

    
            Chapter One



			Present day

			Los Angeles, California

 

			Parker sat back in the ergonomic chair, took off her headset, and sighed the loudest depressing sigh.

			“Finished the edit?” David Klotz, her business partner and friend, asked.

			Parker nodded. “All I have to do is export the session to the drive, and it’s ready to take to the final mix tomorrow.”

			She hit a few keys on the keyboard to start the save process, then checked her phone for any news alerts. She rolled her eyes as a big headline emboldened in red letters read: SAG, WGA not in Agreement with MPSA. Strikes Continue. She tossed her phone down on the desk and opened the newly saved session to check for errors.

			“This sucks,” Parker mumbled. “You’d think they’d be able to get this figured out in four months. Before that, even.”

			“I know,” David said, his unruly brown mop unmoving, stiff with excess product, as he nodded his head in agreement. “People want what they want, and unfortunately no one’s willing to compromise.”

			Parker flopped back, frustrated. When it’d been announced the writers were set to strike, she and editors like her believed it’d be short and production workflow would continue as scheduled to release new shows in September. There was no way they’d have another drag-out fight with everyone still recovering from the pandemic. Then the actors announced their strike the following month, and it became apparent this was going to last a while.

			Not great news, when Parker and David were trying to get their new music editing boutique off the ground.

			“When did the producer say they’d start up production again for American Gore Tales?” Parker asked.

			David shrugged, his black oxford bunched around his shoulders. She never understood why he always dressed up, even working from home.

			“The hope was to start again before the holiday hiatus, but now it’s not looking like until after the new year.”

			“Great,” she mumbled.

			They’d gotten a contract for the horror anthology as their first account and were set to work through the end of the year. The producer/show runner loved them so much, he’d promised to give them first ask on all his future projects. Now the anthology—like everything else in this town—had stopped cold. The steady stream of work Parker and David expected was gone. With the last episode in the anthology completed until further notice, the entertainment industry was a barren wasteland until the strikes ended.

			“So, what are you going to do with your enforced vacation time?”

			Parker heard the lilt of humor in David’s question, but she also detected an edge of worry. Chalk it up to exceptional ear training as a musician. She wasn’t surprised to hear the unease. All she had was a one-bedroom apartment in North Hollywood and two cats to take care of. Even with student loans looming, Parker’s lifelong frugality would help keep her afloat until the strikes, hopefully, resolved. David, however, had a son in private school, a new wife, and all the adult things most people their age strove for. So while he joked about vacation, Parker was certain he’d be up early on the internet tomorrow, scouring sites for job positions on low-budget independent films.

			“I honestly don’t know,” Parker admitted. And she truly didn’t. She’d probably try to do what David and others like her would be doing and find something to tide her over, but it wasn’t very appealing to fight others like her for work. Nor was it appealing to sit and do nothing but wait. Neither felt right.

			David narrowed his eyes at her. “What have you always wanted to do this time of year but couldn’t because you were always working?”

			Parker looked at the ceiling. Los Angeles in October was always a conundrum. The calendar said it was fall, but it didn’t look or feel like fall, no matter how much this city loved going all out for Halloween. If there was one thing she would do, it would be to have a full fall experience. And she knew one place she could have that.

			“I think I’d want to go back home.”

			“To Arkansas?”

			She nodded. “Fall in Arkansas is the real reason it’s called The Natural State. The weather is cool but not freezing. The leaves are bright red, orange, and yellow. You can go just about anywhere in the state and experience the colorful array of leaves, but the northwest is the best because of the Ozarks. You really experience the beauty of nature.”

			“You can get the same thing in Maine. Or Vermont. Practically anywhere in the Northeast,” David said.

			“Possibly. But they don’t have the Razorbacks.”

			David laughed. “You and your football.”

			“ ’Tis the season,” Parker said. She transferred the completed session over to the drive, then held it out to David. “You want me to drop this off at the stage on my way home or let you handle it?”

			David grabbed it from her hand. “I’ll take it in the morning. This late, the mixers wouldn’t upload it until then anyway.”

			“Is there anything else you need me to do before I head out?”

			He shook his head, the worry he’d tried to hide earlier more apparent on his face. “No, I’m good, but I want you to seriously think about that trip. See the foliage, enjoy the sports thing. Maybe even look up an old girlfriend.”

			Her first instinct was to scoff, but the comment triggered a memory. Not of an ex-girlfriend—she didn’t have any of those from college—but someone Parker knew. Someone she’d liked. And someone she hadn’t thought about in a long time.

			“I know it’s not ideal,” David continued, causing Parker to lose her thought, “but use this opportunity to do what you want because, once this strike ends, you won’t have much time to go anywhere for a long time.”

			Parker stood and grabbed her jacket off the back of her chair. “I love the idea of being that busy, and I’ll remain hopeful that your premonition comes true.”

			“And the vacation?”

			Her shoulders sagged as she relented. “I’ll think about it.”

			She opened the door and patted David on the shoulder reassuringly as she passed. “It’s going to be okay.”

			He nodded and smiled sadly. “I’ll let you know when I hear something.”

			A short nod and Parker left the small editing suite and walked through David’s house back out to her car, hoping David did hear something. For him as much as for her.
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        * * *

      

			Parker barely had her keys on the hook by the front door before two balls of fur—one tortie and one black—halted at her feet, crying mercilessly. She groaned and bent to give them each a pet on the head, but the bellowing continued.

			“The food will drop in a minute, I promise.” On cue, the food dispenser in the kitchen relinquished its bounty, and the two felines scurried away in the direction of the noise.

			“I can feel the love,” she said sarcastically. While her cats were distracted—Xena, the tortie, taking up all the space in front of the food bowl, while Midnight waited her turn—Parker stripped off her computer bag and unpacked her laptop along with its hardware before flopping down on her couch. The sectional was way too big for a single bedroom apartment, but she’d fallen in love with it and knew it’d be perfect when she made the leap to homeownership.

			She fished her phone out of her pocket and pulled up the Zillow app with her saved listings for the North Hollywood/Burbank area and whistled softly when she noticed the bungalow that was once out of her budget had just reduced the asking price.

			The strike was affecting everything right now.

			It was perfect for her and her babies. Three bedrooms, two baths with an open concept kitchen/living room, hardwood floors. But the thing that caught Parker’s attention was the detached shed in the backyard that had been outfitted to be a home editing studio, complete with central air, audio wiring, and dampening sound materials encased in the walls. The fact that this hidden gem was now within her budget had Parker believing in fate, signs, and every other form of miracle that could be conjured.

			“Looks like I’m going to have to wait a little bit longer,” she said. Buying a house without an income was ridiculous and irresponsible.

			She set her phone down on her left and felt the dip of the cushion on her right. Xena sat there, licking her chops and squinting her eyes.

			“Did you leave any for your sister?”

			Xena turned her head.

			“I’ll take that as a no.”

			Parker stood and rounded the couch to see Midnight sitting in front of the feeder and staring forlornly at the empty dish. She sighed, then walked over and kicked the side until a few pellets of kibble fell out, and Midnight immediately dug in.

			“Glad to be of service.”

			She moved into the galley kitchen, grabbed the Factor meal from her fridge, and put it in the microwave. As she set the timer, her phone beat out the familiar rhythm of its ringtone. Parker returned to the couch and smiled genuinely for the first time all day when she saw the name on the screen.

			“Hey, Steph. How’s it going?”

			“Probably a lot better for me right now than you, my Hollywood friend.”

			Parker rolled her eyes at the incessant need for Stephanie to call her Hollywood. When they’d reconnected two years ago via social media, Parker had naturally told her about being in Los Angeles and working as a music editor. Despite also telling Stephanie she in no way was considered Hollywood, her friend insisted on keeping the nickname. It was annoying most of the time, but after the news about the strikes, it was a comfortable—only mildly annoying today—distraction.

			“You’d be correct in your assessment,” Parker replied. “My last day for the unforeseen future was today. I just got home.”

			“So you’re on a forced vacation?”

			She pulled out her dinner from the microwave. “If by vacation you mean freaking out about making sure I don’t burn through my savings, keep the lights on, and cats fed? Then, yes, I’m on the perfect vacation.”

			Parker switched the phone to speaker as she sat at the table and peeled the film off her dinner. As she picked up her fork, Xena and Midnight jumped up and stood like sentinels over the phone while Stephanie spoke.

			“I have an alternative proposal for you.”

			“What did you have in mind?”

			“The University of Central Arkansas is having its homecoming next week. They’re going all out this year with pep rallies, carnivals, parties, capped off with the big football game Saturday night. And…” Stephanie paused.

			Parker detected some mischief in her tone. “And?” she prompted.

			“And—it’s also the fiftieth anniversary of the Gamma Tau chapter of Tau Beta Sigma.”

			Parker stopped the fork to her mouth. “Am I supposed to get excited?”

			“You’re a former member. I know I thought it was exciting.”

			“I’m an inactive member. There’s a difference,” Parker said, mouth full. “Hell, I didn’t even graduate as a member of any of the music groups in the music department, which was a requirement.”

			Parker didn’t like to dwell on that time. Stephanie had been the only true bright spot, and the main reason she’d stayed a member three years after Hannah graduated and left. Stephanie had taken Parker under her wing like any good big sister should. She’d shown Parker kindness, taught her confidence when everyone else saw her as an immature kid desperate for attention—something that took years for Parker to admit.

			“I know your experience with TBS wasn’t great,” Stephanie said. “But you’ve grown up. You have a career. Don’t you want to show them that you’re so much better than their impressions of you?”

			Parker laughed. “I never wanted to get revenge by being successful. My success is for me and me alone, not an I told you so to people who probably don’t even remember me.”

			“Fair point. Then don’t do it for them. Come and see me,” Stephanie pleaded. “We have a lot of catching up to do. You’ve turned into a wonderful person, Parker. Not that you weren’t a wonderful person before, but you know what I mean.”

			Parker scoffed. “Actually, I don’t, but I’ll pretend I do so you can stop digging yourself deeper.”

			“See? It’s things like that I miss about you. You were never one to get revenge or sulk. You’re compassionate, supportive, and fearless.”

			“Fearless?”

			“Yes, fearless. I believe you know what I’m referring to. A specific love letter comes to mind.”

			Parker set down her fork and pushed the plastic tray aside. She did know what Stephanie was referring to. “The ramblings of a lovesick kid are more ridiculous than fearless. Especially since I couldn’t show my face to Hannah after that.”

			“How about now?”

			“What about now?”

			“Could you face Hannah Wells now?”

			The last name didn’t surprise Parker. She knew Hannah and Mike got married a year after they graduated, which made Parker’s attempt at love even more absurd.

			“I haven’t been holding a torch for her for the last twenty-seven years.”

			“While I’m happy to hear that, it is not why I’m asking. Hannah is scheduled to attend some of the events we have in celebration.”

			Parker hated how her heart skipped a beat, small as it was. “Is that supposed to entice me?”

			Stephanie sighed. “No, but I also didn’t want you to feel ambushed if you decided to come. I remember how hard you took that rejection.”

			Stephanie’s memory was accurate. Parker had fallen into a depression of sorts. Her grades had suffered, and she’d cried herself to sleep every night for a month. Her mom had been worried until Parker confessed what had happened. With her mom’s help, and Stephanie’s, Parker had come out of that dark time, but—to be safe—she’d steered clear of any news about Hannah over the years. A failed friendship request on Facebook fifteen years ago aside, when she first moved out to LA and was feeling lonely, Hannah hadn’t even blipped on her radar. Until now. But it didn’t have to mean anything. She would visit with Stephanie and enjoy Arkansas in all its fall glory like David suggested.

			“Seeing Hannah again won’t be a problem.”

			She intentionally phrased the sentence that way, knowing Stephanie would latch on to it.

			“So, does that mean you’re coming?”

			The hope in Stephanie’s voice was mission accomplished.

			“Just let me get a few things in order. I need to make sure someone can watch my fur babies on short notice and I don’t have to spend a fortune on a plane ticket, but…yes. I’ll be there.”

			Parker pushed the phone away when Stephanie squealed loudly through the speaker, causing Midnight to skitter across the table and bolt toward her bedroom in fright.

			“Oh my God, this is so awesome! I mean, it’s awesome you’re coming, it’s not awesome why you’re coming—”

			“I don’t remember you being such a rambler,” Parker interrupted.

			“Ha ha,” Stephanie replied. “I’m just excited to see you again and hear all about what you do.”

			Parker rubbed Xena’s head and smiled as she pushed farther into the caress. “You know what? I’m getting excited, too. I was just telling my boss how much I miss Arkansas in October.”

			“And now you get to see it.”

			“Yes, I do. Let me get off this phone and get everything squared away.”

			“Okay, I’ll let you go. Email me your itinerary, so I can see if we can get together before the opening cocktail party and catch up.”

			“Will do.”

			Parker hung up and hid her face in her hands. She hoped seeing Hannah wouldn’t be an issue. Otherwise, she’d just lied to Stephanie.

			





    
            Chapter Ten



			Two months later

 

			“Are you sure this is a good idea?”

			Stephanie’s question blared through the car speaker as Parker pulled out onto Magnolia Boulevard in the direction of the Hollywood Burbank Airport. She rolled her eyes, even though Steph couldn’t see it. Steph had asked the same question two months ago…and every week since.

			She’d called Stephanie after Hannah and Morgan left LA and brought her up to speed, unsure what Hannah would tell her and how much. Flabbergasted was the best description of Steph’s reaction when Parker explained David’s offer. And Parker had to check the phone connection when she’d said Hannah had agreed.

			“Will you survive living together for two weeks?”

			At the time, Parker said, “Of course,” easily, not fully realizing what the phrase living together entailed. She’d finished up her studio, unpacked her entire house—leaving only two boxes for Xena and Midnight to commandeer—put new beds in the guest rooms, and cleaned the bathroom from top to bottom. Then, last week, she drove by the airport on her way to a mixing session, and that’s when it hit her.

			Hannah and Morgan would be living with her. Eating meals, hanging out in the backyard, going to work, coming home, doing laundry. Living together.

			“It’s kind of hard to back out now,” she said. “I’m on my way to the airport to pick them up as we speak.”

			The line went silent, but the connection said Stephanie was still there.

			“Just be careful. Okay? I know you two put to rest the whole business from homecoming, and it’s great you have a common goal with Morgan.”

			“But?” Parker prompted.

			“I can’t help but worry things will go too well, and you’ll start romanticizing more than what’s actually happening. I’m afraid one or both of you will get hurt.”

			Parker leaned her elbow on the window frame. How could she convince Steph she wasn’t a kid anymore? Maybe she could use the same explanation she’d used on Hannah—without the romantic undertones.

			“Steph, don’t worry. This will be good for our relationship.”

			“Relationship?”

			“That’s what a friendship is, right? We want to build that while supporting Morgan in her opportunity.”

			“Are you sure that’s all you want?”

			Parker sighed. “You want the truth?”

			“Yes.”

			“I haven’t completely closed the door on the possibilities with Hannah. There’s a mutual attraction between us. We’re not going to ignore it because it’ll make everything tense and weird. But I’m also not going to press Hannah into something she’s not ready for.”

			“That’s all I ask,” Stephanie said. “I’m sorry to grill you, but I want to make sure you’re both on the same page.”

			“We are.”

			“Good, because I’d hate to fly out there and knock sense into both of you for being stupid and careless with each other’s hearts.”

			Parker laughed. This was the Stephanie she knew and loved. “I need to hang up. I’m turning into the airport now.”

			“Okay, I’ll let you go. Have a wonderful time.”

			Parker disconnected the call and shook her head. The line of cars into the terminal crawled, and she maneuvered her vehicle into the pickup lane with some difficulty. When she spotted two familiar figures standing at the end of Terminal B, she ignored the kick in her pulse and focused on pulling to the curb. An SUV vacated a spot, and she claimed it for herself. She jumped out and opened the hatch. Hannah and Morgan spotted her and wheeled their suitcases over to her car. They looked exhausted, and Parker sprang into action.

			“You made it. Leave the bags to me and get in the car.”

			They gave no argument and slipped into the passenger seats as Parker loaded the bags. By the time she had both suitcases secured and the hatch closed, a Mercedes was laying on the horn for her to move. She jogged to the driver’s side, hopped in, and pulled out in record time. Only when Parker exited the airport did she feel comfortable enough to talk. “Welcome back to LA. I hope the flight wasn’t too bad and that you’re hungry. I thought I’d get you back and settled, then we can go down the street for din…”

			Parker stopped talking when she saw her passengers were passed out. Hannah’s head leaned against the window, eyes closed. A peek in the rearview mirror showed Morgan in a similar position. She laughed quietly and shook her head.

			“Don’t worry, ladies. We’ll be home soon.”
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        * * *

      

			Hannah hated traveling. It was always stressful. She’d set three alarms but didn’t sleep for fear of missing all of them. They’d gotten to their connection city with just enough time to run to the next gate, so she’d skipped breakfast and lunch. Worst part was her stress rubbed off on Morgan. Or was Morgan stressed about other things? She couldn’t worry about that now because, thanks to all the travel, she’d promptly passed out as soon as they arrived at Parker’s house.

			She slowly came out of her slumber when she heard the door creak. The bed dipped, and Hannah opened her eyes. They quickly widened when she saw it wasn’t Morgan or Parker but a large cat sitting demurely, blinking at her. She didn’t dare move. Was this cat friendly? As if reading her thoughts, the feline cautiously walked up to Hannah and sniffed at her face. She smiled as the whiskers tickled her cheeks. Not the worst way to wake up. Hannah reached up and scratched its head and was rewarded with the loudest purring she’d ever heard.

			“Are you my alarm clock?” she asked.

			The cat continued to purr and rubbed its head against her hand vigorously. Then she flopped over onto her side and exposed her belly. Hannah acquiesced and petted the soft fur in long strokes. Her sleep dissolved into relaxation, and it wasn’t long before she heard footsteps approaching her room. Her attention shifted from the cat to the door as Parker came into view in a black tank top and khaki shorts.

			“Xena,” she scolded, but it was weak. She walked in and sat on the edge of the bed. “I’m sorry if she woke you up.”

			Parker reached to pick Xena up, but Hannah stopped her.

			“She’s okay. Best alarm clock I’ve had in a long time.”

			Parker smiled and scratched Xena’s head. “If you leave your door open, she’ll sleep with you. Then she’ll wake you up at six every morning to be fed.”

			Hannah chuckled and continued her strokes along Xena’s flank. She stretched and purred louder.

			“She really likes this.”

			Parker hummed, running her hand across the top half of Xena’s torso. When their hands met in the middle of Xena’s belly, they stopped and looked at each other but didn’t pull away.

			It was then Hannah noticed Parker’s black tank top showed off a very beautiful expanse of skin, particularly the tattoo winding up Parker’s right arm and ending in a spiral on her shoulder. She reached for Parker’s wrist, the urge to run her hands along the music bars too much to resist in her sleep haze. As she made contact, Parker pulled her hand back and turned away. Xena, realizing her massage was over, quickly flopped over and jumped off the bed.

			“Sorry,” Hannah whispered. She sat up and turned away from Parker, who now stood near the doorway.

			“It’s okay. You caught me by surprise is all. Um, are you hungry?”

			Hannah ran her hand through her hair and adjusted her shirt. “Yes, I am. You mentioned going out to dinner, I believe.”

			“I did, but I’m thinking that’s a bad idea with how tired you are. I went down the street to Handy Market instead and got some barbecue. I hope that’s okay.”

			Hannah swallowed. “Yeah. Sure. Barbecue sounds great.”

			“Good. It’s just about ready. I only had to put it on the grill to reheat, so you can come out once you’re a little more awake.”

			Hannah nodded, not trusting her voice not to betray her emotions, and listened to Parker’s footsteps fade down the hall. When she was certain she was alone, Hannah stood and walked over to the window and peered out to the backyard. A silver grill with smoke billowing out caught her attention. Not because she was craving barbecue but because she saw Morgan standing next to it. A door opened and shut, and then Parker was standing next to her. They were discussing something humorous if Morgan’s smile was any indication. Hannah sighed, scrubbed her hands over her face, and proceeded down the hall. Might as well get this adventure started.

			The floorboards creaked as she entered the living room. It was open, but it also felt cozy with its light gray walls and shelves lining the perimeter. Blinds were open to her right, allowing what little sunlight was left to streak across the wood floor. As she looked into the kitchen, a black streak scurried past her and down the hallway, the sound of nails clicking against wood the only sound to make its presence known. She walked outside and looked at Parker, confused.

			“I don’t know what I just saw, but I’m hoping you don’t have a rodent problem.”

			Parker laughed. “If it was black and small, that was Midnight. She gets the zoomies around this time.”

			Hannah sagged in relief. She’d never accuse Parker of poor housekeeping, but the thought of having to deal with mice was not on her agenda this trip.

			“Come sit down, Mom,” Morgan said. “Parker went and grabbed barbecue for us.”

			Hannah did as instructed and sat at the patio table. “Yes, she told me. What’s on the menu?”

			Parker raised the lid to showcase the racks full of meat. Hannah gawked.

			“Is that for one meal?”

			“No,” Parker said, a light chuckle in her voice. “I wasn’t sure what you wanted, so I grabbed a little bit of everything. Whatever we don’t have tonight can be leftovers.”

			Morgan—eager as she was—held up her plate and took a couple of ribs and some tri-tip. Hannah requested the chicken, and Parker took a little sausage and chicken for herself.

			As they sat around the table, plating sides and pouring drinks, a sense of comfort fell over Hannah. The scene felt normal, yet surreal. Never in her life did she think she’d be able to share a meal like a family with Parker. Yet here they were, and there were going to be more.

			Surprisingly, the thought wasn’t terrifying.

			“So, what’s the plan for the week?” Morgan asked.

			“Lots of work,” Parker said. “But there will be time for some fun, too. David’s house is right up the street, and he’s having a very belated housewarming party on Saturday. We’re all invited.”

			“That’s great,” Hannah mumbled, her brain still muddled from the trip and her nap.

			“And hopefully,” Parker continued, a sly grin on her face, “we’ll finish early enough on Friday for a surprise.”

			Morgan’s face lit up. “What kind of surprise?”

			“A fun one,” Parker replied and gave a wink before digging into her chicken.

			The conversation flowed around Hannah. She barely had enough energy to eat her food and listened in as much as she could. Maybe it was good she was so tired. Then she wouldn’t focus on how natural dinner and conversation with Parker felt. It was like they were a couple. Like they were a family.

			





    
            Chapter Eleven





			Parker sat on the edge of her bed and stretched to the ceiling. The clock read 6:05 a.m. She groaned and looked out the window, the sky pinking as the sun came up. It’d been a long time since she got up this early for work. Six o’clock was reserved for feeding the cats while eight o’clock was her usual time to get up and ready, and start work by nine. With Morgan starting her internship, however, Parker wanted to get an early jump so she’d be able to assist Morgan in learning the ropes without falling behind. She turned side to side, loosening the muscles in her back. As she stood and slipped her feet into her slippers, Xena and Midnight stretched and yawned on the mattress.

			“Yes, it’s early. Which means you get breakfast soon.”

			Midnight squeaked at her—she never did grow into her meow—and jumped off the bed, following Parker to the shower. She stripped off her boy shorts and tank top and eased under the hot shower spray and hoped Hannah and Morgan had been able to get some sleep.

			Dinner had been subdued, as she’d expected. Morgan peppered her with questions about her internship duties, and Hannah sat and ate quietly, content to let them control the conversation. Occasionally, though, she noticed a faraway look in Hannah’s eyes. Was she thinking about the same thing Parker was? That the whole family dinner dynamic was a little too…comfortable? She hadn’t looked upset or worried, so Parker didn’t bring it up.

			They’d both gone to bed shortly after, blaming jet lag and Morgan’s eagerness to end yesterday to get an early start today. Parker nearly knocked on Hannah’s door to see if they could talk about what happened earlier, but the light was off. So she decided to wait.

			Parker rinsed the shampoo out of her hair and exited the shower. As she dried off, two sets of eyes glared at her from the counter.

			“I’m coming,” she said and quickly dressed in jean shorts and grabbed a tank top. She remembered the way Hannah stared at her tattoo. How her gaze caressed Parker’s skin. She put the tank top back in the drawer and pulled on a normal T-shirt, then headed toward the kitchen.

			She walked quietly to keep the floorboards from creaking and waking up her guests. As the hallway opened up into the living room, she noticed a solitary figure sitting in her dining nook next to the kitchen. Parker stopped, surprised to see Hannah up this early. She looked so peaceful, sitting and staring out the window, cradling a coffee mug in her hands. Her hair was pushed back by the same black headband, and she wore the cutest pair of pajama pants and matching shirt. Parker’s heart swelled with an emotion she needed to tamp down, a dangerous one to harbor because, in this moment, all Parker thought was that she belonged there. Hannah belonged in her home.

			Two loud, jingling collars raced passed her. Hannah looked up and gave a small smile. Parker rubbed her arm and walked into the kitchen.

			“Good morning,” Hannah said.

			“Good morning.” She walked past and felt Hannah’s eyes on her as she opened the cupboard. “You’re up early.”

			“I’m still on Arkansas time, so I’ll probably be up this early for the next few days.”

			“At least you figured out the coffee machine. That’ll make the mornings easier.”

			She popped the lid on the can of cat food, and the two felines circled her feet enthusiastically, crying loudly.

			“Are they always that vocal?”

			Parker laughed. “When it comes to food, they have no problem expressing their thoughts.”

			Xena and Midnight paced back and forth until Parker placed the bowls on the ground, and then they proceeded to slurp up every morsel.

			“They’re loud,” Hannah said.

			“Oh yeah. Be glad your bedroom is at the farthest point in the house.”

			Hannah’s smile faded, and she clasped the coffee cup closer. Parker grabbed her mug and placed it underneath the Keurig machine, then sat across from Hannah.

			“Everything okay?”

			Hannah looked up, confusion evident in her gaze.

			“I’m just surprised with how comfortable I feel here.”

			“Comfortable how?”

			“Last night we sat outside for dinner and talked like a family. Now we’re sitting and having morning coffee in your house—which is beautiful, by the way—like it’s the most normal thing in the world for us to do.”

			Parker rolled her lips to stifle the laugh, but it didn’t work. Soon she was holding her stomach as merriment bubbled out of her.

			“What’s so funny?”

			“I’m so happy to hear you say that.”

			“You are?”

			“Yes,” Parker admitted, “because I was thinking the same thing. And I was worried it was going to freak you out.”

			“It did. You weren’t freaked out?”

			“Oh, I was terrified.”

			They fell silent, then Parker fell into another fit of laughter. This time, Hannah followed suit. Suddenly, they were both in hysterics. Parker turned when she heard a timid meow. Two sets of eyes glared at them like they had lost their minds, which only set off another round of laughter. It took a couple of minutes, but the laughter died down, leaving them both gasping for air and trying to come to their senses.

			“Oh my God.” Parker wiped the tears from her eyes and stared at Hannah. “We’re off to a smashing start, aren’t we?”

			“Yes, we are,” Hannah agreed.

			Parker leaned closer but refrained from touching her. “Look, let’s not overthink this. I’m glad you feel comfortable here. I want you to be comfortable. You can lie on the couch and read, sunbathe in the backyard”—please don’t do that—“or walk down and window-shop in Magnolia Park. This is your home for the next two weeks.”

			Hannah’s gaze softened, and she smiled sweetly. “Thank you. I will do that.”

			Parker stood and prepped her coffee on the counter. “I’m going to head to my studio out back. Before I go, do you have any questions?”

			“Yeah, do you have any other coffee around here? This stuff is pretty strong.”

			Hannah held up her coffee mug and grimaced.

			“I do not. What coffee brand do you like?”

			“Oh, don’t worry about it. It’s not important. I can—”

			“Hannah.” Parker cut her off. “What coffee do you like?”

			“Seattle’s Best?”

			Parker pulled out her phone and added it to her weekly shopping list. “I’ll make sure to have it for you tomorrow morning.”

			Hannah waved her off. “You really don’t have to—”

			“Hannah, what did I say?” Parker firmed up her tone.

			Hannah rolled her lips and ducked her head. “You want me to treat this place as my home for the next two weeks.”

			“Exactly. Now, if getting your favorite coffee will help do that, then I’ll make sure you have it. Okay?”

			“Okay. Thank you.”

			Parker nodded and walked out the back door.

			“Hey, Parker?”

			Parker ducked her head back in and was met with a more confident smile.

			“Can you also add caramel flavored coffee creamer to that list?”

			Now it was Parker’s turn to smile.

			“You got it. Can you have Morgan at the studio by ten?”

			Hannah raised her glass in salute, and then Parker beelined it to her studio. As soon as she was safely inside, she leaned heavily against the door. That went really well. Maybe this whole situation would work out, after all. All Parker had to do was focus on their friendship and guard her heart from being broken…again.

			





    
            Chapter Twelve





			Hannah sat and smiled, giggling to herself after Parker went to work. Wow, they were a pair. But in some ways, that was good. They understood each other in ways Hannah hadn’t experienced in a while. A connection like that needed to be cherished and cultivated, not feared or avoided. The door was open for them. All they had to do was walk through it. And if this morning was any indication, they’d taken the first steps to do just that.

			She took her empty mug to the sink and washed it out, then turned and noticed the rays of sun streaming through the back door window. She chuckled as Xena flopped down right on the sunny spot on the floor and rolled, exposing her belly. Hannah walked over and rubbed the soft fur warmed by the sunlight.

			“I think you have the right idea.”

			A shuffle from down the hall alerted Hannah to another presence. A sleep-ragged Morgan entered the living room, and Hannah smiled as her daughter rubbed her eyes and stretched like a cat.

			“What time is it?” she grumbled.

			Hannah looked at the clock on the coffee machine. “Just past seven. Do you want breakfast?”

			Morgan shook her head and continued to the kitchen. “I need caffeine.”

			“Help yourself.”

			Hannah looked out the window as the machine whirred to life behind her. Parker really did have a nice house, and a beautiful backyard. A firepit claimed the far end of the property, and the studio sat opposite, near the garage. Not a lot of grass, but Hannah understood California was more of a desert climate, and Parker’s yard reflected that with succulents and planters filled with desert-tolerant flowers scattered around the yard. She wondered, off-handedly, if Parker entertained often with the high-end grill on the patio and the cornhole boards set up along the fence line. Maybe they could have David and his family over one night after they’d settled in.

			Her musings were interrupted when Morgan took the seat Parker vacated earlier and breathed deeply the aroma of coffee. She hummed contentedly after the first sip and Hannah stifled a laugh as she sat opposite.

			“Better?”

			“Much. Is Parker up yet?”

			“She’s out in her studio and getting an early start.”

			Morgan set her mug down with a hard thud and stood abruptly. “Why didn’t you tell me? I’m late on my first day.”

			She turned but Hannah grabbed her arm. “Relax. You’re fine. She told me to make sure you’re there by ten, so you have plenty of time.”

			Morgan wiped imaginary sweat from her brow and returned to her seat. “In that case, I will have some breakfast.”

			Hannah smiled wryly and went to the fridge to see their options. She touched her chest when she saw the shelves full of eggs, bacon, veggies. Pretty much everything you needed for a house full of people. It was only a full fridge, but it spoke to something inside her. Parker took time out of her day to care for them, make sure they had everything they needed along with herself.

			Grabbing the eggs, bacon, and English muffins, Hannah decided to make a light breakfast—no sense in running up Parker’s grocery bill on the first day. She settled comfortably into Parker’s kitchen, as if making breakfast for Morgan in it was an everyday occurrence, and chuckled as the memory of their morning conversation entered her mind.

			“What’s so funny?” Morgan asked when Hannah brought her plate.

			“Oh, nothing. You had to be there.”

			When ten o’clock rolled around, Morgan was showered, dressed, and ready to get to work. Hannah decided to accompany her, much to Morgan’s annoyance.

			“This isn’t like the first day of school, Mom,” she groused. “I don’t need you to make sure I find my class.”

			“Ha! I wish your classes kept you this close.”

			She ruffled Morgan’s hair, undeterred when she tried to dodge. They opened the door and were met with a blast of cold air. Hannah wished she’d opted for something other than shorts and a sleeveless blouse. One look at Morgan rubbing her arms said she was regretting her summer attire as well.

			“Oh, good. You’re right on time.” Parker beamed as she swiveled out of her office chair. “I hope the commute wasn’t terrible.”

			Morgan picked up on the joke. “Traffic wasn’t too bad, but I picked up a hitchhiker on the way. I hope that’s okay?”

			Parker’s eyes raked up and down Hannah’s body. “I think we can find something for her to do.”

			“How about I go and grab us some sweaters. It’s freezing in here,” Hannah said, ignoring her spiked libido at Parker’s statement and gaze.

			“I didn’t know you were part Eskimo,” Morgan said.

			“Sorry,” Parker replied, then walked over to a dresser and pulled out two hoodies. “It gets pretty hot in here with my computer system, so I keep the air conditioner going strong.”

			Hannah noticed Parker wearing a red fleece as she grabbed the offered hoodie. So, she wasn’t immune to the chill either. Hannah zipped it up and caught hints of a woodsy fragrance.

			“This smells nice.”

			Parker rolled her eyes. “Now I know where my deodorizers ended up. They have a strong cedar smell to them, and when I keep them in the chest it permeates everything. I’ll get you another one.”

			Parker reached for the hoodie and Hannah quickly sidestepped her.

			“You’ll do no such thing. I like it and I’ll keep it.”

			Parker held up her hands in surrender, then turned to Morgan.

			“Ready to get started?”

			Morgan nodded emphatically, and Parker guided her to the small desk with a laptop. It was set up right behind a big desk with monitors, speakers, and a piano keyboard taking up the enormous space.

			“I’m going to start you out making cue sheets. I’ll go over the process with you, and then I’ll leave you on your own. If you forget something, I’ve made a cheat sheet for you.”

			Hannah noticed a slip of paper with writing on it she didn’t understand. Probably shortcuts for the keyboard, but she couldn’t tell from her angle.

			“And,” Parker continued, clicking the mouse and pulling up a screen with waveforms on it, “I took the liberty of color coding the tracks to the colors you told me you see during our conversation last night. I know you don’t see the color based on instrument, but I hope it will be beneficial.”

			The urge to kiss Parker was so strong, Hannah took a step back. No one had ever taken the time to adjust for Morgan. Knowing Parker did made her even more attractive.

			“It won’t make a difference one way or another, but I do appreciate the effort,” Morgan said. She sat and looked at the tracks, then hit some keys to look at the other screen with a list on it. The dimming of her smile told Hannah the excitement was wearing off and worry settled in as she looked at the foreign program. Parker must’ve seen it, too, because she pulled her chair over and sat down.

			“You’re not going to screw this up. If you make a mistake, or have a question, please ask. I know you have no problem doing that.” The jab landed, and Morgan relaxed. “You’re not expected to be perfect. I wasn’t when I started, and I can guarantee neither was David.”

			“Really?”

			“When you spend time with him, ask him what happened to the entire score from Game of Thrones after season one.”

			Morgan laughed and nodded. “Okay. Let’s get started.”

			Parker launched into Music Editing 101, if such a course existed. She really would make a great teacher. Hell, she’d make a great anything. Even a great partner? Hannah sighed and turned to leave before her brain conjured up an idea that she had no business having.

			“I’ll leave you two to work. Will you be in for lunch?”

			“Yes. One o’clock,” Parker replied, her eyes focused on Morgan.

			Hannah left the building, and the temperature shift was so drastic, she unzipped the hoodie and was about to remove it entirely. Then she stopped and breathed deeply again. She noticed the cedar, but under it was a tang of eucalyptus. Where did that come from? Was that Parker’s scent? She slowly zipped it back up and wrapped herself in it. It was the closest she could get to Parker right now. Why not enjoy it? Why not take advantage of the gift she’d been given? Hannah had packed a book or two, and Parker did say she wanted Hannah to be comfortable. Getting swept away in a romance story while being surrounded by Parker’s scent—there were worse ways to spend a vacation.

			She walked back into the house and closed the door, causing two loaves of fur to startle and glare at her for daring to disturb their slumber.

			“Sorry,” she whispered—the ridiculousness of apologizing to two cats not lost on her—then beelined for her bedroom.

			“Don’t get too comfortable again. You’re about to get some company.”
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        * * *

      

			“How’s your brain?”

			Parker noticed Morgan was a little more bleary-eyed than when she’d walked in that morning.

			“I think it’s melted a little bit,” Morgan replied.

			They stripped out of their jackets and exited into the warm June sun. Morgan shielded her eyes as they walked to the main house.

			“As you get more comfortable with the process, you won’t be so hyperfocused.”

			“At least the score cues are easy to do. And the color coding did help, thanks.”

			“No problem.”

			“I just didn’t expect the source cues to be so tedious. Three different composers with four different publishers, but one isn’t actually a publisher, they are an administrator.”

			Parker laughed when Morgan slapped her forehead, then dragged her fingers down her face.

			“I guarantee you’ll never hear a top ten hit again without considering how many people had their hands in bringing it to fruition.”

			Morgan stopped and raised an eyebrow. “This is going to ruin radio for me, isn’t it?”

			“Pretty much.”

			Morgan rolled her eyes as she pushed the door open to the house. The smell of bacon greeted Parker’s nose. She looked at Morgan and shrugged, surprised to smell anything cooking at all. They followed the scent around the peninsula and saw Hannah standing at the stove.

			“Mom?”

			Hannah looked up and smiled at them, then continued pushing the bacon strips in the pan.

			“You two are just in time. I thought BLTs would be a good lunch option. Everything is prepped and ready”—she pointed with the spatula to the opposite counter that had tomato slices, lettuce and avocado—“so go ahead and make your sandwich while I finish this.”

			Morgan darted to the buffet and began her assembly. “What’s the avocado for?”

			“I thought it’d be fun to make them California-style.”

			Parker shook her head. “You’ve only been here a day, and you already know what California-style means. I’m impressed.”

			Hannah turned the stove off and removed the pan from the heat. “Don’t be. I found out on our last trip here. Everywhere we went, they asked if we wanted California-style. I finally asked a waitress what that was, and she told me.”

			Parker nodded. The gesture was nice, and she’d make sure to say so. However, she didn’t want Hannah to feel like she expected her to make them lunch—or dinner—every day they worked. Checking to make sure Morgan was distracted, she inched into Hannah’s space.

			“I appreciate you doing this,” she whispered
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