

    
            Chapter One





			Harlen moved documents between her three screens, mumbling under her breath. Family expectations meant she was destined to follow in the footsteps of her grandparents in their real estate business. All of the Forrest grandchildren were destined to participate in some way. She had chosen acquisitions, looking for homes without buyers. It wasn’t what she wanted to do, but someday she wanted to take control of listings that were rundown or needed major renovations. That’s where she would step in and feed her passion, designing homes for buyers or renovating fixer-uppers that were in high demand. Those projects were the type she wanted to do, even if it wasn’t her own business. This worked for her…for now.

			For now, indeed. Harlen sighed then coughed. The air in her semi-private cube was dryer than a popcorn fart. She chuckled. Did people still say that? She first heard it years ago from Grandpa Harry, half of the dynamic duo who spearheaded the company. When money was a luxury no one Harry knew enjoyed, he and Grandma Sam had worked hard to make their dreams come true. 

			The alarm chimed on her phone. The weight of her devotion settled like it always did, along with the sadness that never left. Harlen logged out of her computer before grabbing her keys and phone.

			“Kell, I’m out for the day.” The volume of her voice echoed in the large space. Her overwhelming sense of duty was Harlen’s decision, but it took a toll on her, nonetheless. 

			“Best to travel in safety,” Kell said in response from behind a nearby cube. The exchange between them had been playing out for almost two years. 

			She didn’t remember getting into her car. Her head was not in the game, and like it or not, every day was just a game to her. She wasn’t living. Hell, she barely existed. Her life was on perpetual hold. The drive to the hospital was an autopilot occurrence as well. Once inside the lobby, she pushed the up button. As the elevator rose, hope found its way to her heart that today would be the day. Stepping onto the eerily quiet Critical Care Unit, Harlen let hope slip away. It’s not that she was giving up as much as she sometimes wished she could just walk away. Instead, she simply accepted the reality that was her life.

			“Hi, Harlen.” One of the evening nurses raised her hand in greeting. 

			“Hey, Patty. How was your daughter’s recital?” 

			“She was a hit and remembered all her steps. That alone was reason to celebrate.” Patty’s five-year-old had been in the show last year and had stood on the stage crying until one of the teachers guided her to where Patty was waiting.

			“Congratulations.”

			“Thanks.” Patty’s smile receded. “No change with Chloe.” 

			All Harlen could do was nod before heading to the softly lit inner sanctum where her partner, Chloe, lay beneath a pristine sheet. Her thin and pale arms were supported by pillows. The ever-present hissing of the ventilator, along with the rhythmic beep of the monitor, were mere illusions of a living person. Chloe hadn’t been alive since the day of the accident. Back then, Harlen had hung on to the slightest chance that she’d wake up. But she knew better than to keep the hope alive that Chloe would someday wake when the EEG showed no sign of brain activity after a week.

			Like the ankle weights she wore when she swam, her legs were heavy before she lowered onto one of the two convertible recliners that had been brought into the room following the day the medical staff confirmed that Chloe was in a vegetative state and it was just, “A matter of time.” Two years later, Harlen wondered if that time would ever come.
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        * * *

      

			“Shit, Shit, Shit.”

			Annie swore as she rushed around gathering her lunch, keys, and purse. Technically, she wasn’t late by work standards, but she had to be there early. There wasn’t a lot that she liked more than a quiet office. After years of learning to adapt to societal expectations, Annie was knowledgeable and confident, making her a formidable and competent employee. She put a lot of work into being capable and accepted for the woman she was, though it hadn’t always been that way. Autism still carried a stigma of being “less than,” a label she refused. Fortunately for her, she landed a job at the Society for Neurodiversity as the fundraising organizer. She gave the SFN her best, however, she had a life outside of work. No dream job was going to make her forget to take care of herself.

			With a glance at the passenger seat to confirm she had what she needed, Annie got it into gear, so to speak. Part of her diagnosis played out in ways that were hard for others to understand. Like her need to stick to routines and be on time, if not early. She planned out predictable events because it helped keep anxiety from creeping in. Being late sent her internal clock into a tailspin. She disliked wasting anyone’s time. 

			Prospective donors liked that about her. While waiting for the light to change, Annie thought about the report sitting on her desk, a snapshot biography she’d found on the internet of a potential donor she’d earmarked to pursue this month. Her initial research would be a deeper search where she would look for things such as negative publicity, their yearly donation amount, and if it was based on the business’s profit margin or a reflection of their commitment to the community, regardless of their profitability. Her phone rang and she pressed the connection on her steering wheel.

			“Hello?”

			“Good morning, Annie.” Michael, the executive administrator at work, greeted her.

			“Hi, Michael. How can I help you?” Annie pursed her lips. The car in front of her was moving at a snail’s pace. At this rate she would be late walking through the office door. Her pulse quickened.

			“Ms. Goldberg wanted to let you know the initial feasibility of the target donor looked good on paper. She’s on board with you pursuing support.”

			Annie wasn’t an instant gratification kind of woman. She did, however, appreciate the society’s president endorsing her picks. “Thanks, Michael. I’ll be there shortly.” If this damn car would get out of my way. She hung up and concentrated on the road ahead of her. Five more minutes and she might be okay. The car turned and Annie sighed in relief. The light changed and she inched forward. 

			Her car lurched at the impact and she stomped on the brake. Another delay. Annie took some deep breaths and counted as her thumb touched each fingertip on her hand. Where the fuck had that car come from?

			





    
            Chapter Ten





			“Did you kiss her?” Dan asked as she slapped a slice of pizza on her plate before putting her feet up on a corner of the coffee table.

			Harlen took a bite and chewed. The stall tactic was more than the inner turmoil that had reared its ugly head. She didn’t want to question her motives for not doing more. “On the cheek.”

			“Dude. What the actual fuck.” 

			She sighed. “I know. It’s just…I couldn’t.”

			Dan drank from her bottle of beer. “So you aren’t sexually attracted to her?”

			“That’s not it at all. She’s got great curves and an exquisitely kissable mouth.” The physical attraction between them sizzled whenever she saw Annie or thought of her. Harlen was pretty sure it wasn’t one-sided, but when she thought of being in bed with someone for more than a night, Harlen had panicked. “I felt guilty.”

			“Oh, come on, Har. How long are you going to be committed to Chloe? She’d already made it clear your relationship was done.”

			“I don’t know.”

			Harlen closed her eyes as she chewed. The last conversation she and Chloe had was easy to recall. It was the night any hope she had for a reconciliation had died. She’d suggested couples counseling, which Chloe had turned down.

			“How can we fix what isn’t broken?” Chloe took her hand in both of hers. “I’m not happy.”

			“Then let me help you be happy.” Harlen pleaded with not just her words, but with her entire being.

			“You can’t. It’s not for you to fix, babe.” Chloe glanced at their joined hands. “You haven’t done anything wrong. At one time we wanted the same things and now we don’t.” Chloe slipped away. “I love you, Lennie. I’m not in love with you.” 

			She hadn’t been able to breathe. The overwhelming emotions that coursed through her that night still assaulted her at times. Hearing there was nothing that would change Chloe’s mind didn’t relieve her of the sense of duty she still carried with her. Chloe’s planned departure didn’t change the fact that lying in a hospital bed and plugged into life support wasn’t making her happy either. If she knew that’s where she’d spend the next two years, Chloe would have pulled the damn plug herself. She set her plate down firmly. “Chloe’s still lying there and I promised her.” The boulder that formed in her throat was a constant reminder of the promise she failed to keep. 

			Dan set her plate down and scooted close enough that Harlen had to look at her. “It’s out of your hands. Chloe didn’t do what she needed to do to make sure her wishes were carried out. There’s no one to blame but Chloe for the Ground Hog Day scenario.”

			She dragged her fingers through her hair. “Her parents won’t listen to me. They told me to stay away.”

			“If the situation was reversed, what do you think your parents would do?”

			“I have a health directive.” Following the conversation about their friends’ predicament, Harlen had her mom draw up the proxy papers and had them notarized and filed with her physician. Chloe hadn’t taken the time to follow through on her end. Just like not wearing a seat belt, Chloe didn’t make practical decisions. She was more of a spur-of-the-moment kind of woman. Nothing like Annie. Maybe that was part of the attraction. Except Annie had made a gesture at dinner that had sent Harlen in a tailspin, so maybe they were more alike than Harlen wanted to admit.

			“You know what I’m saying. Stop with the literal. You aren’t responsible for Chloe’s current state of nonexistence, and the only people who can change it aren’t ready to let go.”

			Of course, Dan was the epitome of logic. She wasn’t stuck as much as she refused to give up. “That argument makes sense to everyone but me.” 

			Dan stared at her, compassion and understanding clearly written on her face. “What I know is you deserve to have more in your life, and I want you to want that, too.” Dan squeezed her shoulder before reclaiming her original spot on the couch. 

			The movie played on. Harlen drank her beer and pretended to be chill. Snapshots of her date with Annie flashed through her mind, including the panic attack that was so intense, she had to leave the table. As tempting as it was to be all-in where Annie was concerned, Harlen would not shortchange their budding relationship. Not while she acted like a drowning victim holding on to a lifesaver. A plan percolated. If she had any hope of letting go, Harlen needed to say good-bye to Chloe, knowing all along she should be fully covered by a shroud.
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        * * *

      

			“No.” Annie tapped on her keyboard. She had work to do. There wasn’t time for her to lament. “There was no kissing.” No one in their right mind would call that lip brush on her cheek a kiss. At least, not in her mind. It didn’t matter that Annie’s body responded as if Harlen had slipped her tongue inside Annie’s wanting mouth. Fuck.

			“What went wrong?” Charlie asked. Bless her heart, she was trying to help, but the reality stung. Annie had no idea what had happened.

			“One minute, we were fine, talking about what our safe subjects were, and the next, Harlen’s excusing herself from the table.” Annie didn’t want to tell Char her first thought of being abandoned at the restaurant. The food was good, from what little she had, and she wasn’t about to leave. When she watched Harlen dart outside, she swallowed hard and shrugged. “She came back, of course.” What the hell was she doing? She didn’t defend her dates to others, especially not her best friend.

			“Well, that makes it all better.” Sarcasm flowed from Charlie’s words. She blew out her breath. Yay.

			“Char, I could use some support here.” It was times like these that she loved how honest Char was with her. Others might look at her and not see the internal struggles her autism brought, making life harder at times. Her life wasn’t perfect, but she was okay with how she lived it. All she wanted was to figure out what had happened on the date that had started with so much potential before fizzling out.

			“Sorry, not sorry.”

			Annie rolled her eyes. Making faces and eyerolls that she couldn’t help were reasons Annie didn’t like video calls. She was human after all.

			“I love you and you aren’t afraid to go after what you want. You’re my hero.” 

			Her heart melted. 

			“Don’t let anyone fuck with you. Okay?”

			“Absolutely not.” This was nice, but she was no closer to figuring out why Harlen had run away or left her wanting more at the end.

			“Maybe she saw a ghost!” 

			Charlie was Annie’s knight in shining armor. Bless her soul. “That’s ridiculous.” The more she thought about it, maybe Charlie was on to something, and not for the first time either. “Char?”

			“Yeah?”

			“What if it was a ghost?”

			“Aww. Annie, I was only kidding. You don’t honestly think Harlen saw a ghost, do you?”

			Annie stood and began to pace in her particular rhythm. Five steps up, turn, five steps back. “What if Harlen’s past—her ghost—came knocking at dinner?” She stopped with a jolt. She had no idea what step she was on. One more reason she couldn’t get Harlen out of her mind. She had the unique ability to throw off her equilibrium.

			“That would be good news for her, because then I wouldn’t think she was a total jerk for leading you on.”

			“Hey, you know a little kindness goes a long way.”

			“Peace. So, what kind of a ghost do you think it is?” She could picture Char rocking side to side as she worked the possibilities out in head. 

			“I don’t have—”

			Char gasped. “What if she’s married?”

			“What? No.” As she spoke the words, Annie focused on replaying the conversations they had prior to tonight. 

			“Are you sure? You don’t sound sure,” Char said.

			She couldn’t think with the bombardment of questions, but there was still the question of where to go from here.

			“What are you going to do?” 

			It was kind of creepy how in sync their thoughts often were. “There’s only one way to find out more.” Details began to click into place and Annie enjoyed feeling more like herself. “I’m going to make sure there’s a second date.” She refused to start analyzing all the reasons she should take the hint and walk away. 

			





    
            Chapter Eleven





			“Hi, Mom.” Harlen kissed her mother’s soft rosy cheek. “You look good.” 

			“Always the flatterer.” Her mother ushered her inside, then held her by the shoulders. Harlen knew what was happening. She tried not to squirm. “You seem…bothered.” And there it was.

			“I’m fine, Mom.” 

			Her mother nodded. “We’ll talk later.” The doorbell rang and she smiled. “Go find your father before he burns the house down.”

			Harlen laughed and threw her coat on one of the dozen hooks her father had installed on the front hall coat rack. “Dad? I’m here to help.” She gave him a side hug, careful not to jar the huge spoon he was stirring with. 

			“Harlen. It’s good to see you, girl.” People said she had his smile. Right then, she could almost see it. “Did your mother send you?”

			She laughed. “What makes you say that?” This was her home. It would always be her home and she was grateful for her family. Despite all the teasing, they loved each other.

			“If it wouldn’t be such an inconvenience, I’d torch a potholder so she could have a real reason to talk about me in the kitchen.”

			“Dad!”

			He chuckled before glancing at her as if to gauge something. “Your uncle’s coming.” He turned to the pot again.

			Harlen’s back stiffened. Freeman was the one member of the family that Harlen disliked. She understood there wasn’t anything concrete to base her distrust on, though she couldn’t deny it either. While her mind searched for the first time she had the feeling, her father finished stirring and stood in front of her with a couple of beers. He held one out to her.

			“I get it. He gives you the creepy crawlers.” Her father raised his bottle and drank.

			“Creepy crawlers?” Harlen mimicked her father’s actions.

			“Yep. That’s what you said when you were…” Her father looked up, tipping his head to one side. “About ten, I guess.”

			So, the feeling wasn’t new. Maybe it was because of her uncle’s misogynistic mindset, though it very well could have been some comment or action that gave Harlen that impression. Maybe she didn’t have the term back then, but creepy crawlers sounded about right. “I’m not going to change my mind, Dad.”

			“I never said you should.” He clapped her shoulder. “Let’s go cop a squat. The gang will be here soon and I’m not sitting on a folding chair again.”

			Watching him walk, Harlen was struck by reality. He dropped into his recliner with a groan. He was getting old. His shirt, while newish and pressed, hung loose on his shoulders. The hand he wrapped around the bottle was heavily veined. She thought about the rest of the family. Her grandparents were somehow managing to be active in their nineties. Life was moving on for everyone she knew, except for hers. Her sister’s voice trickled into her thoughts. Her father rose to go greet her and the brood of relatives that followed. Yet Harlen was stuck.

			Here she was, waiting for her partner to be physically gone so she could end her obligation and move on. What did that say about her? Maybe it was fortuitous how her date with Annie went. What kind of a partner could she be when in the back of her mind, she wondered if there was some divine intervention keeping Chloe’s body alive. Her mother’s voice startled her.

			“Harlen? Are you alright, dear?” 

			How long had she been lost in the fog of Chloe this time? “Daydreaming is all.” She hoped she gave her mom a reassuring smile before greeting the group. “Hey, Jane, where’s what’s-his-name?”

			“Ha-ha. Aron had to work, thanks for asking.” Jane hugged her tight and whispered, “I want details.”

			Harlen extricated herself from her sister’s grasp. “Not here,” she mouthed.

			“Fine.” She tossed Harlen her coat and smiled dearly. “It’s so good to see you, too.” Jane turned to the others making their way inside.

			All she had to do was smile, laugh, and try not to spend the entire evening wondering if she’d ever hear from Annie again.
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        * * *

      

			Jane looked at her in disbelief. “Is that how you are on dates?”

			Harlen ruffled her hair. She needed a cut. “How the heck do I know? I haven’t dated in more than six years.” God. She was pathetic. 

			“You just told me you abandoned your date at dinner and ended the night with a kiss on her cheek!”

			“No, no. Even I’m not that much of a moron. I had no clue what I was doing. One minute we’re talking, the next, Annie…” For a minute, Harlen lost herself in the memory of her panic. “She tipped her head like Chloe does—did—and I freaked.”

			Jane pursed her lips. They were sitting on the small porch of her home wearing hoodies and drinking coffee. The night air had turned from balmy to chilly though neither wanted to be inside. “You’re still caught up in that mess?”

			Harlen didn’t talk about the never-ending saga surrounding her undying love for someone technically dead. Even the thought soured her stomach. “Her parents have forbidden me to visit the hospital.”

			“Thank goodness someone’s being rational.” Jane hadn’t been a huge fan of her and Chloe’s relationship. Looking back, it’s possible she was wrong about having judged her so harshly. Jane loved her. Chloe hurt her. Case closed.

			“They aren’t being rational about Chloe.” The words came out harshly. She was so tired of everyone telling her to move on and let go. In her eyes, a promise was a promise, no matter what. It was no one’s fault that she hadn’t gotten to the “I do” part before Chloe put on the brakes. None of her family knew her intention to propose and it meant nothing now. The missed opportunity had cut her so deep, Harlen could sometimes feel the life draining from her. 

			“So you say.” Jane leaned as close as she could and met Harlen’s gaze. “Chloe will never know if you walk away.” When Harlen remained silent, she went on. “Stop being afraid to pick up the pieces.”

			Of course she was afraid. Who wouldn’t be? Hadn’t she proven she was in no state of mind to think about another relationship? She drained the lukewarm coffee from her mug before standing. “It’s late and I’m cold.” She waited while Jane once again pinned her in place.

			“It’s not over, Har,” Jane said, then took the mug from her. “I know you still hurt.” Empathy filled her eyes. “I also know it will become less. You just have to decide to let it be okay.” She kissed Harlen’s cheek. “Get some rest. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

			All she could do was nod. In so many ways, Jane was more like a twin. She knew things about Harlen that no one else did. Like their mother, Jane had a sense about detecting inner turmoil in Harlen. She’d escaped her mother’s inquisition at dinner. It was just a matter of time before her mother wouldn’t let her avoid the conversation any longer. Until then, she owed Annie an apology. Could she get away with sending flowers a second time? Maybe something else, or a text apologizing for acting like a dork. Every time she thought of a viable way to escape Annie’s scrutiny in person, the desire to see her again, to see her smile and hear her laugh, gave Harlen another opportunity to counter the argument. Taking the coward’s way out wasn’t going to work with Annie. Harlen pressed the start button. She glanced in the mirror and shook her head at the grin reflected back. 
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        * * *

      

			A shifting weight on her chest woke Annie out of a sound sleep. She knew this because she was having the most delightful fantasy of Harlen showing up at her door with so many bouquets, Annie couldn’t see anything but the top of her head. 

			“You’re a real buzzkill, Maise.” Annie snaked her hand from under the covers and stroked her spoiled, utterly loveable cat. She didn’t need Harlen in her life. She wanted her. “Is Her Highness’s dish empty?”

			Maisie chortled and pushed into Annie’s hand as she ruffled her fur. 

			“What if I don’t want to get up?” 

			Maisie’s eyes grew large as she peeked into the blanket tunnel Annie had left.

			“Oh no. We are not doing nighttime snuggles.” She sighed. Maisie was a taskmaster. When she was set on having Annie’s attention, or wanting playtime, or whatever else cats wanted, her fur baby was determined to get her way. She would do every annoying thing she could to get Annie to do her bidding, and nine times out of ten, it worked. “Let’s go.” Maisie darted off the bed and Annie threw back the covers, cursing at the cold bedroom. Fall was fast approaching and she had to remember to set her thermostat to come on at six thirty on the weekend and five thirty when she worked. That and her coffee being brewed by the time she hit the kitchen were two things Annie was more than a little obsessed over and a lot grateful for. 

			After pulling on sweats and her worn but faithful slippers, Annie shuffled her way toward the smell of coffee with Maisie at her feet. She poured and yawned, then fixed her coffee. Before she took a sip, she glanced at the kitty dishes. 

			“Liar,” she said. The chortle that followed and the innocent tip of Maisie’s head made Annie laugh. Maisie’s ears went back. “You are such a little shit.” Annie patted her fur and the loud purr vibrated against her leg. The anxiety that used to torment her every day, all day, had become less over time. When she rescued the skittish kitten that couldn’t have been more than eight or nine weeks old, little did she know how much of a therapy cat the ball of fluff would be. Maisie helped her keep her anxiety in a manageable range.

			“We’ve been through stuff, Maise.” Annie remembered their last move to where they lived now, and wished Maisie was better at traveling in the car. Not that she went many places that she could take her companion with her, but still, it would be nice if Maisie would curl up and nap while she drove rather than scream the entire time she was in the car. 

			Annie sat at the table and scrolled through her messages. Not hearing from Harlen came as no surprise. Maybe her lack of emotion played a part in what had transpired between them, but Annie refused to be caught up in things she might not be able to control. What spoke louder to her was her reluctance to talk to Char. As out there as her BF could sometimes be, Char had a sense of reality that Annie could not relate to, or perhaps, would not give space to. She needed that right now because nothing made sense. So why was she hesitating? 

			Without a clear direction, Annie took to the living room and dropped into her favorite armchair. There was only one chair. Nonetheless, the ownership was hers. Maisie would argue the point. Annie glanced at the hassock beneath her feet, and they locked eyes when her familiar jumped up, sat, and wrapped her incredibly fluffy tail around her feet. 

			The trait was an adaptation of the breed who had originally hunted in cold weather in Maine. The fur between their toes served a similar purpose. Maisie alternately enjoyed and was annoyed by the adornment. Annie chuckled at the memory of the time she played with a daddy long-leg and freaked when it got caught in her fur, shaking her foot and jumping around. Annie had finally stopped laughing long enough to rescue her by way of a tissue, telling Maisie it was, “All gone.”

			That was not the reason for the stare down they were engaged in at the moment. “It’s awfully early to want my undivided attention.” 

			Maisie trilled.

			Grateful she had used dark roast, Annie sipped while not breaking eye contact. The idea that Maisie wanted more than attention crossed her mind. “I’m not ready to play with your fish.” 

			Chortle. 

			“You’re quite capable of playing on your own. Go get a spikey.” She gestured to one of the three spikey balls in view. Three of too many to keep track of, but it saved Annie from having to crawl around on the floor with a flashlight and a yardstick more than once a week to replenish the supply. A victory in her book to be sure.

			Maisie stood with what she could only describe as an impatience. 

			Then it hit her. “You think I should call Char.” She didn’t need to end the statement with a question mark. They both knew the answer. “I know. Here’s the thing.” She leaned closer and scratched with her unoccupied hand. “I’m not convinced there’s an answer for the predicament.”

			Maisie, in true fashion, extended a paw when she stopped, touching her hand so lightly any annoyance disappeared.

			“At least one pussy loves me.” Laughter escaped and Maisie sauntered off, annoyed at the volume of her voice. Annie continued to delay the call she desperately needed to make. Fuck. “Fine.” 

			On the way to replenish her mug, Annie replayed the evening in question. Did she do something out of the ordinary for typical types, meaning Harlen, to comprehend? Had she made her feel ill at ease? Everything Annie did or said had the potential for others to misinterpret, but she wasn’t the one who had been the pursuer here. Harlen had chased her. A shiver of acknowledgement shot up her spine. She hustled to the table for her phone and prepared for the marathon that was sure to ensue.

			





    
            Chapter Twelve





			“I was wondering when you’d call.” Charlie made a grunting sound relaying her displeasure at being made to wait.

			“The situation called for reflection.” That much was true. She didn’t want to assume or speculate on Harlen’s behavior. Not just at the restaurant, either. Like…what was up with the cheek kiss? She wasn’t an elderly relative that Harlen had been forced to see home after a family gathering. They were on a date for Christ’s sake. If they weren’t going to lip-lock a handshake would have been sufficient. She laughed.

			“What?”

			“Nothing.”

			“Bullshit,” Char blurted. “I can’t help if you won’t share what’s going on in that maudlin mind of yours.”

			“Hey!” Annie gasped.

			“At least I have your attention. Time to share.”

			Annie sucked in air, then let out a couple of deep breaths. There was no easy way to begin. “I haven’t heard from Harlen.”

			“Did you reach out?”

			“No.”

			“Dump her.”

			“Char, not helping.”

			“Okay, okay. Let’s do the pro/con list.” Clattering in the background meant Char was getting provisions for their talk.

			“That’s a good idea.” Annie grabbed her note pad and a pen.

			“Let’s avoid the obvious that she’s a hot catch. Name something you like about her.”

			“She’s punctual.”

			Char crunched. “That’s a biggie for you.”

			Annie nodded. “She’s thoughtful.” The flowers had been an unexpected delight.

			“Another plus. Go on.” Annie’s recall was spot-on. “She loved on Maisie.”

			“Oh, I bet that got her brownie points. What did Maisie do?” Char slurped from a can.

			“She was all in for the scratches and pets. I take that as a good sign.” Annie chewed her lip.

			“Maisie would take those from a serial killer as long as she was getting attention.”

			Annie’s motherly instinct rose. “She would not!”

			“Then you’re kidding yourself.” Char banged a cupboard door before the telltale sound of her dropping onto the pleather bean bag tucked in a corner of her living room. A certain indication she was going nowhere fast.

			“You’re right. Maisie loves love.” So did Annie. The way to her heart wasn’t as difficult as people might think, though the one sticking point for all her relationships was being understood. If Harlen didn’t understand the reasons behind Annie’s actions, there was little hope for them. The sobering thought made her sad.

			“Not so different from people,” Char’s tone had softened, and she appreciated their friendship more than she could fathom. “Did you talk on the car ride to the restaurant?”

			Recalling the short drive, Annie had difficulty remembering if they’d talked at all. She was usually chatty in most situations, but anxiety over the impending date and realizing she was actually with Harlen made her clam up.

			“Not really. I don’t remember much about the ride.”

			“You? Annie, you have a mind like a steel trap. You remember shit I wish you would forget.”

			She chuckled, then became sullen. “The whole thing was weird.”

			“Weird how? Like stalkerish weird? Creepy weird?” Char wanted details and Annie was perplexed that she didn’t have a lot of them. Caught between sexual attraction, nervous tension, and reality, Annie had retreated into herself to avoid disappointment. She’d been so unlike her usual confident self, she was terrified of putting Harlen off.

			“Like Harlen was going through the motions. Or maybe she wanted to be somewhere else.” She threw her hands in the air. “I don’t fucking know, Char. That’s why I called.”

			“Breathe. You’re going to hyperventilate if you don’t, and you know what happens then.” 

			Char was right. Annie would be barfing if she didn’t get herself on stable footing. Thinking about Harlen made that difficult. She’d tuck that tidbit away for another time. “Got it.” Annie took the calming kind of breaths her therapist insisted she make second nature and used the technique whenever she felt off-kilter. In the middle of the exercise, Maisie rubbed against her leg, and the vibration of her purr slowed Annie’s pulse. “I’m good.”

			“Alright. The ride was a bust. Did she open the door for you?”

			“It wasn’t a bust.” 

			“We both know it was.” 

			“No. She didn’t open the door.” She’d half expected Harlen’s hand to land on the small of her back as they headed inside and admitted she’d ached for her touch. “The staff knew her.”

			“So she brought you to a familiar spot where she knew the food and service.” Char made a derisive noise. 

			“What are you tsking about?”

			“Nothing. What happened next?”

			Annie left out the part where the silence continued for a stretch. “She ordered wine and an appetizer.” 

			“Is that what you wanted?” 

			Annie shrugged before remembering Harlen checking first. “She asked and I agreed.”

			“You’ve gotten soft in your desperation for a lay.” Leave it to Charlie not to mince words.

			“Are we going there?”

			“Sorry. Gee, you’re awfully sensitive.” Charlie’s words reverberated in her head. 

			Being put off and taking offense to Char’s critiques never bothered her before. What was different this time? “Now I’m sorry.”

			“Don’t be. That’s what best friends do. We taunt and tease until the other person gives up or gives in.” She could hear the smile in Char’s voice, but the last sentence made Annie see what was different.

			“I wanted Harlen to fuck me.”

			Char gasped. “Whoa, Nelly. You hadn’t even had the obligatory dinner date and you wanted to have sex with her?”

			Annie rested her chin in her palm. “Seems so.” 

			“You must have been a little disappointed when she didn’t.”

			As unjustified as it was, she couldn’t shake the fact she had expectations that weren’t met, and that was on her. “It wasn’t fair to Harlen either way.” She couldn’t talk about the implications her emotions were pointing to. How could she be so invested in someone she hardly knew? “I’ve got to go.” Annie jumped up, sending the chair back.

			“What? Oh, no you don’t. You can’t leave me hanging without the full picture.” Char was outraged. It would pass. They’d been through these kinds of scenarios before.

			“I am and you’ll love me anyway.”

			“Annie…” Char’s tone morphed from annoyance to understanding in a heartbeat. “You know I do.”

			“I love you, too. Promise we’ll finish this soon.” Annie set the phone on the table before heading for her bedroom. She needed to be prepared in the off chance that Harlen was willing to see her. The only way to resolve a misunderstanding was face-to-face and Annie had always been good at logistics. Maisie jumped on the bed, watching her pull clothes from her dresser.

			“This has to work, baby girl.”

			She wasn’t as desperate as Char made her out to be. Annie could take care of her sexual urges by herself if need be. In Harlen’s case, she wanted a mind-meld. They had to be on the same wavelength if things weren’t going to be strange between them. The only way Annie could get there was to talk about the awkward date and how they were going to move forward, if at all. If they couldn’t come to an agreement, Annie wouldn’t be happy. It was the first time in a very long time she was relying on someone else to get her there.

			





    
            Chapter Thirteen





			“I hate this shit.” Harlen mumbled under her breath. Over the last few days, work had become an intrusion in her already fucked up life. The last thing she wanted to do was spend more hours on a project she had no desire to be involved in. She needed to talk to someone other than her siblings. Harlen walked from her cubicle to the elevator. Luckily for her, the person she needed most worked in a law firm eight stories above her. 

			The shiny surface of the elevator doors reflected an almost identical likeness of her. All except the tightness of her jaw and the way she held her shoulders. The small placard next to the number twenty stated “Woodard, Forrest, and Witherby,” the firm her mother was a partner in. Her specialty was family law, but she knew enough to make recommendations regarding other types of legal predicaments. Harlen didn’t need legal advice. What she needed was information on how to extract herself from the family business without turning the entire twelfth floor against her. 

			She rode the elevator alone, a rare occurrence. The numbers over the doors lit up one at a time as she rose higher and higher. A few years ago, when the Forrest business moved into its current suite, Harlen asked her mother why law firms were always on the upper floors. 

			“Prestige, my dear. Corporations believe that the lower on the totem pole a company is, the lower they are in a building.” When pressed for more, she went on. “It’s a symbol of stature when a company rises to the top, so to speak.” She would forever be confused why anyone fixated on appearances. 

			A pleasant chime announced her arrival and the doors quietly opened. The décor left a bit to be desired. The orange was more of a distraction, especially these days. Maybe she’d suggest changing the color to something less garish and a lot calmer. The entire country needed to be led with understanding and inclusive caring for all citizens.

			“Hi, Harlen.” Faith, the receptionist, greeted her with a smile. “Here to see Lenore?”

			She shoved her hands in her pants. Now that she was there, second thoughts crept in. Surely she could handle her discontent in an adult manner by herself. “If she’s busy, I can come back.”

			“You’ll do no such thing.” Lenore McGhee, Attorney at Law, stood a few feet behind her. Her salt-and-pepper hair was mostly salt at this point, and cut in a semi-short, untamed style that made her look ten years younger. The cobalt blue short-sleeve sweater brought out her eye color, a trait they inherited from her maternal side. The relaxed-fit black slacks and woven mesh black-and-white, low-heeled shoes added the right amount of contrast to her wardrobe. Harlen always admired her mother’s taste in clothes. Her appearance showed a refined style without being stuffy. Harlen disliked stuffy lawyers. However, her face clearly revealed how glad she was to see her. 

			“Thanks, Faith.” Harlen covered the distance in a few steps before wrapping her arms around her mother’s familiar frame. She felt a little thinner than a few weeks ago. Everything felt different lately. “Hi, Mom.”

			“Harlen.” She held her by the shoulders with an intense gaze. She shouldn’t have come. They never had the discussion her mother mentioned at the recent family dinner and there’d be no escaping it now. Her mother moved her hands downward until they held Harlen’s. “We’ll talk.”

			Uh-oh. She shook off the omen. Why was she dreading the conversation that was about to happen? Wasn’t this why she’d sought her mother’s sage advice? To talk about the things that weighed heavily on her mind? Harlen held her hand while she was led to where Faith sat watching the exchange.

			“Would you please order us lunch?” Her mother’s head tipped. “Something indulgent from that place that makes their own bread. And some drinks would be good.”

			“Yes, Mrs. McGhee.” Faith grinned. 

			Her mother had fought with her receptionist, insisting she call her by her first name. Faith had refused to do so, especially with a named partner. The best Faith could offer was using her first name unless her mother was in another person’s company. Then it had to be Mrs. McGhee.

			“Now,” her mother began as she hooked her arm through Harlen’s. “Tell me what’s got you so worked up that you rode the elevator in search of your mother.”

			“Mom…” Harlen protested. She felt like a child. Maybe that was because she was acting like one. Her mother pointed and she lowered into one of the thickly padded leather chairs circling a small conference table. 

			“You’re not too old to need your mother are you?” 

			A loving family wasn’t a luxury everyone enjoyed. Harlen was luckier than most. In fact, there were one or two members she could do without. That was definitely a topic for another time. “Never.” 

			Her mother took the adjacent seat and crossed her legs, looking like the relaxed lawyer she always presented outside the privacy of her own home. Most of the time anyway. Harlen had heard stories about her fiery objections and well-orchestrated cross examinations. “I hope that never changes.” 

			She swallowed hard. They shared a moment of silence. Harlen wondered if they were both paying respect to the relationship they had. Mother and daughter. She’d never been jealous of Jane and Peter being closer to Dad. The middle child was often thought of as the forgotten one, but Harlen knew better.

			“We’ve got some time before lunch arrives. Tell me what’s upset you.”

			Where should she begin? If she started with how her first date with Annie had bombed, her mother would be sympathetic and maybe a little biased in her reflection on the other issue. Work was the safer subject. “I don’t like what I’m doing.”

			Her mother’s finely shaped brows knit. “In what context?”

			Harlen blew out her breath. Be clearer. The admonishment was meant to help speed along the process. At this rate, they’d still be here at dinner time with her mom pulling bits and pieces of the story from her. “Work.” She wanted to pace. “I’ve never been thrilled about being in acquisitions.”

			“You’re good at it.”

			Ha. “Only because I have to be. I take pride in my work, but I don’t like it.” Harlen was on a roll and she wasn’t about to stop. “I got the short straw when we brought more people on.” She’d been clear from the start, the real estate business wasn’t her dream profession. It was temporary until she decided how she wanted to set up her interior design business. “It’s been more than seven years, Mom.” Where had the time gone?

			Seven long years of wasting time and energy doing what she despised. She wasn’t a salesperson. Harlen learned from her grandmother how to work acquisitions and make the most from each purchase. At the same time, Harlen and Chloe moved in together. Two years later, her grandparents stepped away from the day-to-day management of the business, leaving those decisions to the family. She told herself the job was temporary, and she focused her energy on their new, exciting relationship. She thought she’d have time to set up her own business and move on, yet here she was without having gotten any closer to her dream. Emotion choked her airflow. Harlen couldn’t think about Chloe and her ongoing battle with wanting to do the right thing when her newest dream was washing her hands and walking away from her obligation to both her partner and her family’s business. Those obligations hung over her like a hangman’s noose.

			“There’s nothing wrong with wanting a change. Lord knows you’ve had a lot on your plate.” Lenore’s tone held empathy regarding Harlen’s feelings for Chloe rather than sympathy for her self-imposed situation. She had raised her children to be independent thinkers and doers. “So, what do you want to do about your job?”

			Harlen hadn’t told Dan about her struggle with work aside from it being mentally exhausting. The anguish Harlen experienced by not having an outlet for her artistic side drained what little life she had left. “I don’t want to die like this.”

			“Are you sick?” Her mother’s face blanched.

			“No. I’m sorry. I’m fine, Mom.” She placed her hand on her mother’s shoulder, refusing to notice the flesh and bone beneath her fingers, but it urged her on to not waste another day. “I’m not happy if I’m not designing. My loyalty to my family…”

			“And Chloe.”

			Harlen almost smiled. She should have known better than to think she’d get away without that tidbit. Her mother’s insight slowed her rambling. She didn’t need to get everything out in a minute. A knock on the door startled her. Harlen sat back while her mother went to answer it. This was her opportunity to think about what she was really trying to say without worrying about being careful how she got there. Her mother knew her better than she knew herself. She’d forgive her. 

			“Come in, Faith. I think it’s safe to say we’d eat just about anything.”

			“Thank you, Mrs. McGhee. The restaurant was packed. Calling ahead helped.” Faith began to spread the food.

			“You don’t need to do that.” Her mother and Faith exchanged a look. “I didn’t mean to sound ungrateful. Harlen and I were at a critical mass in the mother/daughter department. Food may improve the negotiations.”

			Faith smiled with relief. She nodded and quietly left. Harlen got busy unbagging the food. There was a ton. Way more than two people could eat.

			“Are we having company?” Harlen wanted to sound upbeat, but if she didn’t get this out soon, she’d lose her nerve again.

			Her mother chuckled. “I’ve always asked for plus-one.” She opened a carton and inhaled. A bright orange soup with pepitas sprinkled on top caught her eye. “This is their special soup and why I wanted to order from the deli.” She held up a coffee mug with a spoon in it. Harlen had no idea when that happened. She really needed to get her shit together.

			“You were promoting your loyalties when we were interrupted.” Her mother slid the mug over before holding her in place with her gaze. Her mother possessed many admirable qualities. Not wasting anyone’s time was one. She’d come to appreciate it.

			“Yes. I’m proposing the company let me withdraw to part-time status at twenty-five or thirty hours a week, tops, to start.” Unable to gauge her mother’s reaction, she dipped her spoon into the soup. Flavors burst in her mouth. The sweetness of a hearty squash along with fresh herbs and the crunch of nuts made her moan. “You weren’t kidding. This is delicious.”

			“I know.” 

			The awkward silence that followed left her confidence waning. Harlen put down the soup, knowing it would get cold. But she also knew she had to finish. “During the transition period, I’ll stage open houses and contract for renovations.” If Harlen was a person who sweated under pressure, she’d be drenched. “In a year’s time, I move to full-time on the design side of the business.” She’d let herself daydream to the extreme, seeing her business flourish by providing her services to home buyers looking to renovate their newly purchased home to fit their needs. Harlen’s entire body tingled. For the first time in her life, the prospect of finding happiness in her work life was obtainable. If only she could count on her heart to reach for the obtainable, though the lack of contact made it pretty clear that Annie wasn’t about to get involved with a woman who was chasing a ghost.

			“It’s a great plan. You should present it at the next board meeting.”

			The oxygen was gone. As much as she hoped for her mother’s support, bringing her idea to the board was a big deal. “You think it’s that good?”

			“I think it’s great.” Her mother patted her hand. She shoved a white-paper-wrapped package in her direction. “That’s roast beef. Also a winner. Doesn’t go well with the iced latte I’m about to snatch.” The playful attitude wasn’t new outside the office, and she considered if this was how her mother moved in the world all the time. Certain. Straightforward. Forgiving. Kind. She could go on and on.

			“Thank you for being my mother.” Her mother sat up, all movement ceased. “Harlen…” Her eyes were so full of emotion, Harlen recognized her own battles in them. It couldn’t have been easy for her mother to wage the daily battles it took to survive, yet women did it every day of their lives. 

			“I haven’t told you nearly enough.” She took a napkin and dabbed at the tear that gathered and fell from her mother’s eye. This was what it felt like to love someone so unconditionally they don’t realize it. With a strength Harlen had often witnessed
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