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Ryn

Standing in her new rented kitchen, surrounded by unpacked boxes, Kathryn Atwood sipped her first cup of coffee of the day—the coffee maker was the first thing unpacked upon moving in—and she couldn’t help but flex her jaw, a new habit, at Chris, her ex-boyfriend, who at the moment, was snoring on the couch. Having broken up over a year ago, Kathryn didn’t have the heart to throw him out on his ass when he didn’t have two dimes to rub together at the time. After much pleading on his part, telling her that all he needed was a few months to find a job and secure an apartment, Kathryn believed him. Why? A question she had been asking herself for the past year. He not only hadn’t made much of an effort to find employment, but he seemed to have given up on life itself just in these last few months, becoming a permanent fixture—kind of like a houseplant—on her couch. It was her own fault and she knew it. She let it go on for so long that now she felt backed into a corner. Many times, she had envisioned herself dragging his sorry ass out the front door along with his meager possessions and slamming the door in his face, but she knew she could never go through with it. Unless he gave her reason to, and other than stinking up her couch, eating her food, and repeatedly clogging the toilet, she couldn’t go through with it. Deep down, she could never abandon another human being unless they were threatening her or her daughter—but something had to be done. Now. She was tired of raising two kids instead of one, and the one she was raising was turning into a woman striving to start her own life. If she didn’t hurry up, it was just going to be her and Chris—Kathryn shivered at the thought. 

Letting out a sigh, she pushed off the edge of the counter and walked into the living room. Standing at the side of the couch, she hovered over him before she kicked the side of it. “Chris, wake up.” 

As he snorted himself awake and slowly came to, she continued to stare down at him, wondering what in the hell she ever saw in this guy. She then asked herself why she had stopped dating women. Kathryn had known she wasn’t straight at an early age. Having had many relationships over the years—some short, some long, some purely physical, with men and women—she had always had a good judge of character, but now as she took in his slight pot belly, hairy arms, large pores along his nose, and greasy hair, she found herself rather repulsed. To be fair, he looked a hell of a lot more appealing a year ago. Maybe he’s depressed? She never even thought of that and was now feeling bad.

“C’mon, it’s getting late and these boxes need to be unpacked. So, since you’re not working and I am, I’d like for you to help out while I’m gone.”

Chris nodded with his eyes closed while scratching himself.

“And take a shower, too,” she said as she headed back into the kitchen. 

From the couch where Chris was now partially sitting up, he asked, “What boxes am I unpacking?”

Kathryn looked around the rooms that were visible to her, then said, “Leave Olivia’s boxes alone. Just focus on the kitchen and living room crap. My shift starts at eight, I should be home by four-thirty.” At the front door, she looked back at him. “I’d appreciate it if you could figure out something for supper.” She turned and left before he could respond. She knew asking him to cook was a big ask, but she figured there was no harm in trying. 

The drive to work was short but beautiful. Blue Jay County had always been a picturesque area with rolling hills of farmland dotted with marshlands, ponds, and rivers. Wildlife was plentiful with deer, moose, foxes, endless farm cats, sporadic sightings of black bears, and even the mysterious Canadian Lynx. Kathryn had been born and raised in Blue Jay County, so she knew the roads like the back of her hand, along with a lot of the residents, too. Transitioning from the urban jungle—tall buildings, thriving businesses on every street, hustling pedestrians—to country life with harvested fields, farm equipment taking up the road, treelines instead of city skylines, was going to take Kathryn a minute to assimilate. When her parents sold their café and moved into a retirement facility, Kathryn felt it was right to move back home to be closer to them. The only downfall to moving was her eighteen-year-old daughter, Olivia, who had been born three counties over and wasn’t all too familiar with this town, apart from occasional visits throughout the years. Ever since she made the decision to make the move, Kathryn had been feeling shitty for uprooting her daughter and for making her finish her last year of high school at a new school with new peers. Fortunately, she had raised a good kid who hardly fussed over anything. For rewarding her daughter, Kathryn had allowed Olivia to stay with her boyfriend for the remaining summer before school started. She knew some parents would side-eye her for letting her daughter temporarily live with her boyfriend, but it wasn’t like they were alone. Josh still lived at home with his parents and four other siblings—the chances of them getting any privacy was slim. Even if Olivia became a woman between now and school starting, Kathryn was confident her daughter would immediately tell her, because Kathryn had raised Olivia to never shy away with a problem or to be frightened to come forth with any confessions. Another thing she would have to get used to was having no coffee shops close by. She was going to have to start making her own coffee at home from now on, something she was regretting not doing as she pulled into the parking lot to the hardware store where she was starting work that day. Having worked in construction for the past twenty years, job opportunities in that field in or around Blue Jay County were nil, and the only options had been the hardware store or the sister grocery store just down the road. Kathryn chose the hardware store; less people and she was familiar with the product—caulking, piping, gardening, and hardware for household repairs was right up her alley. 

Kathryn glanced down at her watch and breathed a sigh of relief at the time. Ten more minutes and she could finally go home, kick up her feet with a beer, and relax. Her spirits dropped when Chris invaded her serenity. She might be using boxes as furniture tonight. The day had been fairly easy, the job was easier, but the barrage of questions, concerns, and storytelling from old neighbours, friends of her parents, some past high school classmates of hers, had filtered in and out of the store all day and every time someone spotted her, she was pulled into a conversation about her life or her parents’ life with no end in sight. She grinned and bared it all day long. She understood, though, and had prepared. Kathryn and her parents had been fixtures in this town for decades. She hoped over time the curiosity would eventually wane and she could get through a shift or simply walk down the street without getting interrupted. 

Kathryn had just finished stocking a shelf she had been working on and was now putting the cart away in the back before she made her way up to the customer service counter. “Hey, Sam.”

Sam was her manager who was also one of those old classmates, but Sam hadn’t peppered her with too many questions about her life choices, which Kathryn was grateful for. “Hey, Ryn, all done for the day?”

Kathryn, or Ryn, as she preferred, nodded with a smile. “I think I’ll like it here. It’s easygoing.”

Sam chuckled. “That it is. The whole town is easygoing. I think the most ruckus you’ll hear about is neighbours bitching about people leaving their garbage bins out longer than they should.”

Kathryn chuckled. “So, same time tomorrow?”

Sam nodded. “I filled in your schedule for the rest of the month, and I’ve got you down Mondays to Fridays, eight to four. Does that work?”

“It’s perfect. It gives me time to get home and cook for my kid.”

“Alright, I’ll see you tomorrow morning.”

She lightly tapped him on the arm before she headed for the staff room to collect her things. That beer she had been hoping to have in peace was calling out to her, and she wondered if it would be a better idea to have one at the hotel bar instead of at home... with him. By the time she got in her car, she had made up her mind and instead of turning right toward home, she turned left for the town hill. The town of Blue Jay was situated in a valley and there were only three ways to get out of town, all requiring driving up steep hills. She had forgotten all about the hills and cringed at the thought of the winter seasons with its slick roads. The parking lot to the hotel bar—The Cardinal—was sparse with only a couple of vehicles parked, most likely belonging to whoever worked there. It was just past four in the afternoon and Kathryn’s idea for a cold beer had her second-guessing herself at the lack of activity coming from inside. “What the hell.” She donned her jacket to hide the hardware logo on her work polo shirt then locked her car and strode over to the low deck that covered the entire length of the building. One side of the building was a liquor store and the other was a restaurant/bar. From her recollection, the clientele had always been farmers, labourers, and bikers passing through town. It was definitely not a place you would bring a romantic date. At the last second, she halted her steps when she decided to buy a small case of beer instead to take home. As she approached the liquor store’s front door, she squinted at the piece of paper taped to the window that said: Be back in 30. Well, shit. She didn’t want to wait that long, so she detoured back to her original plan and headed inside the dark bar. She quickly took a gander at the empty room as she slowly walked up to the bar and slid onto a stool. Country music was playing over the speakers, but the dancefloor was pathetically empty. 

“I’ll be right with you!”

Ryn looked around for the deep yet female voice but saw no one. She clasped her hands together and tapped her foot to the music while she waited. Movement from the corner of her eye had her looking down the bar and at the most striking woman she had ever laid eyes on.

The woman, who was smiling brightly, walked over and stood in front of Ryn, both hands propped up on the bar top. “Hey, what can I get ya?”

Shaved head, aquamarine eyes, long, blonde lashes, a pert nose, razor-sharp cheekbones with an equally sharp jawline. Ryn could feel her mouth was open, tongue probably swinging in the breeze, before she clamped it shut. “I’m sorry, what did you say?”

The woman quirked an eyebrow as she softly chuckled. “I asked what you wanted. You see, I’m the bartender here, it’s my job.” She winked at Ryn.

The wink had Ryn subtly squeezing her thighs together followed by an unexpected giggle, a true giggle, similar to how a schoolgirl sounded. She was completely befuddled by her reaction to this stranger—a completely gorgeous stranger. “A beer on tap, thank you.” When the bartender turned away, all Ryn could do was look, or more like, gawk, at this solid, tall woman’s firm-looking ass in her slouchy blue jeans. She then started thinking back to when the last time she had sex. Her and Chris stopped, or more like, she stopped having sex with him over a year ago, and it had been at least two years since she fell into bed with a woman. 

The bartender returned and slid a tall glass of beer with a perfect head on it over to Ryn. “Here you go. Am I starting a tab or are you paying as you go?”

“Oh, no tab for me. Just the one is all I need,” Ryn said. She found a ten note in her wallet and slid it across to the bartender. “Keep the cha—wait, how much is a beer here?”

The bartender smiled at her. “In this town, it’s six bucks.”

Oh, Lordy, that smile. “Then yes, keep the change.”

“Why, thank you. Is there anything else I can get you?”

Ryn took a sip of her beer then set the glass down. As she repositioned herself on the stool and leaned forward slightly, hands wrapped around the cool glass, she was working up her courage. “How ‘bout a name?”

The bartender looked her up and down, seemingly either sizing Ryn up or scrutinizing her before she said, “Casey Woodrow. And you are?”

“Kathryn Atwood, but call me Ryn.” She extended her hand to Casey, who took it. She had to suppress a moan at the feel of her warm, calloused hand nestled inside hers. Then she grew curious as to how Casey developed those callouses outside of bartending. It was too soon. She assumed Casey wasn’t from Blue Jay County because she didn’t recognize her or her name. And Casey hadn’t shown any recognition with Ryn’s name, either. “Look at us, just meeting and we already have something in common.” When Casey squinted at her, Ryn said, “Our names, both have wood in them.”

Casey chuckled. “Too true.” She slipped her hand out of Ryn’s. “Ryn Atwood?” she asked, and Ryn nodded with an inquisitive expression on her face. “You don’t by chance know a Sam Rodes?”

Ryn chuckled while nodding. “He’s my boss at the hardware store I just started at. We were in the same graduating class back in the day. How do you know him?”

Casey sheepishly shrugged. “I dated his sister many, many moons ago. He also mentioned something about an old classmate coming to work for him, and since I’ve never heard of you or seen you before, I put two and two together.”

“Are you two close friends?” 

“Nah. We tolerated each other when I was with his sister, but after we broke up, we drifted apart. I mean, we’re not mortal enemies or anything, we’re still polite with each other, but we don’t hang out and socialize.”

“Pardon me for prying, but what happened to the sister?” Ryn took another sip of her beer, suddenly interested in Casey’s love life like some soap opera.

“Ah, she went off to university and never looked back.”

“You got your heart broken?”

“Yes and no. I was choked when she broke it off, but it wasn’t like I had big plans for us or anything. I got over it.”

“And now?” Ryn knew she was walking a fine line and becoming one of those nosey busybodies she hated so much, but Casey was gorgeous and seemed sweet; she wanted to know more.

“And now I’m just trying to keep my head above water. Excuse me.” Casey disappeared through a swinging door.

Ryn sensed she crossed the line and freaked her out, so she downed the rest of her beer then got up and left. The whole drive home, she berated herself for pushing Casey away and for possibly making her feel uncomfortable. The mention of them already having something in common probably didn’t help. Not a good first impression, Ryn. When she pulled into the driveway at home and parked, she forgot about the idea of ever seeing Casey Woodrow ever again. Instead of getting out right away, she sat there a moment while building up the energy to deal with whatever was waiting for her on the other side of the front door. Several minutes later, she finally climbed out and made her way up the stairs of the porch and to the door. When she walked into the front room of the house, she took a seat on the bench that was sitting under the three narrow windows—no window dressings at the moment—facing a pond and several trees. A washer and dryer were pushed up against a wall and a large, walk-in closet sat opposite of where she was sitting. The moment she heard Chris’s PlayStation, her body deflated with exhaustion. She slowly climbed to her feet and walked farther into the house. When she made it to the entrance of the kitchen, her heart sank. Chris never unpacked anything. Her dishes were still wrapped in bubble wrap and tape. Her books, DVDs, music, and knick-knacks were still buried in boxes. And there was Chris, still dressed in the clothes he had been wearing nine hours ago, clearly unwashed, unshaven, and probably reeked. Ryn spun on her heel and marched for her bedroom. She picked up a pillow, smooshed it into her face, and screamed to the top of her lungs until her voice grew hoarse. Then the tears followed.
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Chapter Two
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Casey

Casey Woodrow knelt to tie up her ten-year-old niece’s shoes. “How come you’re not doing this yourself, yet? Hmm?” She glanced up at her with a smile and a wink. “We’re just gonna have to keep practising.” She held the laces between her fingers and slowly tied them so her niece could see which way the laces were going. “There. Now I want you to try the second one.”

Her niece, Jewel, sat down on the floor, gathered the laces, and attempted to do what her aunt just did. Casey watched with a smile and when her niece successfully tied the laces together, both of them dropped open their mouths in surprise. “I did it!” she squealed. 

“Right on!” Casey high-fived her then they hugged it out.

“Now say ‘I know how to tie my shoes!’” Jewel’s mother, Monica, said from behind, holding up her phone to take a picture of the twosome. Casey and Jewel partially turned on the floor, still holding each other, and smiled for the camera. “Perfect. That’s a keeper.”

“Okay, now we have to untie them so you can tie them up again,” Casey said.

“Why?” Jewel asked.

“So, you can solidify your tying skills.”

“Um, it’s getting late, don’t wanna be late for school,” Monica said.

Casey glanced down at her watch and gasped exaggeratingly. “Your mom’s right, we gotta hit the road.” She stood up and turned to Monica. “I’ll be at the garage ‘til four.”

“You working the bar tonight?” she asked.

“I have to be there for the five-thirty shift, so I thought I’d make a pit stop at home, shower, grab something to eat before I head out again.”

“Okay, I’ll make sure to have something cooked and waiting.”

“You don’t have to do that, you’re busy with work yourself. I’m a grown woman—I can fend for myself.” Casey gave her a lop-sided smile.

“We’ve been living together for six years now, Case, when have you ever known me to leave you going hungry?” 

“I’m just sayin’, is all. You work full days, too, and farther away, so I’d understand if you didn’t cook sometimes. Hell, I should be the one to cook since I work just minutes away. I could rush home and whip up a gourmet meal for everyone.”

Monica guffawed followed by a laugh.

Casey rolled her eyes. “Okay, maybe not gourmet, but you know what I mean.”

She shook her head at Casey with a loving smile on her face. Reaching out, she gently shoved her shoulder. “Go, go on. Take my kids to school.”

Casey leaned in and quickly placed a soft kiss on her cheek. “See ya. C’mon girls!” Both of her nieces, six-year-old Jessica and ten-year-old Jewel, bounded out of the house and over to Casey’s truck with Casey following, their backpacks in one hand and her truck keys in the other. She pressed the unlock button on the key fob and Jewel opened the backdoor then helped her younger sister inside. Once both girls were in the truck, Casey handed over their backpacks then climbed in up front. Just before she pulled out, she glanced out her window to see Monica standing there, watching, smiling while waving to her daughters. She then flitted her eyes to Casey and finger-waved to her; Casey smiled back, waving. She sighed deeply as she pulled out of the driveway and onto the road. 

The drive to town usually took fifteen minutes or so, depending on the traffic, and when people referred to traffic out in the sticks, they were referring to combines and slow-moving tractors. The girls were chattering away to each other about one thing or another pertaining to school while Casey was swimming in sludge in her mind and humming along to a country tune playing softly through the radio. She was no cowgirl or even resembled one, but she did love country music. The sludge in her mind had her thinking about the routine that had become her life over the past six years and how it had never bothered her. She had made the choice to drop her own life to help out with Monica and her life. Moving from Saskatchewan to Alberta hadn’t been much of a challenge since both provinces were basically cow towns, except Alberta had better views. When Monica had called her up crying saying her husband moved out and took off to God knows where, Casey was already packing her bags before Monica even had a chance to say anything more. There was nothing that needed saying—a newly single mother needed help, what was there to say? 

She had known Monica since childhood, meeting on the playground, becoming instant friends. Monica had been Casey’s only friend all the way through their school years, apart from boyfriends and girlfriends. Having Monica in her life had been Casey’s beacon in a darker time in her childhood. Never knowing her parents, Casey grew up in foster care until she turned eighteen, but by that age, she had already saved up enough money from part-time jobs to afford a cheap place of her own. After high school, they had parted ways; Monica moved from Saskatchewan to Alberta to attend university where she met her husband, and Casey took on a trade—construction carpentry. During her university days, Monica got married then quickly got pregnant and had Jewel, her first child, all before graduating. Casey had attended her wedding, recited a speech, and was even there shortly after the birth of Jewel, and not once had she ever gotten a vibe that Monica’s husband wanted out. When he left, or more like abandoned his family, Casey had just been as dumbfounded as Monica had been, but with less tears. As soon as Casey arrived on Monica’s doorstep, she was carrying a crying and devastated pregnant woman through the house. She couldn’t fathom the thought of leaving the people she loved and leaving them with nothing. Casey grew up with nothing. She understood what it felt like to have next to no food on the table or having to go to school hungry. She would never allow Monica and her girls to experience what she had to go through. 

For the past six years, her days consisted of driving the girls to school, going to work, sharing supper with Monica and their little family, performing the occasional repair around the house, helping to pay some of the bills, and occasionally grabbing a beer with whoever wanted to. She was content not having romance in her life, but she did seek physical affection from a woman on occasion. It was natural, a part of life. Today, however, her routine had been thrown off. Ever since that flirty yet odd encounter with Ryn at the bar a week ago, Casey hadn’t been able to get the woman out of her mind. She had been clearly flirting with her, so wondering if she liked women was a no-brainer. Casey did find her attractive, but it was the slightly intrusive questions about her past love life and how her life was faring now that had freaked her out. Talking openly with someone about her feelings, as little detailed that conversation had been, opened up the floodgates. Casey knew when she moved in with Monica to help raise her children, her love life would have to be put on hold. So, Casey never opened herself up to anyone to allow love in, but after meeting Ryn, and the fact that her nieces were no longer infants, Casey had been thinking about finally exploring the dating world. Now all she had to do was talk to Monica about it.

Casey pulled into the drop-off lane at the school then she got out and helped both girls down from the high truck. “Okay, girls, I’ll be picking you up at four. Have a good day.” She hugged them both then watched them walk to the front door of the school. This place would be busier in another week when the high school students started classes. The younger grades always started a week early to help the little ones assimilate easier. Casey had fallen in love with Jewel fairly quickly when she moved in with Monica, and when her baby sister was born, Casey’s heart was theirs. She wouldn’t hesitate to do anything for them. Once she was comfortable knowing they were safely inside the school, she took off for work. 

Casey had been working at the small auto repair shop in Blue Jay, located in the heart of the small town, as long as she had been living with the girls. Her bartending gig was new. She had decided to get a second part-time job a couple years ago to help with bills and rent while having enough leftover for herself. Monica was a bank teller in Deer Lake, a neighbouring, larger town, thirty minutes away, but with today’s economy, one income wasn’t enough. Raising two children who constantly required things racked up the dollars. As she slipped on a pair of work coveralls, Casey winced at her idea of venturing back into the dating world and leaving the girls behind in the dust to fend for themselves. She would never do that, but at the age of thirty-nine, she was ready for something more with a woman—something substantial, lasting. A forever. 

“Mornin’, Case!” 

She looked up at her coworker and smiled at him, ridding herself of the frown she had been sporting. 

“Hey, how’s that ‘Stang comin’ along?” he asked her.

“Almost got her purring,” she responded.

He shook his head at her. “Can’t believe you’re selling her after all that time sprucing her up. You’re nuts, Woodrow.”

She simply shrugged, having no inclination to explain something personal to him. She had been slowly fixing up her vintage Mustang for the past year, intent on selling the car to go toward a goal she had had for the last few years. She hadn’t told anyone about her goal, not even the girls’ mother, partly because she was unsure if she could even achieve it, and partly because she was scared. 

She shook herself free of all these heavy feelings and got to work. 

****
[image: ]


Casey pulled up to the school five minutes after four and parked in front of the doors. The garage where she worked was nearly a hop, skip, and a jump down the road. She figured when her oldest niece, Jewel, got older, the girls could walk to her instead of her coming to them. School let out at three-twenty-five for bus students and any student not needing childcare. The girls’ school offered afterschool care from the time school ended until five everyday—something the girls’ mother and Casey were grateful for. While waiting for them, she started thinking about Ryn again. As brief as it was, Casey fondly remembered the thick, loosely wavy, long brown hair on the woman. She had appeared like she worked on a farm from the checkered shirt and blue jeans. She hadn’t appeared overly femme, but she definitely didn’t come off as butch. A little assertive, forward, but nice. Casey had always been attracted to women who could stand on their own two feet and take charge when need be, but didn’t have any issues stepping to the side if their way wasn’t working. She didn’t know much about this Ryn woman, but she certainly didn’t appear to be a wilting flower. Casey smiled momentarily only for it to slowly melt away at a depressing thought—Ryn most likely would never step foot back inside the bar after the way she had behaved. Casey had pretty much locked herself up and disappeared. When she had finally pulled herself together, Ryn was gone. She then figured it being a small town, the chances of running into the woman were great, and that put another smile back on her face. 

Back at the house, Casey ushered the girls inside and while they were emptying out their backpacks, Casey headed for the bathroom to take a shower. The girls were good at entertaining themselves without getting into too much trouble. After a quick shower, she got dressed in her customary slouchy jeans and a white T-shirt. Casey was either in jeans or sweatpants, but on a rare occasion, she would pull out her dress pants. In the kitchen, she found a plate of pasta wrapped in cling wrap with a note on top: I’ll never let you go hungry. 

“And I’ll never let you go without,” Casey whispered to herself. She heated up the pasta then took it into the small dining room where the girls were working on homework. “Whatch’ya workin’ on?” she asked before taking a bite of the penne coated in a rosé sauce.

Jewel looked up and said, “English.”

“And what about you, little one?” she asked Jessica.

Keeping her eyes focused on the paper, she said, “I have to draw a picture for my story.”

“What’s the picture?” Casey asked through a mouthful before shoveling in another; she didn’t want to be late for work.

“A bear.”

“What kind of bear?” Casey asked.

Jessica shrugged.

“There’re different kinds, you know. There’s the Black bear, the Grizzly bear, the Brown bear, Polar bear, Koala bear, Panda bear.” She started chuckling when two sets of eyes were looking at her in shock. “Yeah, there’s lots to choose from.” She took her plate over to the sink and washed it. In the midst of washing, she heard the front door opening.

“Hello!” Monica called out.

“Mommy!” Both girls jumped up and went running to their mother. 

Casey continued washing, smiling as she listened to their conversation about their days. She was just drying her hands when Monica walked in, dressed in a pantsuit, her hair piled on top of her head. “Hey, how was your day?” Casey asked as she kissed her on the cheek.

“Busy, but good.” She leaned against the counter’s edge. “Yours?”

“Same as usual.”

Monica eyed the dishrack where Casey’s plate and fork were drying. “I see you got my meal I left you.”

“I did, it was delicious, thank you.”

She looked Casey up and down. “You off to the bar soon?”

Casey slowly nodded as she slipped her hands inside her pockets then sidled up beside her. They remained standing, shoulder-to-shoulder with the sounds of the girls chattering away in the dining room for a long moment before both started talking at the same time. They laughed. “You go first,” Casey said.

“No, it’s not important. Maybe one day, but not right now. What were you going to say?”

Casey had it on the tip of her tongue, to tell her that she was ready to start dating again, but she chickened out when she heard a joyous squeal from one of the girls followed by laughter. “Nothing, really. Like you said, maybe one day, it can wait.” She kissed her on the cheek again. “I’m gonna go. I should be back by midnight.” She walked over to the dining room table. “Do I get a hug? I’m leaving.” Both girls hurried over to Casey and gave her a big hug. “Be good for your mom. Remember, she tells me everything.”

Jewel giggled, saying, “Aunt Casey, you would never punish us—you’re too nice.”

She sighed dramatically and said, “Yeah, you’re probably right.” 

At the door, she looked back at her surrogate family, feeling pride and love, but she also felt like something was missing. She had a friend in Monica, someone she could confide in, a safety net, but she wasn’t a lover, a partner. She wanted to give her whole heart and body to someone. 
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Chapter Three
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Ryn

Nearly two weeks had passed since Ryn had made a fool of herself with the cute bartender, Casey. She’d been avoiding the bar and the liquor store attached to the building for fear of accidentally running into her. She did feel bad, though, and some small part of her wanted to run into her so she could apologize. God, she was hot. Ryn had only seen social media influencers who looked like Casey, never in real life, and never in a small cow town like the one they were both currently living in. Ryn was sure if Casey ever stepped foot in a lesbian bar, she’d be eaten alive. 

It was just after six in the morning and she had been lying in bed contemplating her life. Olivia was coming home tomorrow, and for the most part, she was happy her little girl would be under the same roof, but at the same time, she worried about Olivia and Chris living together. Chris had never given her cause for concern where Olivia was concerned, but Olivia had a strong personality and was never one to shy away from expressing her opinions. Ryn knew Olivia wouldn’t hesitate to tell Chris off. Maybe that’s what he needs. 

She knew her leisure time was running out so she pulled herself up and out of bed, got dressed for work then headed for the kitchen. She had managed to unpack all the kitchen boxes and the living room boxes, but there were still boxes for the bathroom and both bedrooms that still needed unpacking. If the sloth living on her couch would help, everything would have been done by now. Then she thought better of it, knowing if Chris helped, she would have to redo everything. 

“Mmmm, coffee, coffee, coffee.” She flicked the start button on the drip coffee maker then pulled out a coffee mug from the cupboard just as the coffee maker sputtered to life. She mentally patted herself on the back for remembering to set up the coffee grounds in the filter the night before. While reaching for the sugar bowl from the stovetop, she stopped and scrunched her face in disgust when she spotted a glob of some kind of thick, slimy substance in her sink. “The hell is that?” At a closer inspection, she realized it was phlegm. “He spat a loogie in my sink?” Ryn turned on her heel and marched over to the couch where Chris was, once again, passed out. She kicked the side of the couch while shouting, “Chris, get your ass up!” 

Chris’s eyes snapped open in alarm then confusion followed by relief. He cleared his throat. “What’s up?”

She bent down and got in his face; he shifted away. “I want you to get your lazy, disgusting ass up and clean out my sink. Now!” 

He started to protest but shut up when Ryn threw her finger in his face. “You left a repulsive gift in
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