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      Three people, one road trip, and so many queer feelings. A polyamorous romance about changing your life.

      

      Allie and Matt’s happy open relationship means they’re both free to find hookups. When Allie gets duped by a date, though, she’s found with someone else’s cheating boyfriend. Ugh!

      

      Meeting Noelle by helping her leave the guy isn’t the night Allie expected, but after the women bond over drinks and a seriously dysfunctional tape gun, Allie’s hesitant to say goodbye. It’s weird; she doesn’t normally like-like people who aren’t Matt.

      

      Matt’s questioning whether he’s entirely straight, and he hopes to find answers on his and Allie’s impending road trip. But he’s cool with bringing her new maybe-crush along, especially since he and Noelle keep finding things in common. And staring into each others’ eyes.

      

      Noelle lost her demanding job right before her boyfriend cheated, and she’s looking for her next gig—preferably back home in the Midwest. Allie’s fumbling charm and Matt’s flirtatious humor, however, make her wonder if her life compass needs fixing.

      

      Late-night talks on Texas highways, first kisses, and hotel confessions might change a lot… but only if there’s a next step for Noelle that isn’t leaving.
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      Content notes for this book can be found on the author’s website at:

      

      
        
        SkyeWritesRomance.com/books/shake-things-up

      

      

      

      Feel free to contact the author with any questions, or once you’ve read the book if you realize one was missed that would have been helpful to you.
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      The calendar invite for a ten minute in-person meeting with the CEO, CFO, and her boss should have been a dead giveaway that Noelle was being laid off. If she’d been paying attention instead of accepting the invite automatically because she was on a call with Sales, she’d have thought, Ten minutes?

      As it turned out, ten minutes had been just long enough for the executives to hand her the relevant paperwork and invoke a few buzzwords. Rightsizing. Refocusing. Noelle had stared at her boss’s hangdog expression and tried to process that after half a year of working pre-dawn to post-dusk six or seven days a week, her job at this startup was gone. It only took another forty-seven minutes before she was in the parking lot, no longer in possession of a badge, any company property, or an ongoing paycheck.

      Noelle opened her trunk so she could drop the cardboard box with the contents of her desk into it. There wasn’t much. A water bottle and a sweater because Austin was warm outside and overly air conditioned inside. A couple of half-empty bags of candy because sometimes processed sugar was what got her through the day. She’d left the sorted-by-cuisine accordion file of takeout menus and the painkillers on top of her desk for the people who still had jobs.

      Leaving the painkillers might have been a mistake, since she had the beginning of a headache. Although didn’t she always?

      Once in the driver’s seat, she should have put her keys in the ignition and started the car. Instead Noelle rested her forehead on the steering wheel. It was uncomfortably warm. March in Texas meant sun, and like almost every day of the last six months, her car had been here since well before that sun rose.

      Surely there was an upside to this. Layoffs were part of startup life and this would give her something to talk about at parties. She remembered parties. Vaguely. The same way she remembered sleeping past five in the morning on any day other than Sunday.

      What was she supposed to do now? She’d spent half a year in an office teeming with people, but they were now ex-colleagues in one way or another. Everyone else who’d gotten laid off in one of the rapid-fire meetings had already left while Noelle had stayed behind to help the CFO fix the mess he’d made of everyone’s separation paperwork. She didn’t want to go back home to an empty apartment. Garland worked as much as she did, and he wouldn’t be home for hours. She probably couldn’t even get him on the phone.

      Well, you can’t sit here much longer or you’ll have a permanent dent in your forehead. Also, you’re gripping the steering wheel way too hard. Let go.

      She needed to hear a friendly voice. Noelle fumbled her phone out of her purse and found the entry for her mom’s cell, which her other mom Madeline would probably answer because Eileen never knew where she’d left it.

      It only rang once before someone picked up. “Noelle?” Sure enough, that was the sound of Madeline’s—her Maddy’s—familiar voice, full of concern. “Is everything okay? It’s so early.”

      So early meaning almost dinnertime, but at this job Noelle had never left the office by now on a weekday. She moved her seat back, just one notch so she could pull her feet up. An advantage of being petite. “I got laid off.”

      “What?! Are you okay? Let me get your mom.” Noelle heard Madeline call Eileen’s name loudly, which probably meant her mom was painting in the studio, and her Maddy was across the house in the kitchen. It took a full minute before Madeline came back. “She’s right here, bunny rabbit. I’m putting you on speaker.”

      “What’s happening?” her mom asked incredulously. “You got fired?”

      Noelle dropped her head back against the seat. “I got laid off. They ran out of money to pay so many people. Fired means it’s for performance.” The people who’d made the decision had nothing but praise for how she’d done her job. Stellar at getting everyone on the same page, always on top of everything, best project manager we’ve ever had, such an asset.

      “Did you have any idea this was coming?” Madeline asked. “What did Howard say?”

      Howard, her now-former boss, had brought her from Chicago to Austin for this job. He’d apologized and offered to take her out to dinner at the Cheesecake Factory. She should have accepted. Waking up tomorrow unemployed with a slice of cheesecake in the fridge would be significantly better than waking up jobless with no cheesecake.

      “He didn’t have much more warning than I did. He told me to take a week of downtime to recharge and then he wants me ready to do interviews, at least networking ones. He’s going to pay my COBRA premium if it takes too long to find my next job. I tried to say no, but he wouldn’t listen.”

      The offer to subsidize her health insurance was amazing. The suggestion to take a week off, not so much. What was she supposed to do, sit around in Garland’s empty apartment? She’d last a day before going to the grocery store just so she could make small talk with the cashier.

      “Well, he can certainly afford the COBRA,” Eileen said. “Are you thinking about coming back home? He could find you something here more easily, right? We miss you.”

      If she did go back to Chicago, it would be almost as if she’d never moved to Austin. Noelle had meant to bond with her new home. She’d intended to explore the funky little shops and restaurants along the street where she’d been working. She’d wanted to find out why Austin called itself the Live Music Capital of the World. Now half a year had gone by.

      “I don’t know what’ll happen,” she said. “You’re not wrong that most of his connections are in Chicago. And I miss you both too.” She really didn’t want a big gap on her resume, and moving home wouldn’t be bad. She wouldn’t miss Austin. She barely even knew it.

      “Well,” Madeline said briskly, “I for one am glad you’re done with this particular job. You’ve been working too much. There hasn’t been a new picture of our Lego grandchildren on your Instagram in months.”

      Sad but true. Dazzler and her friend Angel Yoda had enjoyed all sorts of adventures back in Chicago, but now the minifigs lived in Noelle’s nightstand. Her followers probably worried that after moving to Texas, she’d gotten abducted by a cowboy or something. Noelle had seen a couple of guys riding horses past Garland’s apartment building once, so it wasn’t outside the realm of possibility.

      But she’d had a good reason for putting her Insta and other hobbies on hold. This had been her third company with Howard, and he’d helped her advance from social media intern to project manager. True, it wasn’t what she ultimately wanted. She was skilled at it, breaking down goals into action steps with timelines, making sure everyone was moving in the right direction at the right speed. But all of that was reactive, not proactive. Noelle had wanted to use this as a stepping stone to a product job somewhere, to be the one coming up with the ideas, researching what customers wanted, and developing and launching new things.

      “You need a job that gives you time to be creative!” Madeline continued. “Or better yet, a job doing something creative. You were always such an artistic little girl. Oh Eileen, remember the first time we took her to the art supply store? Noelle, you planted yourself right in front of the pens—I’d never seen your eyes so big. Every school worksheet was in at least five different colors for the next year.”

      Noelle’s mom chuckled softly. “I hope you can find something that speaks to you, honey. You were so happy at your first job, the photo-filtering software place?”

      That company had been more fun. Lots of opportunities to play with the product and see what customers made with it. But building her track record was more important than what industry she worked in. “Not everybody gets to work at places that make shiny things,” Noelle pointed out.

      “Not what I’m saying. I just want you to have something you feel passionate about. Your Maddy’s cousin Brent, you remember him? He works in propane. I personally wouldn’t find that shiny, but he loves it. He’s totally fascinated by it.”

      Brent was kind. Noelle had always liked him. “Is his company hiring?”

      Madeline chuckled. “I suspect you’d be in for some culture shock if you moved to Idaho. Anyway, Howard’s right. You need some downtime. Call some friends, get someone to buy you a sympathy drink!”

      That would have been possible in Chicago, though her long hours had meant drifting away from her college crew. Here in Austin, she hadn’t had time to meet anybody outside of work. Aside from her boyfriend, whom she’d randomly met at the smoothie place down the block when she’d snuck out for food between two long conference calls.

      “I’ll probably head home and wait for Garland to tell him what happened.”

      “Oh,” her mom said, with a distinct lack of enthusiasm. “Of course.”

      Noelle resisted the impulse to roll her eyes. Garland had let her move into his apartment temporarily when her rented condo got sold out from under her and she didn’t have time to apartment-hunt. Quite generous, considering they’d only been dating for a couple of months. Also, he was smart, hot, totally fine with her being bi, and fantastic in bed when they could find the time. Not that she discussed her sex life with her mothers.

      So what was there to complain about? Yet both Eileen and Madeline had been against him since they’d met over one video call after she moved in. Bad vibes, her Maddy kept saying.

      “More importantly,” Eileen asked, “are you okay? You haven’t been unemployed since you started babysitting when you were…?”

      “Thirteen,” Madeline filled in. “Half your life, Noellabelle.”

      Wow. “Yeah, I’m okay. I just had a plan, you know?” The product people here had liked her. They’d started listening to her about more than sprints and deliverables.

      “You’ll get a new plan,” her mom said. “It’ll be okay.”

      Noelle sighed, suddenly more tired than she should be. Maybe she’d take a nap before figuring out the new plan. She remembered naps a little better than she remembered parties, though falling asleep on Garland’s couch with her laptop on a Sunday afternoon probably didn’t count. “Thanks for answering. I know it’s book club night later.”

      “We always have time for you, sweetie,” her mom said. “Always. Tell Howard to find you something quickly so you can come home.”

      Home suddenly sounded extremely appealing. Her mothers’ house was a social hub, and Noelle had grown up with her mom’s art crowd and her Maddy’s architect friends mingling at brunches, political letter-writing get-togethers, and movie nights. She missed that.

      Moving back would most likely mean ending things with Garland, however. Noelle couldn’t picture asking him to relocate. Hey, I know we’ve barely seen each other for the past couple months, but would you want to move so we could keep dating? Or like, actually go on dates?

      Especially since it was likely that the next strategic step for her career would be more of the same. If she wanted a more interesting role, she had to build a track record of accomplishments beyond her job title.

      “I’ll keep you posted,” she promised.

      They all said goodbye and hung up, and then Noelle was alone in silence again. She was so very tempted to get back out of the car and take that walk down the street she’d never managed to take, find out what was down there beyond the three restaurants she knew and a few vague flashes of storefronts and other signs.

      No. She should head home and start figuring out next steps. It wasn’t fair or smart to depend on Howard completely, not when she had bills to pay. Noelle also needed to think through what to say to Garland. True, maybe she’d find something in Austin, but she should be honest that Chicago would probably come through first. Even though they’d had so little time together lately, she imagined that conversation was going to feel pretty awful for both of them.

      Hopefully there was ice cream she’d forgotten about in the freezer.
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        * * *

      

      When Noelle got back to the apartment, she took her box out of the trunk, closed it, and commenced no longer feeling sorry for herself. Her health insurance would last another twenty-seven days before she had to rely on Howard’s generosity, and she had a roof over her head and a healthy bank balance. Most people would be delighted to take a week off work. She’d figure out how to fill her time. A small business tour of Austin, maybe, in between catching up on sleep.

      Music was playing behind the apartment door as she approached. Garland must have made it home early somehow? Propping her box on one hip, Noelle unlocked the door, pushed it open, and bumped it closed behind her. Six steps down the entry hall brought her to the living room.

      There, she saw two half-full glasses of red wine on the coffee table and Garland scrambling off the couch while frantically trying to rebutton his dress shirt. A white woman with long dark hair sat on that same couch, grey sleeveless dress rucked up to show bright purple underwear. The woman was staring, not at Noelle, but up at Garland. Radiating fury.

      “Noelle,” Garland said hastily, “I can explain.”

      He looked like her boyfriend. He sounded like her boyfriend. But Noelle had the strongest feeling she’d walked into the wrong apartment and this man was a complete stranger.

      “Garland,” the woman said coldly, “shut the fuck up.”

      Noelle realized she wasn’t breathing and tried to start again. She inhaled, but she’d pulled the box so tight against herself there wasn’t room for her chest to expand. She’d driven here trying to pick the right words to warn him she might be leaving. She’d imagined how his face might fall. How he’d be disappointed if she left, but understand, and even wish her well.

      Instead it was ending like this?

      The woman stood and tugged down her dress. She was sexy as hell, Noelle realized, which was the most bizarre thing to notice right now, but it was true. Long and lean, great calves, several inches taller than Noelle. If Noelle and Garland had seen her in public, one of them would have nudged the other. A little harmless lady-appreciating from a bi gal and her straight boyfriend. Garland had always enjoyed appreciating.

      Oh hell. Was this even the first time he’d done this?

      “I’m guessing,” the woman said to Noelle, much more gently, “that you are Garland’s girlfriend, but not the woman I thought I was texting with who said it would be okay to fuck him. I apologize.”

      Noelle didn’t know whether to nod or shake her head. She wasn’t entirely certain she could speak. The woman who had been making out with Garland was obviously angry. Noelle wanted to be angry. But it was as if she’d run out of reaction. Was that a thing?

      The woman turned to Garland. “Is her name even Noelle, you unbelievable piece of garbage?”

      Her question seemed to snap Garland out of his panicked staring. “Look, Alicia, this is between me and Noelle, so⁠—”

      The next few things seemed to happen all in a blur. Garland took a couple of steps towards Noelle. Noelle’s back hit the wall as she dropped the box.

      Alicia practically knocked over the coffee table getting between Garland and Noelle.

      “Whatever the fuck you think you’re about to do,” she said to him in a low voice, “think again. Noelle, is it okay if I tell your scumbag cheating soon-to-be-ex-boyfriend to get the hell out of here?”

      Noelle hadn’t believed Garland was going to hurt her. She simply hadn’t wanted him to touch her. He’d been all over somebody else not five minutes ago.

      Now that somebody else had run to protect Noelle.

      “It’s my apartment!” Garland objected. “She hasn’t been paying rent!”

      It was starting to sting now, but Noelle didn’t want to cry in front of her… not boyfriend. Ex-boyfriend. She just wanted all of this to stop. “Please go.”

      “Noelle, baby, come on. We can talk about this⁠—”

      “Did you not fucking hear her?” the woman shielding Noelle demanded. “Do you see any conceivable way you’re the good guy in this situation?”

      Garland’s expression wavered. “Fine,” he said to Noelle while shooting a resentful glance at Alicia. “But you and your stuff better be gone when I get back at midnight. Shouldn’t be too hard. You were barely here anyway.”

      He stalked over to the entertainment center and yanked his phone out of the docking station, killing the music, which Noelle hadn’t realized was still playing. He slammed the door behind him.

      Everything was quiet.

      Noelle watched Alicia take a long, deep breath and shake out her hands before turning around. Her manicure matched her underwear. Another detail Noelle shouldn’t be aware of. How was any of this happening?

      “I am so fucking sorry,” Alicia said. “I’ll go. I mean, I wouldn’t say no to borrowing your bathroom first and using whatever mouthwash you have. Or, like, vodka would work. Something to kill the gross germs.”

      Noelle swallowed, nodded, and managed to gesture in the direction of the hallway that led to their bedroom and bathroom. No, Garland’s bedroom and bathroom, as he’d just reminded her so pointedly.

      “Thank you.”

      When Alicia had strode off down the hall and closed the bathroom door behind her, Noelle let herself slide slowly down the wall until her legs splayed out in front of her.

      Wow.

      Austin really, really didn’t want her sticking around.
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      Thank fuck there was mouthwash. Allie poured some into her cupped hand and slurped it up. Undignified, sure, but not as embarrassing as getting caught with her dress hiked to her waist with a two-timing fuckwit jackwagon like Garland Whitmore.

      She was never, ever, ever hooking up with a partnered stranger again unless she talked to their partner in person or by video and cross-checked their face with two of their social media channels or something. She’s traveling on business and the internet connection at her hotel is shit. Can she text you?

      He! Was! Such! A! Tool!

      Allie rinsed out her mouth, spit, and washed her face, hands, and throat for good measure. Anywhere there could have been sleazy-guy spit. She wished she’d snagged her purse on the way to the bathroom so she could call Matt. He was in their apartment not five miles away, keeping an ear out for his phone in case of an emergency. Surely this counted.

      Although, dialing back the hyperbole, this was more of an emergency for Noelle. Who was really fucking pretty. A short white woman with blond hair in a sleek professional cut just below chin length, and a slight build. Her lavender cup-sleeve blouse was trim enough to show off her pretty little breasts. (Yes, Allie could be simultaneously aware that Noelle had just gotten badly treated and that she had nice tits.)

      Allie would have hit on Noelle before Garland if she’d seen them both at a party, and she would have counted herself lucky to take the woman home. How disappointing to have met Garland online first. Allie had not expected to wind up in a stranger’s bathroom sluicing water off herself and blotting with tissues to avoid any towels he might have touched.

      Noelle had to feel a thousand times worse. Her eyes had gone so big when she walked in. Allie had waited for her to start screaming, crying, something. If she’d started spitting fire, it would have been more reassuring.

      When Allie stepped back down the hall, she could see Noelle had ended up on the floor. Not good. She slowed down and tried to make noise with her bare feet so Noelle knew she was approaching. Allie’s pumps were somewhere. Hopefully near the couch. Noelle glanced up when Allie got close, but her eyes were distant.

      “Hey,” Allie said, trying to sound super-nice and super-gentle and super-not-like the woman who’d recently been playing grown-up games with Noelle’s boyfriend.

      “Hey,” Noelle said back.

      She sounded so tired. Allie should probably go? Get out of the poor girl’s face, give her the space to call her mom or best friend or sibling to vent and figure out next steps?

      Nora or Vivi would know what to do. Both of Allie’s sisters were good with people in their own ways, a skill that had skipped Allie. It might make her a living stereotype for an actuary who’d double majored in statistics and accounting, but she could be real about her strengths: numbers, partying, and recreational sex, in that order. Feelings stuff was Matt’s department. They talked more about people in doctor school than in accountant school, anyway.

      But Allie was the only one here. “Is it okay if I sit down?” At least she could stop making Noelle crane her neck.

      Noelle blinked. “Sure.”

      Allie folded her legs under her as she sat, trying not to flash Noelle, though there wasn’t much left the poor woman hadn’t already seen. She tried to figure out where to start. “You need to pack and get out in the next, like, six hours?”

      “Honestly, I’m tempted to just walk out the door and drive back home to Chicago.”

      That kind of thinking wasn’t going to make Allie feel okay leaving. She had to figure something out. “Here’s the way I see it. We’ve already skipped the part of the script where you start screaming at me for homewrecking.” She’d watched a telenovela or five with Rosa, her Mexican American stepmom. She knew how it went.

      Noelle managed to smile slightly. That was good, right?

      “So...” Allie soldiered on, hoping she was helping even a little. “I don’t see any reason why you have to do the bit where you’re cast out into the cold with only the clothes on your back because your man was unfaithful.”

      Noelle smiled a little more. “It’s never cold here.”

      A joke. Excellent. “What are you talking about? I have to wear gloves and a scarf sometimes in February.” Something else occurred to her. “Do we need to worry about what happens if he comes back early?”

      Noelle looked startled. “Oh. No, sorry. I just really didn’t want him to touch me after— Fuck, I sound horrible. I’m sure you’re a very nice person.”

      Of course she was, when nice was called for. “No worries. I kinda want a shower myself.” Which, oops, sounded like Allie was making it about herself. “Again, I am so sorry. I would never in a zillion years have tried to get with him if I had any idea. My partner and I do the open relationship thing, but we don’t lie.”

      Noelle nodded slowly. “Polyamory and cheating are two different things.”

      Allie knew plenty of polyam people, but she didn’t use that term for her and Matt because they had outside hookups, not ongoing relationships. But at least Noelle knew the word and wasn’t freaking out over it. Time to move on to practical matters, however. “If this had to happen, at least you have one box to start packing?”

      “It’s my stuff from work. I got home early because I was laid off.”

      Well, fuck. Allie felt even worse now. She might have taken a woe-is-me break in the bathroom, but she did know who’d had the more awful day between the two of them. “That sucks.”

      Noelle rubbed her face and pushed her hair back. She had pretty eyes too, light brown, almost honey-colored. “Most of my stuff is in storage anyway, so it shouldn’t take long to pack, and it should all fit in my car.”

      “Need help?” The words kind of shot out. For a moment, Allie couldn’t tell whether it had been the right thing to say, because all Noelle did was stare.

      “Not really.” The woman sounded dazed. “But if you don’t need to be somewhere… maybe stay a while?”

      Allie stood, brushed off her dress, and offered Noelle a hand. “Sure. And call me Allie.”

      Noelle let Allie pull her up. Her hand was smaller than Allie’s, smooth and warm. Once Noelle was standing, Allie realized the woman was about her baby sister Vivi’s height. Perhaps that explained why Allie was feeling so… protective. That’s what it was.

      “Okay,” Noelle said, like she was trying to sound brave. “I guess I should get started.”

      Right. Allie let go of her hand. “Do you have more boxes?”

      “In the closet. There’s a tape gun too, but I have to warn you, it’s terrible.” Noelle gestured, inviting Allie to follow, and headed down the hallway before turning left into a bedroom with a big four-poster bed. Allie would’ve probably had sex in that bed. With Garland. Yuck.

      Noelle went to the sliding closet doors and pushed them to the right side. Her boxes were apparently behind his clothes. She took a deep breath and bent forward to start dragging them out. Six or seven flattened boxes came out of the closet, along with a red-handled tape gun that didn’t immediately appear to suck.

      “Everything should fit back in these,” Noelle said, staring at the pile of boxes. “Wow. He wasn’t wrong. I was barely even here.”

      Okay no. If anyone besides Garland needed to feel bad about this situation, it sure as hell wasn’t Noelle. Allie stepped closer and held out her hand for the tape gun. “He gave up his right to criticize anything about your relationship when he decided to fuck around.”

      Noelle refocused on Allie and frowned, but she relinquished the tape gun. “How did that happen exactly? You talked to someone you thought was me?”

      She looked like she was kinda starting to wake up. Which meant she might realize she didn’t want Allie around. That would be totally understandable, but Allie would be disappointed, she realized, if Noelle sent her home. More disappointed than seemed reasonable. Since when was she so into packing boxes?

      Noelle was waiting for an explanation, though.

      “I use this app for dating,” Allie said. “I mean, I don’t date-date, but like, for sex. Garland messaged me. When it’s a stranger, not someone I meet at a party where we both know the same people, I talk to their partner first to make sure everything’s cool. I thought I had. I guess it was him faking me out.”

      Noelle looked at the ceiling. “Or that could have been his cousin. She doesn’t like me, and she might have thought it was hilarious. Whatever. It doesn’t matter now.”

      Allie could stay here after Noelle left tonight and give Garland Whitmore a black eye, and then find out where his cousin lived and make a stop there too. Her big sister Nora had taught her how to throw a punch without breaking her hand. Allie had never actually used that knowledge before, but there was a first time for everything. Matt could even put the medically appropriate amount of ice on her knuckles afterwards.

      “I feel like I need a drink first,” Noelle said. “Probably not a great idea since I haven’t eaten dinner and I’m going to be driving my stuff to storage.”

      Those were solvable problems, and the sooner Noelle got gone, the sooner Allie could decide whether to lie in wait for Garland. She probably wouldn’t, but it didn’t hurt to keep her options open. “How about you fix yourself a plate and that drink, then point to what’s yours and I put it in boxes?”

      When Noelle looked back to Allie, it struck Allie all over again how pretty she was. Those warm eyes, and the way she tucked her hair behind her ear. Her hair looked silky.

      “Thanks,” Noelle said quietly, but she still sounded lost.

      What would Allie’s outgoing baby sister Vivi do in this situation? She’d be sweet. But sweet how? Vivi’s go-tos were (a) getting incensed when people had been mistreated and (b) physical affection. Allie’s version of the first option was more of a cold, calculating fury, which probably wasn’t what Noelle needed right now.

      “Do you... need a hug?” Allie offered tentatively.

      Noelle visibly relaxed. “Yeah. I really do.”

      Allie stopped thinking about punching people when Noelle rested her head on Allie’s shoulder. She let out a sigh, and Allie reflexively tightened her arms around Noelle’s slim shoulders and delicate back. Her hair drifted across Allie’s upper arm. It was as soft as it looked.

      “I’m so sorry,” Allie said again, because thinking about Noelle’s very bad day was way more appropriate than thinking about Noelle’s very soft hair. Or any of the parts of Noelle currently pressed against Allie. Although honestly, the close contact was a lot less confusing than kinda wanting to pet her.

      Maybe Allie was growing. Was she turning into the kind of person who comforted other people? That would be weird.

      Allie made sure not to move her hands, because she didn’t have a clue whether stroking Noelle’s hair or back would be comforting or a serious lack of boundaries. After a few more breaths, Noelle started to ease away, so Allie did too and let her go, and then they were looking at each other again.

      “Dinner,” Noelle said, sounding more focused now. “Also, some of whatever’s most expensive in the liquor cabinet. The fifteen-year Glenlivet, I think? Not the Laphroaig. I opened that once and it was a big mistake. You’re welcome to join me.”

      Allie had already eaten dinner, so some higher-cost booze sounded great. Also, she felt a lot less worried if Noelle was going for some payback, however small. “I’m in.”

      Noelle nodded. “Sounds good. Thank you for being here.”

      That probably shouldn’t have made Allie feel so warm. After all, if she hadn’t come here, Noelle wouldn’t be having to move out.

      Noelle gestured again for Allie to follow and headed back out to the kitchen, so Allie set the tape gun on the boxes and went with her. She watched as Noelle shoved a small stepstool across the kitchen floor with her foot and got up on it to retrieve glasses from a top cabinet shelf. It didn’t make Noelle look childlike. Just… dainty.

      Precious, even.

      Allie obviously needed something concrete to focus on. “How can I help?”

      “Drinks are over there.” Noelle pointed to the dark wood cabinet in the living room after handing Allie down two glasses. “I should probably call my parents and tell them I’m moving, but I’m not ready for the I told you so. Or for them to try setting me up with their
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