
  
    
      
    
  




Just as You Are

Synopsis




Dylan
Fleming is a confident and capable woman in every way except the stereotypical
ways her ex-girlfriend thought she should be. When her insecurities get the
better of her and she fumbles on a date with beautiful auto mechanic Carrie
Grice, Dylan has to let go of the past. Can she accept that she is loved just as
she is?
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Chapter One


Dylan checked the address in her email once more. She hated first
dates. She probably wouldn’t even bother if her best friend hadn’t pushed her
to try a dating app. Maybe this time would be different? The last first date
she’d had was with her ex-girlfriend Michelle.


Now, two years later, Dylan found herself sitting in her car on a
warm Northern California evening, trying to dredge up enough courage to put
herself out there again. She hoped this time would be different. She wasn’t
exactly sure what she expected to happen, but whatever her future held, she
would have to take the first step. Dylan startled when the phone in her pocket
buzzed.


“Why are you calling me? I’m on a date, Val.”


“Are you on a date, or are you sitting in your car, staring at the
poor woman’s front door?”


She sighed. Sometimes Dylan wished Val didn’t know her so well. “I
was just about to get out of the car before my meddling best friend interrupted
me.”


Val laughed. “Sure you were. Take a deep breath.”


“I don’t need—”


“Do it, Dyl. Close your eyes. Take a deep breath, and envision
yourself being your charming self on this date.”


“I don’t want to do your therapist mumbo jumbo right now, Val.”


“Close your eyes, take a deep breath, and envision yourself being
your charming self on this date.”


“Christ.” Dylan leaned her head against the back of the seat and
did as she was told. “I really hate it when you do this.”


“You know it helps, so stop complaining.”


Dylan let out a slow breath and pictured herself sitting at a
table with her date. Carrie was laughing at something she had said, which made
her feel good. The tension in her shoulders slowly relaxed. Most of the
communication between them had been through email and texts since Carrie had
reached out to her through the dating app they both used. It was challenging to
get a sense of someone through written communication, but she could tell she
was smart, funny, and a genuinely good person. The few photos Carrie had shared
on her dating profile had piqued Dylan’s interest right away. Average height
with brown, wavy hair and green eyes. Things had gradually become more and more
flirty as Dylan had let her guard down.


“Feeling any better?”


She hated to admit that Val was right, but the exercise had
helped. “Yeah, a little. Thanks, man.”


“You’re welcome. Now repeat after me. Carrie isn’t Michelle.”


“Val—”


“Come on, Dyl. Humor me. Carrie isn’t Michelle.”


Dylan sighed. “Carrie isn’t Michelle.”


“She isn’t going to make me feel like shit just because I don’t
fit her definition of who a butch lesbian should be.”


“Jesus. That’s kind of harsh.”


“Harsh but accurate. Come on. I’m enough for Carrie, and she’s not
going to want me to be anything other than who I am.”


“That’s a lot to repeat.”


The sound of Val’s quiet laughter lifted Dylan’s spirits. “You’re
going to be okay, man. It’s going to be great.”


The light on Carrie’s front porch came on, and Dylan glanced at
the clock on her dash. “Shit. If I don’t go, I’m going to be late.”


“You got this.”


“I got this. Thanks, Val.”


“Good luck.”


Dylan tucked the phone back into her pocket, picked up the bouquet
from the passenger seat, and headed toward the door. The brick path that led up
to Carrie’s porch was bordered with flowers, and Dylan smiled at the little
feminine touches. She’d always been more masculine herself but was drawn to
feminine women. Not delicate ones necessarily. She appreciated a woman who was very
much in touch with her femininity but wasn’t the damsel-in-distress type.


When she finally reached the door, she hesitated. She’d enjoyed
getting to know Carrie so much, and this next step was difficult. What if
Carrie was disappointed? She was confident in almost every other area of her
life, but this was her weakness. Having a father and then a girlfriend who only
ever told her she wasn’t enough had left her damaged and insecure. She worried
she wasn’t the person she advertised herself to be because she wasn’t good at
things they had decided she should be good at. What if Carrie felt the same
way? What if Carrie—


“Hey,” Carrie said. Dylan looked into Carrie’s eyes for the first
time and found only warmth.


“Hey, I…these are for you.”


Carrie smiled and reached for the flowers Dylan offered. “Thank
you. They’re beautiful. Sorry I startled you. I saw you on my security camera
and was beginning to wonder if you had second thoughts.”


“No. Sorry. No second thoughts.”


“Good. Come on in.” Carrie stepped back to allow Dylan into her
home.


“Thanks. You look beautiful, by the way.” Dylan’s heart beat
faster as they stepped into the light of the hall and she was able to see her
more clearly. Carrie was stunning in a simple floral dress, light makeup, and
no shoes. She slid her hands into her pockets to control the urge to touch her.
It was strange to get to know someone online before actually meeting them in
person. An established comfort comes from chatting with someone for hours, but
it’s still like you’re complete strangers when you’re finally together.


Carrie pulled Dylan down to place a soft kiss on her cheek. “Thank
you again for these incredible flowers, and you look very handsome.” Dylan
touched her cheek where she’d been kissed and smiled. So far, so good.


“I was worried the suit jacket and tie would be too much, but my
best friend talked me into it.” Val had convinced her if she wore jeans
underneath, she would be dressed down enough to not look like she was trying
too hard but dressed up enough to look like she cared about how she looked.


“Your best friend has good taste. Let’s go into the kitchen so I
can put these flowers in a vase.”


Dylan followed her through an arch into her open-concept home. The
vaulted ceilings made it seem much larger than it probably was, but the custom
trim made it feel welcoming. “I love your house. Have you lived here long?”
Dylan sat in a chair and watched as Carrie busied herself with the flowers. Her
hands were small and looked delicate but strong. She assumed they’d have to be
since Carrie had told her she played guitar in a band.


“I’ve been here, gosh, three years now. I bought it from my
grandma when she moved into a retirement community with some of her friends. My
grandparents took good care of it, but it hadn’t been updated in about two
decades. I pretty much had to start from scratch, but I’m proud of the progress
so far.”


“Mind if I…”


“Nope. Snoop away,” Carrie said with a wink.


Dylan noticed a wall displaying what must have been at least
fifteen guitars of all shapes and sizes. Some of them looked like styles she’d
seen before, and some were quite beautiful. “These are gorgeous. How long have
you been playing?”


Carrie pulled out a stepladder to retrieve a vase from a tall
shelf in the kitchen. “Can I get that for you?” Dylan walked toward her, but
she waved her off. “I’ve got it. Thanks. Ladders are a short girl’s best
friend.” Carrie then poured water into the vase and began arranging the
flowers. “I started playing when I was six. My dad played, and it was something
we always did together. Something we still do, in fact. Do you play?”


“A little. I’m sure I’m not as good as you, but I can carry a
tune. Maybe you and I can play together sometime?”


“I’d love that,” Carrie said. “I think that’ll do.” She set the
bouquet on the table and stood back to get a better look. “They’re beautiful,
Dylan. Absolutely perfect.”


Dylan’s chest swelled with pride. “I worried you might be
disappointed they weren’t roses, but even though I don’t know you very well,
you seemed like a wildflower-bouquet kind of girl to me.”


“Sounds like you know me pretty well already. Ready to go?” Carrie
slipped on a pair of high heels and picked up her purse from the hall table.
“Oh, will this dress be okay for where we’re going? You said Ca’Bianca, right?”


“You look absolutely beautiful. It’s perfect.” Dylan waited for
Carrie to lock up, then offered her arm. When they reached the passenger-side
door, she held it open and waited for Carrie to settle into her seat before
jogging
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