?"

      "Oh, for sure. Especially this one." Samantha leaned in, voice dropping as if the walls themselves were listening. "Grams told me once that the house was meant to be a wedding gift, except the wedding never happened. Some family secret, I guess. She won’t say more."

      A silence stretched, the comforting kind—like a held breath waiting to be shared. Greta thought of the letters tucked away, the sentences that hummed with so much longing and loss. She felt a prickle of destiny, as though the cabin itself had conspired to place Samantha on her porch at just the right moment.

      "Your grandmother," Greta said, hesitantly, "what’s her name?"

      "Carol. Carol Coote." Samantha cocked her head, curious. "Why?"

      Greta hesitated, pulse racing. She could almost see the box, the neat rows of envelopes, the careful signature at the bottom of every page. "Would you believe me if I said I just spent the afternoon reading her love letters from 1973?"

      Samantha gave a low whistle. "That explains a lot." She looked past Greta for a second, as if the house might suddenly reveal the secret cache with a flourish. "She used to talk about someone named Katherine. Wrote her a letter every day for a year, then stopped. Nobody in the family knew why."

      Greta felt the room tilt, an axis shifting. "Katherine Morrison," she said. "That’s the signature."

      Samantha grinned, this time with something like triumph. "You’re the first person in fifty years to say that out loud, I bet."

      "Should I… return them?" Greta asked, uncertain. "I feel like I’ve been reading someone’s diary."

      Samantha shrugged, but her eyes were gentle. "Grams would probably rather you read them than let them rot under the floorboards. She keeps every letter she ever got, even the junk mail." She stepped forward, a quiet invitation. "Come by tomorrow? Meet her? I can promise the world’s best dumplings, and you can hand over the loot in person."

      Greta tried to picture the scene—herself, sitting across from the woman who had written so fiercely and so fearlessly about love in a time when the world had no patience for it. She was almost afraid to meet the voice behind the words. But more than that, she was curious.

      "Sure," she said. "I’d like that."

      Samantha grinned, the expression easy and infectious. She stepped up onto the porch, but not so close as to invade Greta’s uncertain defensive perimeter.

      "Lavender Lake isn’t exactly a hotspot this time of year. When someone new moves in, the whole township takes bets on whether they’re a felon or a fugitive writer. My money was on the latter."

      She set the basket down on the table, then wiped her hands on her jeans with a practiced gesture.

      "Grams says fresh produce is the universal language."

      Greta hovered awkwardly by the door as Samantha’s gaze flicked past her, registering the clutter of duffels, the haphazard stack of books on the entry bench, and the opened suitcase half-gutting itself on the stairs.

      "It’s, um. I just got in. Sorry about the mess," Greta said.

      Samantha lifted her eyebrows, the tattoos on her arms rippling as she folded them.

      "You should have seen the place after the last renters. They were doing a ‘digital detox’ and forgot how to use a trash can. You’re way ahead of the curve."

      She nodded at the basket, now glistening with rain, and unspooled a practiced introduction: "There’s kale, snap peas, radishes, and some of my grandmother’s bread. She’s seventy-eight and bakes like she’s still in the old country, even though she was born in Brooklyn. Try the bread toasted. Trust me."

      Greta glanced at the heap of zucchini and leafy greens, then back at Samantha. There was something disarmingly precise about the way Samantha held herself—a steadiness that read as both confidence and a low-key challenge. Not the sort of person who needed to fill silences with idle talk, but also not the sort to let an awkward moment slide unchecked.

      For lack of anything better to say, Greta blurted, "I thought I’d be the only one out here."

      Samantha nodded, hands in her jacket pockets, rocking back on her heels. "In the off-season, that’s usually true. But Grams and I keep the garden year-round. She likes to say it gives the deer something to gossip about." Her smile softened. "Besides, we’re hardly ever home anyway. I’m usually in the city during the week. Portland," she clarified, watching for Greta’s reaction.

      Greta exhaled a little, letting some of the tension seep out of her. "New York, for me. Or, formerly. I’m supposed to be…" She trailed off, suddenly very aware of the laptop visible from where she stood, the document open and blinking, the word count stagnant for weeks. "I’m on a deadline," she finished, weakly.

      “A retreat, then." Samantha’s tone was gentle, but her eyes sharpened with interest. "Novel, short stories, or something more respectable?"

      Greta laughed, surprising them both. "I’m not sure any of it’s respectable these days. Novel, technically. Or it will be, if I ever get past page seventy-five."

      Samantha grinned, showing a slightly crooked canine. "Seventy-five is further than most people get. You’ll crush it." She stepped back, rain spattering her boots, but lingered in the open doorway. "If you need anything—sugar, Wi-Fi, existential advice, whatever—you know where to find us."

      Greta nodded, fingers curled around the basket’s handle, the weight of it grounding her. "Thanks, Samantha. That’s… really kind of you. I might take you up on the bread."

      "Do it before Grams starts baking you pies. It’s a slippery slope." Samantha hesitated, then seemed to sense she’d overstayed her welcome. "Nice meeting you, Greta. See you around."

      With a quick, two-fingered salute and a flash of white teeth, she turned and disappeared down the steps, vanishing into the mist and the darkening hush of the early evening.

      Greta stood in the doorway, heart still galloping, and wondered what Samantha would think if she knew about the letters hidden under Greta’s pillow. She shut the door gently, then locked it, almost without thinking.

      The house felt different now—less like a time capsule, more like a stage set waiting for actors to make their entrances. Greta set the basket on the kitchen counter and stared at it, the kale already dewing condensation onto the old Formica. She thought of Carol and Katherine, of the stolen hours and secret correspondence, and felt the story she was supposed to write—her own, deadline-driven, desperate-for-meaning story—begin to tangle with the one she’d discovered in the floorboards.

      A retreat, then. For the first time since arriving, the prospect didn’t seem so lonely.

      She brewed a cup of tea and returned to the bedroom, unable to resist the lure of the hidden letters. She read them again, paying closer attention to the details she’d missed before: the references to places she could visit, the flashes of humor and pain, the signature—M, always M—at the bottom of each page. With every word, Greta felt a new constellation of questions forming, silhouettes in the dark sky of her imagination.

      The next morning, she found herself up early, the lake outside layered in ghostly fog. She opened the windows and let the cold air in, then noticed Samantha in the garden across the field, bent over a row of lettuces. Greta considered waving but lost her nerve, retreating instead to the kitchen.

      The bread was still fresh inside its waxed paper wrapping. She cut a thick slice, toasted it, and ate it slowly, savoring the unfamiliar taste—a little sour, a little sweet—and found it better than any breakfast she’d had in years.

      Curiosity gnawed at her. She didn’t want to intrude, but the thought of meeting Samantha again, of asking about the history of the lake, the ghosts who haunted the cabins here, felt suddenly urgent.

      There was something about the way Samantha had looked at her, seeing through the mess of Greta’s arrival to the messier truth beneath. It made Greta want to believe she could still be known, that she hadn’t vanished entirely into her own failed drafts and abandoned sentences.

      By noon, a thunderstorm rolled over the ridge, rattling the windows and turning the dirt roads to soup. Greta found herself energized by the noise, the crash and lightning illuminating the sky and lake.
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      That night, the storm broke over Lavender Lake in a rattle of cold rain and sky-splitting thunder. Greta barely slept. She kept returning to the letters, rereading the most urgent lines and tracing the looped, decisive handwriting with her fingertip.

      In the dark, she imagined the shape of Carol and Katherine, twined together in some impossible past. She tried to picture them laughing in the field by the water, sharing secrets in the window seat, planning an escape that never happened.

      In the morning, the rain relented to a sullen, soaking mist. Greta woke early, made coffee, and spent an hour rehearsing what she would say. She washed her hair, dressed in her best sweater, and packed the box of letters into a paper bag as if she were smuggling contraband.

      At noon sharp, she pulled into the rutted gravel drive of the Coote house. It looked nothing like what she’d expected—sprawling and low, with a garden tilled into neat beds and a wooden glider on the porch. The windows glowed with lamplight, and smoke curled from the chimney in a single, disciplined thread.

      Samantha answered the door before Greta could knock. She wore her hair loose, the black waves cropped close at the back, and a T-shirt that read I LIKE PLANTS MORE THAN PEOPLE. She grinned, stepped aside, and gestured Greta in.

      "Grams is in the kitchen," she said. "She made enough food for ten people. Consider yourself warned."

      Greta stepped into the warm, steamy air of the house. The kitchen was enormous, a riot of hanging pots and sun-faded family photos. Carol Coote stood at the stove, stirring a pot with one hand and balancing her phone against her shoulder with the other. She was smaller than Greta had imagined, her hair a silver halo, her hands quick and sure as she worked.

      She turned at the sound of their arrival, and her face unfolded into a wide, genuine smile. "You must be Greta," she said. "Margaret said you were a writer. She told me not to pester you but I never listen to Margaret."

      Greta laughed, nerves dissolving. "I brought something for you," she said, holding out the bag.

      Carol stared for a long moment before taking it. She opened the bag with both hands, as if unwrapping an old wound, and then lifted out the battered cigar box. For a second, she didn’t speak. Then she slid open the lid and drew out an envelope.

      "My God," she said softly, the words barely audible.

      The three of them sat together at the kitchen table, drinking tea and eating dumplings while the letters lay between them like ancient relics. Carol turned each envelope over in her hands, eyes shining and far away. She spoke only in fragments at first—"I remember this," or "She always wrote on Tuesdays"—but as the afternoon wore on, her voice grew steadier and younger, the lost girl rebuilt from memory.

      “I never thought I'd see these again," Carol whispered, her voice thick with emotion. "After Katherine married, I couldn’t bear to keep them where I’d see them daily. I hid them beneath that floorboard the day I moved out."

      Greta hesitated. "I hope I didn’t overstep by reading them," she said. "They were beautiful."

      Samantha placed a teacup in front of her grandmother and sat beside Greta. "Gran's been telling me bits of this story my whole life. Katherine was the daughter of the property

      The kitchen smelled of toast and bergamot tea. Sunlight, filtered through lace curtains, caught in the beads of rain on the window and dappled Carol Coote's face with shifting patterns. She sat perched in her antique chair as if presiding over a memory palace, the box of letters resting on a dish towel between her and Greta. Every so often, Carol would pluck an envelope from the pile and turn it in her papery hands, as if expecting to find some new revelation after all these decades.

      Samantha poured more tea into three mismatched cups. She placed one carefully before her grandmother, then set one for Greta, and finally curled her own hands around the last, the chipped rim not bothering her in the slightest. "Gran's been telling me bits of this story since I was little," Samantha said, shooting Greta a sideways glance. "Sometimes she made it sound like a ghost story, sometimes like a fairy tale."

      Carol tilted her head, amusement flickering in her eyes. "That's because it was both," she said. "Ghosts and fairy tales are all that's left when something is over."

      Greta reached for her cup, her fingers still tingling from the residual cold of the walk across the field. "So Katherine was the daughter of the developer who wanted to turn Lavender Lake into a resort?" she asked, careful not to sound too eager. There was a gravity to the room that made her want to whisper, as if any sudden noise might shatter the fragile truce between past and present.

      Carol took a sip of tea before answering. "Yes. Her father was a force of nature—charming, relentless, convinced the world was clay waiting for his hands. He came into town like a warm front, offering jobs and new roads and all the modern things we thought we wanted. At first I hated everything about him. But then I met Kat."

      "She was nothing like him?" Greta guessed.

      "Not at all. She was—" Carol trailed off, searching for a word. "She was like water, I suppose. Quick to laughter, impossible to hold, always going around obstacles rather than through them. She could talk even the most stubborn person into changing their mind, and somehow leave them thinking it had been their idea all along."

      Samantha smiled at her grandmother, pride and tenderness mingling. "You always said she was your 'greatest adversary.'"

      "She was my greatest love," Carol corrected. "But yes, we argued all the time. About books, about food, about whether the moon landing was staged. We fought hardest when it came to the lake. She believed her father’s plans would save the town. She told herself the marshes were just a breeding ground for mosquitoes, that the resort would bring culture, opportunity. But I knew what would be lost."

      Greta found herself leaning forward, elbows pressed into the varnished wood. "Did everyone know you were together?"

      "It was a small town. Everyone knew everything, or thought they did. We kept to ourselves, mostly. Lovers' walks at night, picnics on the far side of the lake where no one would see. It was exciting, for a while. But then the referendum drew closer, and the pressure grew unbearable. Her family was old money. Mine was old scandal. We both knew what would happen if we didn’t pick a side."

      There was a hush. Even the refrigerator seemed to pause, its hum subsumed by Carol’s voice.

      "She left at the end of that summer," Carol said, her hands trembling just a little as she traced the edge of the letter. "She never said goodbye. Just a note, left under a rock by the dam, saying she couldn’t be the reason her family lost everything." Carol looked up at Greta, her eyes so dark they seemed to absorb the room’s light. "I was angry, at first. Furious. I wrote her every day for weeks, thinking if I put it all down, I could make her understand. But the letters just piled up. So I hid them, and then I tried to forget."

      Samantha reached across the table, laying her hand over Carol's with the matter-of-fact intimacy of someone intimately acquainted with another's wounds.

      "Gran led the campaign against the resort anyway," she said. "She went door to door, wrote editorials for the paper, even staged a sit-in at the county office—just her and two retired schoolteachers in lawn chairs, blocking the front steps. That’s how she met Grandpa, actually; he was the sheriff, sent to remove them, but he ended up joining the protest instead."

      The corners of Carol’s mouth lifted. "Your grandfather was very persuasive when it came to matters of justice. Less so when it came to assembling furniture." She pinched Samantha’s hand, gently, and let it go.

      Greta watched this exchange, feeling the oddest sense of envy. Not just for the closeness between Samantha and Carol, but for the way the story of the lake had been woven into their family mythos—a tapestry of heartbreak, resistance, and the stubborn refusal to let go. For the first time since unpacking her suitcase, Greta felt less like an observer and more like a participant, drawn into the slipstream of someone else’s history.

      She looked at the letters, yellowed and tender with age. "Do you ever regret it?" she asked Carol, surprising herself with the question. "Fighting so hard for something that cost you so much?"

      Carol considered this, her gaze drifting out the window to the shadowy line of birches along the shore. "Not for a second," she said. "I loved her. I loved this place. In the end, only one of those things stayed with me. That has to be enough."

      A hush settled over the kitchen, punctuated only by the soft chime of the grandfather clock in the hall.

      "And Katherine?" Greta couldn't help asking.

      The question fell into the small hush after Carol’s final word, not so much an interruption as a gentle opening of old doors.

      Carol’s gaze slid away, coming to rest somewhere just beyond the rain-splattered glass. She laced her fingers over the tabletop, knuckles prominent as small stones.

      "Katherine married a banker from Boston. They had three children, lived in a house with too many rooms near the Charles River."

      Her voice softened, as if she too was surprised at how easily the old bitterness had faded.

      "She passed away five years ago. Her obituary mentioned her lifelong love of nature conservation. I like to think I played a small part in that."

      The ghost of a smile flickered at the edge of her mouth, there and gone.

      "She left her children enough money to buy the lake over again, if they want it. But they don’t come here. They never come."

      Silence, more companionable than awkward, settled over the kitchen. Greta finished her tea, seeking comfort in the taste and temperature, and thought about the invisible threads connecting all of them—threads spun thicker by loss, thinner by time, but never quite severed.

      "I’m sorry," she said finally. The words felt insufficient, but she let them stand.

      Carol shrugged. "If you live long enough, you see how every story doubles back. Heartbreak is never wasted. It always grows something, even if it’s just a weed."

      She rose from her chair, her movements deliberate and elegant, and began stacking the letters back into the box as if tucking children into bed.

      "I need to rest now," she said to Samantha, who was already on her feet, ready to help. "Will you walk our guest back to her cabin, Lil?"

      Samantha saluted with two fingers, repeating the gesture from yesterday, and Greta found herself smiling despite the heaviness in her chest.
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      The rain had stopped, but the clouds still pressed low and close, their bellies tinged with gold from the late afternoon sun. They walked in silence for a while, boots squelching in the wet grass, the only sound the hollow echo of distant thunder.

      Greta watched the way Samantha’s hair, dark and curled, caught the shifting light. Even their footsteps seemed to fall into a rhythm, as if the past hour had tuned them to the same internal frequency.

      When they reached the edge of the lake, Samantha paused. She dug her hands into the pockets of her rain jacket and rocked back on her heels. "Gran likes you," she said suddenly. "She doesn’t like most people."

      Greta blushed, embarrassed by the swiftness of her own relief. "She’s… remarkable." She wanted to say more, to ask about the years after Katherine left, or about the grandfather who’d joined the protest, but instead she gazed out at the lake—at the way the wind ruffled the surface into quicksilver ripples, at the clusters of reeds that dotted the muddy shore.

      "I’m guessing you didn’t come here just to write," Samantha said, not unkindly. "You’ve got the look of someone who’s running from something."

      Greta huffed a laugh. "That obvious?"

      Samantha shrugged. "Only to someone who’s done it herself." She nudged a stone off the path with the toe of her boot. "If you ever want to talk about it, or just need to borrow more bread, you know where to find us."

      They continued toward the cabin, the dusk settling in so gently it felt staged, a director’s cue. Overhead, a heron glided toward the far bank, wings wide and slow. By the time they reached Greta’s porch, the air had cooled and the world smelled of wet earth and woodsmoke.

      Greta hesitated at the threshold, unwilling to let the moment end. "Would you—" She cleared her throat, tried again. "Would you like to come in for a drink? I have this wine my aunt Margaret left me. It’s… not good, but it’s strong."

      Samantha’s eyebrows arched in mock surprise. "Aunt Margaret is the one with the parrot, right?"

      "Right. The parrot and the solar-powered garden gnome."

      "Then I have to try it. I owe it to science."

      Inside, the cabin felt less foreign, the furniture no longer so menacingly antique. Greta set about uncorking the wine, struggling with a stubborn cork until Samantha rescued her with a quick twist and a laugh.

      They settled at the small dining table, legs tucked under the thin wool blanket that covered the bench seats.

      Greta poured the wine into mismatched mugs, apologizing for the lack of real glasses.

      Samantha took hers and inhaled exaggeratedly. "Notes of raspberry, tar, and… is that regret?"

      Greta grinned, the old nervousness dissolving like a sugar cube. "Regret is the main grape varietal in this region."

      They toasted, clinking mugs, and drank. The wine was indeed not good, but it coated Greta’s insides with a slow, syrupy warmth.

      Samantha glanced at the pile of papers scattered across the table, the margin notes and multicolored sticky flags fluttering like moth wings. "Is this the book?"

      Greta nodded, suddenly self-conscious. "Second book. My first did okay, so my publisher wants another. But I’ve been completely stuck for months. I thought the change of scene would help, but mostly I’ve just been collecting local ghost stories and… eating carbohydrates."

      Samantha picked up a page and scanned it, her eyes narrowing in concentration. "You’re not stuck," she said after a beat. "You’re circling. Like when you don’t want to finish a good book, so you keep rereading the last chapter instead."

      Greta laughed, surprised by the accuracy of it. "Maybe. Or maybe I’m afraid of disappointing everyone. The first book made it seem easy, but now…" She trailed off, unsure how much she wanted to reveal.

      "Now you have to prove it wasn’t a fluke," Samantha finished for her. Her tone was gentle, no hint of mockery.

      "Exactly."

      The silence that followed was companionable, thick with the comfort of shared admissions. Outside, the wind picked up, rattling the old window panes. Greta glanced at Samantha, at her profile softened by the weird yellow light of the lamp, and wondered how she’d managed to go this long without knowing someone like her.

      "Can I ask you something?" Samantha said, setting her mug down with a soft thud.

      "Of course."

      "Does your main character end up with the person she’s supposed to?"

      Greta blinked, caught off guard. "You mean… in the outline, or⁠⁠—"

      "In your heart," Samantha interrupted, her gaze steady. "In the version that feels right. Not the one you think people want to read."

      Greta considered this, the question burrowing deeper than she expected. She thought of the late nights staring at her computer, of all the alternate endings she’d drafted and deleted, never quite satisfied. "I honestly don’t know," she admitted. "I want her to. But I…" The words tangled in her throat. "I’m not sure she deserves it."

      Samantha shook her head, half smiling. "You already know the answer, then. You just have to write it."

      The wine was beginning to blur the edges of Greta’s anxieties. She let herself relax, elbows on the table, chin cupped in her hands. "What about you?" she asked. "What’s your story, besides bread and secret family histories?"

      Samantha’s expression grew thoughtful. "I used to be a biologist," she said. "I did fieldwork in Peru, catalogued rare orchids, published papers with titles even I couldn’t pronounce. But it turns out that loving something doesn’t mean you’re meant to spend your life chasing it. So I came back, and now I run errands for Gran, dig in the dirt, and bake bread because it makes people happy." She paused, then added, "It’s a better story than it sounds."

      "It sounds pretty great," Greta said, meaning it.

      They fell into an easy conversation, the kind that drifted from topic to topic without urgency or expectation. They debated the worst movie sequels ever made, confessed to childhood crimes (Greta: shoplifting a lip gloss from a CVS; Samantha: flooding the elementary school bathroom with a homemade volcano), and plotted an imaginary escape to the coast of Portugal, where they’d open a bakery and write books in the sun.

      As the last of the wine disappeared, Greta became aware of the hour—the sky outside gone black, the lake invisible but very much present in the quiet lapping of water against the dock. She didn’t want the night to end, didn’t want to lose the momentum of this improbable, perfect evening.

      "Don’t diminish your work," Samantha said, her gaze direct. "Stories matter. Especially love stories." She raised her glass. "To finding unexpected treasures."

      It surprised Greta, the ease with which the rest of the evening unfolded. She had half-expected the conversation to falter, for the silence to fill again with the awkwardness of strangers, but it didn’t. The air in the cabin—damp with the last sighs of rain and edged with the faintest aroma of woodsmoke—seemed to embolden them both. They slipped from topic to topic, the way you might step from stone to stone across a stream, careful at first, but soon bounding forward with reckless grace.

      Greta was fascinated by Samantha’s past work as an environmental scientist, specializing in wetland restoration. She’d lived in places as far-flung as Patagonia and the Outback, cataloging waterfowl and mapping migratory paths.

      "I never thought I’d come back to Lavender Lake,"

      Samantha admitted, tracing the rim of her mug with a thumbnail. "But Gran needed help, and the trust was floundering. So I packed up my life in a shipping crate, drove cross-country, and here I am—four hundred miles from the nearest decent Thai food and happier than I’ve ever been."

      "Do you miss traveling?" Greta asked.

      "Sometimes," Samantha said. "But there’s a different adventure in learning how to stay put. I never had roots before. Now I’m like one of those beech trees on the north bank—impossible to kill, even when the ground floods."

      Greta smiled at that, but felt a pang of longing for a resilience she didn’t possess. She’d always thought of herself as a drifter, or maybe a hermit crab—forever trading up shells, never satisfied with one home for long.

      "What about you?" Samantha asked, shifting the focus back. "What brought you to our little corner of nowhere to write?"

      Greta considered brushing it off with a joke, but something in Samantha’s steady gaze made her want to answer honestly. She set her mug down, the wine inside nearly gone, and watched the last swirl of deep purple settle on the bottom.

      "I was looking for a place I couldn’t run from myself. My first novel came out two years ago, got more attention than I was ready for. I thought it would make me happy, but mostly it made me terrified. The pressure to do it again, to do it better, was… paralyzing. I kept starting drafts and trashing them, convinced that every sentence was proof I was a fraud."

      Samantha nodded, not with the blank politeness of someone waiting for their turn to talk, but with the sympathetic understanding of a fellow sufferer. "Impostor syndrome. It’s like athlete’s foot for the brain."

      Greta let out a startled laugh. "Exactly. Only itchier."

      She took a breath, steadying herself. "And then, right when I’d finally started to get unstuck creatively, my partner of five years dumped me. She said she loved the old me, the spontaneous, up-for-anything version. But the new me—the one with routines and deadlines and insomnia—was a stranger. She left the day I signed the lease on the cabin."

      The admission hung between them. Greta felt a brief rush of humiliation, as if she’d been too raw, too earnest, but Samantha didn’t turn away. If anything, her eyes softened.

      "You mentioned your characters keep making the same mistakes you did," Samantha said. "Want to elaborate?"

      Greta shrugged, the motion more defensive than she intended. "They’re always choosing safety over passion. Predictability over possibility." She paused, trying to put it into words that wouldn’t sound trite. "Maybe it’s easier to write about risk than to actually take it."

      For a few moments neither of them spoke. The silence was not heavy, but contemplative.

      "And now you're living alone in a remote cabin by a lake," Samantha repeated, her tone somewhere between amusement and awe.

      Greta grinned, feeling the faintest thrum of pride at how neatly Samantha had summed her up in twelve words or less. "Ironic, isn't it? All my life I thought I was avoiding becoming a cliché, but here I am—reclusive writer, tragic breakup, haunted by deadlines and ghosts, both literary and actual."

      Samantha’s laughter was soft, the kind that lingers in a room even after it’s stopped. She said, "Sometimes we have to step outside our own stories to write a better ending."

      Her fingers traced the rim of her glass, then stilled. She turned, gaze fixed on the window, as though she could see her own reflection in the lake’s black water.

      Greta followed, drawn by some gravitational force she couldn’t have resisted if she’d tried. They stood hip to hip, looking out at the moonlit surface, the trees bent in silhouette.

      The rain had stopped, and the world outside seemed impossibly still. In that hush, Greta became aware of the spaces between words, the silent questions that needed answering.

      "Do you believe in second chances?" Samantha’s voice was quiet but insistent, the syllables winding into Greta’s ear and

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

OEBPS/images/break-section-fell-screen.png





This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.



OEBPS/images/image-8-book-cover-lake.jpg
y8-Book Bundle

\ Lesbian Steamy Love Series

N\

an Love at Lavender Lake

Tides of Desire

© Satin Muse

,)) at Starlight Lodge

"~ We Are Women

Midnight Confessions
Seaside Seduction

Velvet Chains

Sappbic Shelley






OEBPS/images/lavender-lake-1.jpg
SAPPHIC
SHELLEY

Lesbian Love at
Lavender Lake

SN

A Lesbian Romance





OEBPS/images/image-8-bookbundlulesbian-steamy-love.jpg
Sapphic Shelley





