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Synopsis

No one travels this life alone.

Maggie Rae-McInnis is happy in her twelve-year
relationship with Addison and renting out the rooms in their large
home in the Hollywood Hills. Her one nagging fear is that her
partner is not as happy as she is—and she is right. Addison is a
hot mess. Though she loves Maggie, she feels something is missing.
When she meets Victoria Fontaine, a confident, sexy, and
manipulative younger woman, she is swept into something new,
exciting, and a little dangerous.

Tess Rossini and Dusty Gardner, the couple’s closest
friends and long-term tenants, face their own fears as they
navigate the uncharted waters of love, and Eve Jacobs, newest
arrival, finds herself on a path of self-discovery.

The love and friendship these women share make up the
threads that weave together to form the unbreakable bonds that last
a lifetime.
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Chapter One

1995

 


Maggie Rae-McInnis came through the kitchen doorway
just in time to catch the full view of slender buttocks clad in a
pair of red Jockeys for Her.

Dusty Gardner stood bent over, examining the contents
of the refrigerator. As their longest-standing tenant and
semi-exhibitionist, she had managed to make her cute little heinie
a relatively familiar part of the decor, one that Maggie normally
didn’t mind stealing a glimpse of from time to time. This morning,
however, Maggie wanted it hidden until the guest she was expecting
had come and gone.

“Dusty, luv.”

“Aye, me lady?” Dusty answered with the lilt she
sometimes used to mimic Maggie’s Irish accent.

“Would you please go upstairs and cover yourself?
We’re havin’ company.”

Baxter, Maggie’s three-year-old Rottweiler, nudged
her hand with the ball he carried in his mouth, and she absently
scratched his ear.

Dusty turned, a Tupperware container in one hand and
a jar of mustard in the other. Her I Like Dyke T-shirt
barely concealed her Jockeys, and her favorite baseball cap sat
backward on her head, taming the morning wildness of her
collar-length blond hair. “I’m covered.” Her ocean blue eyes shone
with mischief. “All that’s showing are my legs.”

“Your legs aren’t what I noticed when I entered the
room.” Maggie hoped her tone came off stern, in spite of her
amusement.

“Hey, I can’t help it if you’re obsessed with the
more alluring parts of the female anatomy.” Dusty padded on bare
feet to the island in the center of the kitchen and added what she
held to a small collection of containers already on the
counter.

“Who’s obsessed with the female anatomy?” Addison
sauntered in through the dining room entrance, the morning paper
tucked under her arm. The corners of her lips—those full lips
Maggie could never get enough of—curved upward in a hint of a
smirk. Her dark brown hair, still damp from her shower, curled
softly at her nape in that way that always made Maggie want to play
with it.

“She is.” Dusty waved a jar of mayonnaise in Maggie’s
direction.

“No one is.” Maggie blushed. Even after twelve years,
she still sometimes felt like a tittering schoolgirl when Addison
caught her by surprise. “I simply asked Dusty to go put somethin’
on.”

“What?” Addison pressed one hand to her heart and
fanned herself with the other. “And cover up all the raw sex appeal
that the bar babes go wild over? C’mon, Dusty, give us the
stance. Show Maggie how you entice those sweet things.”

Playfully, Dusty leaned an elbow against the white
tile and lowered her eyelids to partially veil a smoldering gaze.
With her free hand, she picked up the jar of Grey Poupon and held
it in front of her. “This is a Corona, of course.”

Maggie frowned. “Of course.”

Addison hissed and shuddered. “How could any healthy
libido resist that?”

“Well, dawtie,” Maggie said, using the Irish
endearment she saved for Addison alone. “If you’re so stimulated by
it all, maybe the two of you should see if you can get somethin’
goin’.” She shot her a glance and raised an eyebrow.

Addison took a moment and studied Dusty, seeming to
weigh her options. “Naw,” she said, dropping the newspaper onto the
counter. “I prefer my women softer.” She crossed the lightwood
floor and slipped her arms around Maggie’s waist. She nuzzled her
neck.

Maggie smiled and let her body mold into the curves
of Addison’s. “Ah, who do you think you’re foolin’? The biggest
thing keepin’ the two of you apart is not bein’ able to decide
who’d lead.”

“I would,” both women said in unison.

Maggie chuckled. “I rest my case.” She wiggled from
Addison’s grasp and ran her fingers through her hair, smoothing
what Addison had mussed. “Don’t think I was kiddin’ about puttin’
some clothes on, luv. She’ll be here any time.”

“Who’ll be here?” Dusty took two slices of bread from
the loaf and laid them side by side.

“Eve Jacobs. She’s the niece of my friend Carolyn.
She’ll be lookin’ at Della’s room.” Maggie opened the dishwasher
and began emptying it.

Dusty snorted but remained focused on her sandwich.
“Why would anyone want to look at Della’s room?”

“To rent it. Eve’s goin’ through a spot of trouble
and needs a place to stay for a bit.”

“Della’s renting out her room?”

Maggie sighed. “No, I’m rentin’ out the room.
I own the house, remember? Addison and I? Della moved out last
week.”

“Della moved?” Dusty looked up. “Nobody told me. She
didn’t even say good-bye.”

Maggie set the last glass in the cupboard and closed
the cabinet door. “Darlin’, if you’re goin’ to be galavantin’
around with your girlfriends all week, you’re goin’ to be missin’ a
few things here at home.”

“She could have left me a note or something.” Dusty
plopped a spoonful of cold macaroni and cheese on top of ham
slices, then reached for the peaches. “She’s always leaving me
those damned little sticky notes about the toothpaste and stuff in
the bathroom. She could have at least left me one that said
good-bye.”

Maggie smiled. Dusty talked a tough game, but in
reality she was as hard as a freshly baked muffin. “I’m sure she’ll
be back to visit. She’s not movin’ to Kansas or anythin’.”

“Where did she go?” Dusty asked, still
pouting.

“She moved in with Nat.” Addison sat down in the
breakfast nook.

“Nat?”

Maggie nodded. “You know, Natalie? Nat?” she said,
turning from the silverware drawer to study Dusty’s face for any
sign of recognition. “The woman Della’s been datin’ for the past
three months?” She couldn’t fathom how Dusty managed to even
maneuver through traffic some days, she lived her life in such a
state of oblivion. Sometimes, though, Maggie also suspected Dusty’s
lack of awareness was simply an act.

“Oh, yeah. Nat.” Dusty scoffed. “That’s not a
name. It’s a bug.”

Maggie pursed her lips and returned her attention to
her task. “And you wonder why Della didn’t say good-bye to
you.”

“Good morning, everyone.” Tess Rossini, the other
tenant who shared their home, strolled into the kitchen with
characteristic grace, the softness of her voice a contrast to
whatever turmoil Dusty was causing at any given moment. Her deep
olive complexion glowed against the pale blue of a button-up shirt,
knotted at her waist, and her white cotton shorts. She wore her
sleek, sable hair in a French braid that tucked under at the base
of her neck.

“Hey, Tess.” Addison looked up from the paper. “Sleep
good?”

“Mm-hmm.” Tess made her way to the coffee maker and
retrieved a cup from the mug tree beside it.

Dusty offered her a sly smile but said nothing, then
slapped the top piece of bread onto the layer of peaches she had
added to her creation.

“That’s disgusting.” Addison glanced at the
dripping sandwich before returning to the day’s headlines.

“Hey, it’s a fully balanced meal all in one
bite.”

Tess smiled and filled her cup with the spiced butter
rum blend Maggie had brewed. Her eyes shimmered with the illusive
peace that, over the past year, had little by little begun to
replace the pain and fear that once haunted them.

Maggie had suspected for some time that this gradual
change had something to do with Dusty but had chosen to mind her
own affairs. She leaned against the edge of the counter and watched
the three women dearest to her go about their activities.

Tess added creamer to her coffee while Dusty returned
everything she had dragged out to its proper place in the
refrigerator—something it had taken Maggie two years to get her to
do. Addison sat peeling an orange from the fruit bowl on the table
while she continued to peruse the newspaper.

The scene seemed ordinary enough, but it was one that
warmed Maggie’s heart.

The room for rent had come and gone to various
individuals in diverse stages of transition over the years, but the
four of them had remained constant for quite some time. Dusty had
been with Maggie and Addison for five years, using their home as a
haven in her otherwise wild and unsettled life. Tess had lived
there for three, ever since the loss of her partner in a car
accident. They were a good mix. They were family.

“So, Dusty, tell me about your latest conquest.”
Addison’s voice brought Maggie back to the present. “I’m sure I
have some catching up to do. I haven’t talked to you in two
days.”

Dusty laughed. “Oh, you’re way behind.” She plopped
her sandwich onto a plate and strode to the table. “Wait’ll you
hear about the looker I picked up the other night. She was almost
more woman than I knew what to do with.”

“I seriously doubt that.”

“I said almost.” Dusty grinned. “She loved my
Harley, too. Was on the back in a heartbeat.”

“Hold on.” Maggie held up a hand. “Before you get all
wrapped up in your escapades, you get upstairs and get dressed like
I asked you to.” She wagged a finger at Dusty to punctuate her
order.

Dusty winked. “Anything for you, Maggie Mae. I’ll
tell you about it when I get back,” she said to Addison before she
trotted out of the room.

Maggie listened to the heavy footsteps as Dusty took
the stairs to the second floor two at a time. “That girl.” She
shook her head, but her fondness for Dusty softened her. “She’s
thirty-two, and do you think she’ll ever settle down?” She filled
two mugs with coffee and crossed the kitchen to set one in front of
Addison.

“Oh, someday I’m sure she’ll find what she’s looking
for.”

“And what do you suppose that is?”

“Someone just like you to melt her heart.” Addison
leaned back in her chair and grasped Maggie’s hips.

She gazed up at her, and Maggie saw the gold flecks
in her green eyes reflect the morning sunlight. “You think so, do
you?”

“Yeah, I do.”

Maggie leaned down and brushed a soft kiss across
Addison’s lips. “You do a pretty good job of meltin’ a heart
yourself, dawtie.”

The moment shattered with the thunder of Dusty’s
return trek down the stairs, and Maggie straightened. She turned to
find Tess, still at the counter, watching them with an expression
Maggie knew was a reminiscence of her own days gone by.

Tess hadn’t yet recovered from the loss of her
partner and the life they had shared. To make matters even more
difficult, her lover’s disapproving parents had swooped in after
the funeral and claimed everything in their daughter’s name,
including the house in which she and Tess had lived. Tess had been
left with very little evidence of her past life and love.

Although Maggie could sympathize, she didn’t pretend
to comprehend the true depth of the wound Tess had been left with.
All Maggie could do was be there as her friend.

“Tess, would you like to join me on the patio for
coffee? Spare yourself the details of Dusty’s wanderin’s?”

“That sounds nice. I have to return a phone call from
last night, though. It’ll only take a minute. Quick, save
yourself,” she added as Dusty bounded back into the room. “I’ll be
out shortly.”

The only difference in Dusty’s attire was the
addition of a pair of miniscule cut-off jeans. Oh well, Maggie
thought with resignation. All she had said was cover yourself.

As she opened the sliding glass door and stepped out
into the sunshine, Baxter close at her heels, she heard the
eagerness in Addison’s voice.

“Let’s hear about your little date.”

She pulled the door closed behind her, the barricade
of glass muffling Dusty’s answer. She wondered briefly about
Addison’s recent increased interest in their younger housemate’s
promiscuity and casual—at best—relationships. A twinge of something
rippled through the back of her mind. Uneasiness? Suspicion?

Addison had been in her mid-twenties when they had
gotten together and had very little experience with other women.
Coming to Maggie directly from her only other relationship, she had
never had the opportunity to play the field. In addition, Maggie
was thirteen years older than Addison and had always feared that as
time passed Addison might find her less attractive and want someone
younger. She thought of herself in her twenties, of her first love,
Julia, and how much Maggie had hurt her. Julia had been older and
ready to settle down, but Maggie had been a bit wild and wanted
adventure. Unlike Maggie at that age, though, Addison had seemed
sure of what she wanted at the time she and Maggie had made their
commitment. And now that my age is showing? Don’t be
ridiculous. You’re forty-nine, not a hundred and forty-nine.
Addison loves you. She’s been with you for over a decade and has
never once given you reason to doubt her.

She forced the matter from her musings and pulled a
chair out from the rattan patio set. She settled into the cushioned
seat at the table. “Well, Baxter, lad. If Eve Jacobs decides to
take the room, we’re goin’ to have less than a bit of time to
ourselves today. We’d best get to enjoyin’ it.”

The dog stared up at her and cocked his large black
head as if to contemplate her words.

She chuckled and stroked the underside of his chin.
The peace she always found in her backyard enveloped her. She
closed her eyes and raised her coffee mug to her lips.

She remembered her astonishment twenty-five years
earlier, the day she had first ventured up into the Hollywood Hills
with her inheritance from her grandfather and her Realtor and
discovered this lushly hidden neighborhood surrounded by the urban
chaos of Los Angeles County. At the time, the beauty of the house
itself had seemed simply a perk of its gorgeous locale. Without
hesitation, she had made it her home—and later their home,
hers and Addison’s. In the beginning, it hadn’t been her intention
to take in renters. That had simply evolved—a friend going through
a breakup needing a place to stay, a friend of a friend in town for
a temporary job, and before she knew it, she had a houseful. She
learned quickly that she loved the energy of so much life around
her.

She listened to the melody of the birds in the pine
trees that covered the mountainside sloping high above the
three-story house and the soft splash of water flowing from the
lava rock fountain into the fishpond. A cool breeze feathered
across her cheeks. The last remnants of her earlier tension eased
with its caress, and she relaxed.

It was no surprise to Maggie that so many of her
tenants over the years had found solace and refuge in this place
during their times of trouble or change. The house seemed to have a
vibration that drew those with wounds to heal or transformations to
make, and Maggie did her best to be a presence that nurtured and
supported those who came through her home as they found their
peace. She believed in the interconnectedness of life, that what
you give to another, you give to yourself. She felt it everywhere,
every time she offered a smile, every time she cooked a meal, every
time she shared a moment. Caring for others brought her
peace.

She opened her eyes and took in the hot pinks and
purples of the bougainvillea that lined the back wall. She smiled.
Perhaps Eve Jacobs’s peace could be found here as well.


Chapter Two

Eve Jacobs gave one final tug on her emergency brake,
securing her metallic gold Volvo into its parking space on the
steep slope of Skycrest Drive. She couldn’t imagine leaving her car
on such an incline every night, worried about whether it would hold
or if she’d remembered to turn the wheels toward the curb—and what
about the commute to the office? From here, it would be almost
twice as long as from the home she’d shared with Jeremy and the
boys for the past eight years.

Who did she think she was kidding, though, really? It
was neither the hill nor the drive to work that made her want to
turn and run from the room for rent her aunt had mentioned. In
truth, it was her own fear of what the future might hold. The
butterflies in her stomach felt more like bats. Her hands began to
tremble.

What was she doing here? Why couldn’t she just be
happy with a wonderful husband and two beautiful sons—with the life
she knew and at least a part of her loved so much? Why couldn’t she
simply go back to ignoring those other feelings, pushing them down
deep within her as she had done for so many years? That thought,
however, terrified her even more than the house across the
street.

No, she had to find out, once and for all. She needed
to know who she really was and what she really wanted. She steeled
her resolve and studied the home of Maggie Rae-McInnis for whatever
hints of the woman’s character it might reveal.

Set back into the hillside, the large, slate-colored
house stretched tall above the landscaped gradient that acted as
its front yard, and a lush blanket of purple flowers spilled over
the edge of the sidewalk at street level. Several azalea trees grew
on either side of one of the lower multi-paned windows.

Eve drank in the beauty. If the interior of the house
and its inhabitants were even half as inviting, maybe she could
find asylum here long enough to sort out her life. With renewed
courage, she pushed open her car door and stepped out into the
late-morning sunshine.

The warm air fanned the bare skin of her legs and
arms, and the sweet smell of pine caressed her senses as she
crossed the road and started up the L-shaped concrete staircase to
the double front doors. A hunter green Ford Explorer sat on one
side of the driveway, and a maroon Sunbird occupied the parking
space at the curb.

Eve combined the final step onto the stoop with an
adjustment of her purse strap over her shoulder. Okay, now be calm,
she reminded herself. Don’t talk too fast. Don’t use big words.
Don’t let your eyes dart around the room like a kid in a toy store.
She didn’t want to appear nervous. She straightened to her full
five feet five inches and pressed the button for the bell. She
listened to the aria of the chimes from inside—“I Can’t Get No
Satisfaction.”

Hurried footsteps sounded on the other side of the
door, and with a jerk, it swung open.

Eve jumped but held her ground. She stared into the
fiery features of a blonde in a baseball cap and extremely short
cut-offs. The word dyke leapt from her chest and clouded
Eve’s vision.

She dropped her gaze to the woman’s legs, muscular
but not overly developed, her bare feet, slender but masculine in
their stance. This couldn’t be Maggie. Aunt Carolyn had described
Maggie as gentle-spirited and warm. This woman was…Eve didn’t know
what this woman was. She let her stare travel back up the
loosely-clad contours of the blonde’s torso. She felt a flurry in
her stomach—not butterflies, not even bats. Pterodactyls,
maybe?

“Like what you see?” The surprisingly feminine voice
jarred Eve from her daze. A mocking grin spread across the woman’s
lips, and she leaned against the doorjamb. “I could show you
more.”

Eve’s mouth went dry. “I, uh…” She swallowed. “I’m
here regarding the procurement of your room?” It came out more as a
question than a statement.

The woman studied her. “Procurement? What’s that, a
new kind of paint?”

“What?” Damn. She was doing it. Whenever she
was nervous or unsure of herself, her vocabulary developed a mind
of its own. Her therapist called it maintaining a one-up
position. “Oh, no, I mean rent. I’m here about the room you
have for rent.”

“Oh, yeah.” The blonde’s bold stare moved from Eve’s
face to her neck, then down to the cleavage peeking out from the
vee of her sundress. “I guess you don’t look much like a
painter.”

Eve suddenly felt conspicuous in the light cotton
fabric that draped her body. Her long, flowing hair and her
immaculately manicured nails, both of which usually boosted her
confidence, now seemed frivolous, even foofy. She felt like a
groomed French poodle under the scrutiny of a wild mountain
wolf.

“I’m Dusty Gardner. And you’re…Dang it, what did
Maggie say your name was?”

Oh, thank God. This isn’t Maggie. “Eve Jacobs.
I’m, uh, here about the room.” Embarrassment heated her cheeks. She
sounded like a moron.

Dusty’s grin broadened. “So you said.” She held firm
in the doorway, obviously enjoying Eve’s discomfort.

Eve’s anger rose at the woman’s arrogance, and she
shifted her weight. Perhaps a one-up position would be beneficial
in this case. “Now that we’ve introduced ourselves, do you think it
might be possible for you to apprise Ms. Rae-McInnis of my
advent?”

Dusty shrugged then straightened. “Sure. If you want
to just advent your way in here, I’ll get her.” She stepped
back a pace and, with a wave of her hand, motioned for Eve to
enter.

Relieved not to be face-to-face with the annoyingly
intriguing woman, Eve moved into the foyer, but her respite was
short-lived. As she passed Dusty in the narrow doorway, her arm
brushed the front of Dusty’s T-shirt. A chill ran through her. She
found herself wanting more of a touch but at the same time desiring
nothing more than to get as far away from those feelings as
possible. She couldn’t conceive of living here, not if this kind of
emotional conflict accompanied it.

“Wait here,” Dusty said, her voice entirely too close
to Eve’s ear.

Eve nodded and watched the woman’s long strides carry
her out of sight. Grateful for the solitude, she struggled to
collect her thoughts. Get a grip.

She thought about the woman’s T-shirt, the word dyke.
Her stomach clenched. God, I can barely think of myself as a
lesbian, never mind dyke or butch or femme, or God knows how many
other words I don’t even know. She was so out of her element.
Okay, she couldn’t live here. That was definite. So, now what?

Now, it was just a matter of conducting a polite
conversation with Aunt Carolyn’s friend, going through the pretense
of looking at the room, then saying she’d get back to her with an
answer shortly. Later, a quick phone call and the ordeal would be
over—but then what? Where would she go? Back with Jeremy to live
what might be a lie? She closed her eyes and fought back tears.

She had to gain some clarity. She recalled her recent
conversation with Aunt Carolyn. “Take it one step at a time. You’re
only thirty years old, sweetie. You don’t have to figure out
everything right this minute. Go talk to Maggie. Make a commitment
of only a month if you want, but give yourself at least that.” Aunt
Carolyn was wise. Eve knew that.

Her nerves began to settle. She mentally began to
repeat the mantra she’d learned to depend on years
earlier—breathe in…take in the scenery…breathe out…take in the
scenery. It was Aunt Carolyn’s favorite motto, along with
life’s full of choices. Although, Eve didn’t care for the
latter nearly as much.

Breathe in…take in the scenery…She glanced
around the circular foyer. To the left, she noticed two doorways
leading to different rooms, and to the right, a closet and a
hallway. Breathe out…take in the scenery.

Directly ahead sat a mahogany commode cabinet, the
sort that, Eve knew from Jeremy’s infatuation with antiques, had
graced the bedrooms of many a farmhouse in the late nineteenth and
early twentieth centuries. At that time, a fluted ceramic washbowl
and pitcher would have occupied the marble top, but now the
polished stone provided the perfect platform for a bronze depiction
of Botticelli’s Birth of Venus. Behind the sculpture, a
flight of steps had a miniature bronze on every stair edge, many of
which were small nudes, graceful and nubile in their innocent
poses.

Eve released a deep sigh and began to relax. The
atmosphere of the interior of the house, at least what little of it
she could see, held the same enticing serenity that had captivated
her from the outside—such an emotional contrast to what had greeted
her at the door. In fact, if it hadn’t been for that Dusty person,
she’d have been sure about a decision for the first time in
years.

“Good mornin’ to you, Eve. It’s so nice to finally
meet you.”

Eve turned her attention toward the voice and met a
pale blue gaze, friendly and warm, nothing like Dusty’s.

A small-framed woman with dark auburn hair extended
her hand. “I’m Maggie.” She carried herself with an air of nobility
in spite of her casual attire and small stature. Dressed in khaki
walking shorts and a forest green blouse, she appeared at ease with
her task of interviewing a prospective tenant.

Eve smiled and reached to accept the handshake, but
at the sight of the large black dog coming up behind Maggie, she
froze.

The animal’s head came to Maggie’s waist, and the
breadth of its chest was almost that of Maggie’s. Granted, she was
fairly diminutive, but it still presented an impressive
picture.

“Oh, this is Baxter. Don’t you be worryin’ about him.
He’s harmless.” Maggie laughed and rubbed his head. “You’ll get
used to him.”

Baxter looked up at her adoringly.

“What kind of dog is he?” Eve asked, mostly for the
sake of conversation. The animal still made her nervous.

“A Rottweiler.” Maggie turned and, with Baxter at her
heels, took a step into the room behind her. “Why don’t you come
make yourself at home, and we can get to know one another a
bit.”

Eve followed, but came to an abrupt halt just inside
the doorway. The view stole her breath. The entire far wall of the
living room consisted of floor-to-ceiling windows, with a sliding
glass door that opened onto cement decking. Clear water flowed down
a lava rock fountain into a sparkling pond, and lavish greenery
sprinkled with splashes of colored blossoms filled a small space
beyond a lush lawn. High on the wooded hillside reaching above the
ivy-covered back fence, two deer stood munching on a shrub. It
could’ve been a mural.

Eve stared in awe.

“Beautiful, isn’t it?” Maggie’s tone possessed
pride.

“It’s absolutely gorgeous,” Eve whispered.

“Why don’t you sit down and enjoy it for a spell? I
was just about to brew some tea. Would you care for some?”

Eve tore her gaze from the splendor before her and
took in the long sofa that dominated the center of the decidedly
feminine room and pale rose carpet that brought out a hint of pink
in the alabaster walls. “That would be lovely, thank you.”

Maggie smiled.

Eve watched as Maggie made her way through an open
dining area and into the kitchen beyond. From what Eve could see
through the doorway, it was bright and cheery. She settled into her
cushioned seat and shifted her interest to the far wall where a
flagstone fireplace sat dormant in the early fall climate, but she
could imagine quiet flames on a winter evening casting their
shadows out to mingle with those of the numerous candles placed
about the room. Above the fireplace hung a beautiful marble wall
sculpture depicting a woman caught in the moves of a dance, the
lines of her body and flowing gown forming a gracefully subtle,
musical treble clef.

The peace that embraced Eve overwhelmed her. Aunt
Carolyn had been right—this would be the ideal environment in which
to examine her feelings, evaluate her life, and make her decisions.
She set her purse down and easily envisioned herself living in
these exquisite surroundings.

Maggie returned carrying a small tray of cookies and
placed it on the beveled glass and wood coffee table. “The tea will
be ready shortly,” she said, easing into one of the occasional
swivel chairs at either end of the couch. “I thought we could start
with these.”

“Thank you, they look delicious.”

“Your aunt’s told me a bit about your struggles. I’m
sorry to hear you’re havin’ such a tough time with it all.”

Eve tensed at the immediate focus on her dilemma. She
considered Maggie.

Maggie’s soft features and smooth complexion gave her
the appearance of a nurturer, a motherly type, but her expression
reflected a more direct manner. A knowing smile deepened the laugh
lines around her eyes. “Be warned, I can be a bit blunt at times.
If I’ve made you uncomfortable, I apologize.”

With a sigh, Eve chuckled. “No, it’s all right. As
Aunt Carolyn said, that’s what I’m here for, to face my questions.
And she assured me that if I am willing to face them, you’re
someone who can help.”

“Well, I’ll be happy to offer what I can, but you’re
the only one who really knows your own sexuality.”

Eve stiffened. She couldn’t believe she was actually
going to sit here in broad daylight and discuss her quandary of
whether she was straight or gay with a complete stranger. The only
other living person she’d ever told had been Jeremy—and Aunt
Carolyn, of course—but even that had only been recently.

“Many of us have been through it to one degree or
another, but still, it’s always an individual thing.”

“I just have so many questions spinning around in my
head.”

Humor accompanied by a tender glint flickered in
Maggie’s eyes. “This would be the place for you, then. You’ll have
a whole houseful of lesbians to ask.”

Lesbian? There it was. Eve felt the blood rush
from her face.

Maggie examined her. “Not ready for the word yet, are
you?”

Eve looked away for only an instant then returned her
gaze to Maggie.

With a cluck of her tongue, Maggie raised an eyebrow.
“Don’t let Dusty know that.”

The name alone brought back the fluttering in Eve’s
stomach, but the concern in Maggie’s expression strengthened it to
a churning.

“Don’t let me know what?”

Eve froze. She already knew that voice.

Maggie swiveled in her chair to face the entrance
from the foyer. Arms on the rests, her legs crossed, she was the
epitome of nonchalance. “If we’d wanted you to know, I wouldn’t be
sittin’ here warnin’ Eve off you, now would I?”

Slightly fortified by Maggie’s air, Eve shot a glance
at Dusty.

“Oooh.” Dusty slapped her hand to her heart. “You’re
a cold woman, Maggie Mae.”

“And don’t you be forgettin’ it, either.” Playfulness
danced in Maggie’s eyes.

A low whistle revved, then shrieked, from the
kitchen.

“Be a love,” Maggie said to Dusty, “and bring the
kettle and cups for us, will you?”

“Oh, sure. I can fetch and carry for you, but I can’t
be let in on any secrets.” Dusty’s mutterings faded in the opposite
direction.

Eve assumed the hall she’d seen off the foyer circled
around to the back of the kitchen. She had to admit, she was
grateful for Dusty’s departure. Relief washed through her and it
must have shown.

“Try not to pay the girl any mind. You’ll get used to
her,” Maggie said.

Like the Rottweiler? Eve looked down at
Baxter, who watched her closely from the floor beside Maggie’s
chair. She doubted it, but she only smiled.

With a clatter, Dusty appeared in the dining room,
carrying a second tray. Elbows extended and chin jutting, she
crossed with exaggerated strides to where they sat. “Tea for me
ladies,” she said in a taut voice as she stepped between them and
set the service on the table.

Maggie laughed. “You’ve missed your callin’,
girl.”

“Yeah. I should have been an actress.”

“Actually, I was referrin’ to the style with which
you serve.”

Eve giggled and reached for a cookie. She brought it
to her mouth.

Dusty frowned. “So,” she said directly to Eve, “you
gonna take the room?”

Oh, God. Eve halted mid-bite. She’s talking
to me again.

Maggie poured hot water into the two cups Dusty had
brought, evidently unaware of Eve’s anxiety.

“I, uh…” She cleared her throat. “I haven’t had the
opportunity to enumerate the pros and cons yet.”

“Uh-huh.”

Maggie eyed Eve briefly. “We haven’t as yet discussed
the room,” she said to Dusty.

“Oh. Okay. Isn’t the rest of the house great?” Dusty
lifted the hem of her T-shirt and shoved her hands into the back
pockets of her cutoffs. She shifted her weight to one bare leg.

“The view is astounding. Who could have imagined that
all this resplendence could be found in the center of a metropolis
like LA?” Eve swallowed.

Maggie stared at her with a gentle expression.

“As for the interior, I find the collection of art
particularly poignant.” She gestured to the two bronze
statues—Mercury and Diana—that decorated either end of the marble
surface of the large mahogany buffet in the dining area.

Dusty’s gaze followed the motion. “You mean the guy
in the loincloth with the wings on his feet?”

“Yes, Mercury, the Roman messenger of the gods.”

“Oh.”

“Dusty,” Maggie said. “Aren’t you goin’ in to work at
noon today?”

“Work? Oh.” Dusty glanced at the clock on the
bookshelf. “Jeez, yeah. I gotta get going.” With no further
interest in Eve, she raced out the door and up the stairs.

Maggie dipped a tea bag into a cup of steaming water.
She considered Eve for a long moment. “Would you care to tell me
what on earth that was about?” She eased the mug across the
table.

Eve’s cheeks heated. She felt like a fool. It was one
thing to play her word games with someone like Dusty, but she’d
never fool anyone like Maggie into thinking she was confident and
sure of herself. She sighed, allowing her head to fall against the
back of the couch. “I’m so sorry. I don’t know why I do that. I
mean, I know why I do it, I just don’t know why…” She lifted her
hands in a gesture of helplessness.

“Have some tea, darlin’. It’ll help.” Maggie raised
her own drink to her lips and settled back in her chair.

After several swallows of the blackberry brew, Eve
looked up to meet Maggie’s patient gaze. It held understanding,
acceptance. Even though she’d only just met Maggie, Eve somehow
knew she could trust her. “I wanted so badly to fit in here. I’m so
confused and feel as though I don’t fit even in my own life
anymore. I just needed a place where I could figure out who I
am.”

“This could be that very place,” Maggie said, her
tone soft. “It’s been good for some.”

“That’s what Aunt Carolyn said, and I had hopes. But
then Dusty had to answer the door.” She realized she spoke
the name with a bite. “I was fairly sure of myself, then there she
was with that grin and her snippy remarks.”

Maggie arched her brow. “I surely am aware of Dusty’s
shortcomin’s, but she’s hardly the devil incarnate, now is she?
What’s really the problem?”

Eve considered the question. “I don’t know. It’s just
when I met her and when she came back in just now, I felt so…so…I
don’t know what I felt. I’ve never felt it before.”

“Ah, so that’s it.” Maggie smiled, comprehension
shaping her features. “Dusty has that effect on people. Whatever
you’ve never felt before, she’ll be the one most likely to bring it
out in you.”

Afraid of the repercussions the truth of that
statement might have, Eve dismissed the thought. “Oh, that’s
ridiculous.”

“Is it, now? Well, another possibility is that you’re
findin’ yourself attracted to her, and she’s not exactly the type
you’re comfortable bein’ attracted to.”

“Oh, no. That’s even more ridiculous. That
feeling I do know. I’ve been attracted to people—to women—before,
and believe me, they weren’t like Dusty.” She laughed and took
another drink. “Besides, it’s the recognition of those feelings
that’s brought me to this point already. I know I’m attracted to
women. That’s what I have to think through.”

“Think, is it? In my experience it’s been feelin’s
that bring me more understandin’, especially in matters of the
heart.”

“Not meaning any disrespect, but I approach
things from the head. I find it much more productive.”

“It sounds as though you know yourself pretty well,”
Maggie said with a smile. “I’m sure since your problem with Dusty
is neither of the things I suggested, you’ll figure it out soon
enough.”

Above their heads, a door banged shut. Footsteps
thudded on the stairs. Eve couldn’t imagine how all those little
statues she’d seen from the foyer stayed in place.

Dusty stopped in the doorway wearing blue jeans and a
black motorcycle jacket. She carried a helmet under one arm. “Gotta
go, Maggie Mae.”

“Will you be home for supper?”

“Dunno. If there’s anything left, save it for me.
Otherwise, don’t worry about it.” She finished pulling up the
zipper and winked at Eve. “Maybe I’ll see you around.” The next
sound was the slam of the front door.

Eve shot a pensive glance toward the point of Dusty’s
departure, then turned to see Maggie watching her. Before either of
them had a chance to speak, another set of footsteps sounded on the
stairs, these much slower, quieter.

A few seconds later, a tall, slender woman sauntered
into the room. A pair of white jeans covered her long legs, and a
Green Bay Packers football jersey was tucked in at the waist. “Was
that Dusty that just left?”

Maggie chuckled. “Could it have been anyone
else?”

The woman smiled and crossed to the chair. She took
Maggie’s hand.

“Eve, this is my partner, Addison.” Maggie gazed up
into Addison’s face then kissed the back of her fingers near the
ring that matched her own.

Eve hadn’t been around many female couples, and
watching their affectionate interaction gave her a sense of
yearning, as if the hope for something long suppressed could
actually be kindled.

“Addison,” Maggie continued, “this is Eve Jacobs.
She’s lookin’ at the vacant room.”

“It’s nice to meet you. Have you seen it yet?”

“No, we were just talking and getting to know each
other a little. And I’ve been enjoying the beauty of your home.
It’s lovely.”

“Thanks to Maggie.” Addison combed her fingers
through Maggie’s hair. “She’s the one with all the style.”

Eve smiled.

“I have to run down to the office for a while, babe,”
Addison said to Maggie. “I should be home for dinner, though.”

“I thought you’d planned to work at home today.”

“I did, but Michael called earlier, and he has a new
client who wants to focus some advertising on the community. He
asked if I could meet with them and give some suggestions.”

“All right, then,” Maggie said. “I’ll see you when
you get home.”

Addison bent and kissed her before she turned back to
Eve. “It was nice meeting you. Even if you don’t take the room, I
hope we see you again.”

Her words felt genuine, filled with warmth. “Thank
you,” Eve said. “But I’ve already made my decision. I’ll take it.”
She knew that the room, sight-unseen, would be just as beautiful
and peaceful as everything else about this sanctuary—everything,
that is, except Dusty Gardner. And perhaps Maggie was right. Maybe
she could get used to Dusty.


Chapter Three

Addison sat at the stoplight at Lankershim and
Ventura Boulevard where her lush hillside neighborhood butted up
against the southeast boundary of the San Fernando Valley. The
ivory leather upholstery of her Explorer felt pliant in the warmth
of the mid-day sunshine, molding comfortably beneath the contours
of her body. When the signal turned green, she crossed the
intersection and pulled into the gas station on the opposite
corner.

Bright and airy, the day should have been the kind
that lifted her spirits and cleared away darker moods, but the same
unsettled feeling that’d been plaguing her for several weeks held
her in its tenacious grip. Her gaze traveled to the woman across
the way, not exactly the whole woman, but more specifically the
tanned, smooth legs that met the frayed edges of snug Levi
shorts.

Addison pulled the release lever for the fuel tank
and slipped out from the driver’s seat. She rounded the back of the
vehicle and swiped her credit card through the automatic payment
slot, trying to keep her eyes focused on what she was doing.

“Nice wheels. I love that shade of green,” the woman
called from the other side of the pumps. Her broad smile shone in
contrast to her sun-darkened flesh, and a tie-dyed bandana that
matched her tank top held back her strawberry-blond hair.

“Thanks.” Addison searched for something to say about
the dented and primer-splotched MG the woman stood beside. It
looked like it might have been yellow in a previous life.
“Beautiful day, isn’t it?”

It seemed to be enough of an invitation for the other
woman. “Gorgeous.” She crossed the island and walked toward
Addison. “My ex had an Explorer, but it was much older, and, even
then, she never could’ve afforded the Eddie Bauer edition.”

Ah, she—the all-important pronoun. Addison
sometimes pondered just how many unasked questions could be
answered with such a small word. She inserted the nozzle into the
tank and locked it into position. “Ever wonder who Eddie Bauer is?”
She grinned. “I mean, I know he’s always associated with the luxury
version of everything—cars, furniture, clothes. But who the hell is
he?”

The redhead laughed. “Somebody very spoiled.” She
appeared to consider Addison, then forged ahead. “Do you live
around here, or did you just pull off the freeway?”

“I live right up the hill.” Addison motioned across
the street. “You?”

“No, I have an apartment in North Hollywood. I
started waiting tables at Miceli’s last week.” She pointed down the
road in the direction of the Italian restaurant. “I just picked up
my schedule.”

“Oh, really? I’ve eaten there a number of times. It’s
a pretty good place.”

“How long have you lived here?”

“Twelve years.”

The woman nodded as if summing up the information
she’d been receiving. “My name’s Brenda, by the way.”

“Addison Rae-McInnis.” Addison extended her hand.

Brenda shook it with a tentative grip. Her attention
seemed otherwise occupied, and obvious surprise showed in her
raised eyebrows. “Rae-McInnis? Is that hyphenated?” She glanced
down at the rainbow sticker on the bumper of the Explorer.

“Yeah, my partner, Maggie’s, last name was McInnis,
mine was Rae. We just put them together and both took the same
name.”

“Oh,” Brenda said, with a puzzled expression. “Are
you still with her?”

“Well, yes.” Addison paused, a little confused.
“Why?”

Brenda studied her and smiled. “It’s just that you
don’t come off as being unavailable.” A glint of intrigue flashed
in her blue eyes. “Are you?”

The gas pump clicked off. Addison stood staring at
Brenda. What does she mean I don’t come off as being
unavailable? I just told her I’m with someone. Of course I’m
unavailable. She laughed more out of politeness than amusement.
“I’ve been with Maggie for twelve years. I think that makes me
pretty unavailable.”

“Not necessarily. I’ve known a lot of people in
long-term relationships who are very available for certain
things.” Brenda’s gaze traveled down Addison’s figure and back up
to her face. It almost seemed she was more interested now than
before. “There’s nothing saying we can’t just have some fun.”

An almost unrecognizable pang wriggled through the
pit of her stomach, no, lower. It was a feeling she hadn’t
experienced in years. It felt dangerous, yet exciting. The mere
possibility of an afternoon of casual sex with this woman conjured
flashes of images in Addison’s mind, stirred responses in her body.
Then she envisioned Maggie.

What was she thinking? She loved Maggie. Their life
together meant everything to her. “I, uh…” She forced her focus
back to Brenda. “I’m sorry, I don’t think so.”

“You don’t think so?” Brenda tilted her head.
Laughter played in her eyes.

“I mean, no. No, thanks. I’m in a committed
relationship.”

Brenda’s smile broadened. “If you don’t mind my
saying so, I kind of see that commitment slipping. And when it
does…” She turned but kept her gaze fixed on Addison. “Come by
Miceli’s.”

Addison stared after her. She couldn’t let her think
that. “No, really. I’m not interested. And I won’t be later.” Why
did it matter to her what this woman thought?

Brenda stopped with her hand on the open driver’s
side door. She watched Addison for a long moment. “Well, if that
is the case, you might want to work the word we into
your conversations.” She slipped in behind the wheel and started
the engine. “It’ll avoid misunderstandings,” she called over her
shoulder with a grin, then stepped on the gas.

As Addison watched the MG turn onto the busy street
and disappear beneath the freeway overpass, her emotions began to
calm, but her mind still raced. What was that about? Nobody’s
hit on me in ages. Maybe that’s the reason it had caught her so
off guard. She had always just assumed it was due to the fact that
she was getting older and didn’t look the way she used to. But
Dusty had said something a while back, that day Addison and Maggie
had argued about fish food…or filters—something to do with the koi
pond, something stupid. There’d been that woman in the supply store
Addison couldn’t stop sneaking looks at, and she’d ended up feeling
unsettled and, somehow, unattractive. And when she was getting down
on herself, what had Dusty said? She recalled the conversation.

 


“Are you kidding?” Dusty’s tone had been incredulous.
“Women notice you all the time. You’re the one who doesn’t see
anything—or anyone.”

“Oh, yeah, I’m sure. That’s why I get so many
propositions, isn’t it?” Addison laughed at the idea.

“You don’t get offers because you don’t give out
those kind of signals.”

Addison chuckled. “What’re you talking about?” For a
while now, Dusty had been coming home with some interesting bits of
wisdom, usually from her friend Rebecca, but this one sounded more
out there. Addison didn’t see herself giving out any signal at
all.

“The signals. You know, those little vibes
that go out into the room and tap women on the shoulder saying,
‘Hey, look my way. I got something special to show you.’” She
lifted an eyebrow in a suggestive arch and leaned back in her
chair. “Everything you put out says, ‘I’m in love with
Maggie Mae, and I show her all my special stuff.’”

“What’s wrong with that? I am in love with
Maggie.”

“Of course you are, and nothing’s wrong with it. But
if a woman’s looking for a good time or even something more, she’s
not gonna waste her moves on someone who’s not in the market for
the same thing. I’m just saying. It’s all in the signals. You get
back what you put out.”

 


A horn honked, jarring Addison out of the past. “Hey,
lady,” a man yelled from the car that’d pulled up behind her. “If
you’re making a career out of this, you wanna fill me up?”

With a start, she jerked the nozzle from her tank.
“Sorry,” she called. “I’ll be done in a second.” She quickly
replaced the gas cap and climbed into the driver’s seat.

Once again at the intersection, she glanced toward
the freeway entrance and thought of Brenda. Had she gotten on the
170? Without hesitation, Addison decided to take Ventura Boulevard
all the way to the office. The last thing she wanted was to somehow
catch up to the MG. But why?

She remembered Brenda’s advice. You might want to
work the word we into your conversations. Addison had
always talked about herself and Maggie as a couple. She even
thought in those terms. Yet today, apparently, she hadn’t.

The signal changed, and she pressed the accelerator.
The Explorer eased into motion, and Addison instinctively took
control. Her mind was on its own journey, though.

She considered her years with Maggie. They’d had some
difficult times, but nothing like many of their friends had
experienced. Their biggest hardships had occurred during the
addition of the master suite and art studio on the third level of
the house and a period of Baxter’s puppyhood during which he’d
decided to chew up and bury anything and everything he could find
that belonged to Addison, including her leather-bound art kit.
They’d survived both, though. They’d never disagreed on the
important relationship issues that many couples struggled with,
least of all, monogamy and trust. That was Dusty’s arena.

Her thoughts returned to Dusty and her stories of
freedom, the excitement of exploring a new lover every time, but
Addison didn’t want that. She wanted Maggie. She wanted
familiarity, the true intimacy that comes from waking up together
each morning and going to bed together each night.

Something dark, something disturbing, snaked through
her, coiling in her gut. She tightened her grip on the steering
wheel. She’d had this feeling before but had always pushed it
aside, buried it to keep it dormant. Maybe it was time to look at
it.

She glanced down the road then pulled out to pass a
camper.

She recalled listening to Dusty, hearing tales of the
lady du jour, the thrill of not knowing where something or someone
might lead. She’d felt that disturbance in contrast to Dusty’s
excitement. What exactly was it? Sadness? Regret? She let it begin
to wriggle its way to the surface, allowed it to swell within her.
It grew stronger, intensified, and finally crested. She realized it
was envy. Or maybe even worse—maybe envy and loss combined. Her
chest constricted.

Addison had never had the kind of experiences that
constituted Dusty’s life. At eighteen, she’d started a six-year
relationship with Donna, her college girlfriend and her only ex.
Then she’d quickly fallen uncontrollably in love with Maggie. She’d
never had the wildness, the freedom, the fun of single life.

She accelerated to make it through a yellow
light.

How could she be thinking this way? She didn’t want
those things, or at least she never had. She wanted a home, a life
filled with love and commitment, someone with whom to grow old. She
wanted Maggie, the woman who knew her so well that she knew every
one of Addison’s faults and shortcomings, who loved her so deeply
that she accepted them all. At least, that’s the way she’d always
felt before. Recently, however, those things seemed almost
stifling, suffocating. She was beginning to realize a part of her
felt trapped.

Addison shook her head. I’ve got to get control of
myself, of whatever this is. It’s ridiculous. Some woman—one
woman—hits on me in a gas station, and I’m imagining myself as
Dusty, or at least heading in that direction. It was merely a
compliment and should only be taken as one. It simply meant she was
still attractive.

What about what Dusty had said, though? You get
back what you put out. Addison shifted uncomfortably. That’d
been a while ago, and it was just chitchat over coffee. What did
Dusty know, anyway? She’d never had a serious relationship in her
life.

Addison rolled her shoulders and relegated the entire
matter back to the deep recesses of her consciousness. She slowed
to a stop at Van Nuys Boulevard and waited for the signal to
change. It was time to start concentrating on real life, not some
inane encounter with a redheaded waitress. She glanced around the
congested street heading into Sherman Oaks and began to relax into
the familiarity of daily routine. Yes, routine. That’s what she
wanted. That’s what she loved. Of course.

She passed the row of seedy, one-story shops and
businesses that greeted her each morning on her way to work—a
tattoo parlor, a used clothing store, a record shop with a video
rental branch across the street. The marquee of what once had been
a neighborhood theater stood tall and garish, but now, instead of
spelling out the titles of movies, it read, The Gap. What
once had been the box office held an array of modern fashions.

All these sights soothed her, reminded her that her
life was intact. As reality returned, Addison began to see the
humor in the experience of the last half-hour. She must be losing
her mind—or it could be early menopause, maybe? Whatever it’d been,
she felt silly. The best she could do was leave it behind her and
be grateful no one had been around to witness her idiocy.

Finally, Addison steered the Explorer into the
underground parking garage of the eleven-story structure that
housed the Milton and Ryan Advertising Agency where she’d worked
for the past nine years. She maneuvered into her assigned slot. She
recognized how much of her life was set, how strongly she could
depend upon certain aspects—a parking spot, a paycheck, the love of
her beautiful Maggie. She smiled and headed for the elevator.

The building was fairly new and from the outside
looked like nothing more than a glass box, but the suite of offices
that the agency leased on the top floor marked them as the
up-and-coming advertising firm that they were. The elevator doors
opened into a plush reception area with rich burgundy carpet and
finely textured walls that offered abstract patterns of swirls and
twists. Three clusters of comfortable chairs dotted the large room,
and a floor-to-ceiling fish aquarium acted as a divider between the
reception desk and the small maze of offices and conference rooms
behind it.

It always felt a bit odd to Addison when she came in
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