
Chapter One

			The air around her swirled with fine particles as saws buzzed and drills whirred. Jordan Spade stood with her hands on her hips and surveyed her current jobsite. It was something she made herself do every now and then as a way of staying in the here and now. Life was good. Even when her misery hung over her like a storm cloud about to let loose on her, she’d learned to step through it, push on, be strong.

			“Hey, boss.” Gary, the drywall contractor, called to her from the makeshift driveway. 

			“Morning. What’s up?” She reached into her back pocket for the small notebook with ragged edges and produced a pen from another. When a tradesman talked there was information to be had. 

			“There’s a delay in Sheetrock. It’s going to set us behind a few days.”

			Jordan shook her head. The pandemic had impacted every business and every household in one way or another, and the housing industry had suffered right along with everyone else. Building construction was moving forward in fits and starts as materials came in at a crawl. Setbacks were the norm these days and everyone she spoke to was looking forward to a better sense of normalcy. 

			“Okay, Gary. Let me know when it comes in so I can get the other trades up to snuff.” She marked it in her book then shoved it away as she calculated the timetable impact. Painters, window and door installers, and a few others would have to be put on hold. They’d move on to another job in the meantime, and sometimes the result was another delay for her while they finished up at another location. 

			“Sure thing. I’m going to tell my guys to clean up and head out for the day. We’ve got another job a few blocks over so as soon as the materials are delivered, we’ll come back.”

			Gary was a good guy. Dependable and fair. Her crews were top-notch too, even if one or two of the guys were total jerks, the quality of their work made the annoying instances tolerable. After finishing her inspection, she pulled the blueprints from her truck and spread them across the tailgate, her clipboard nearby. She systematically checked off completed items and jotted necessary changes. 

			There were several small notations she hadn’t paid previous attention to, but they were in tiny print and barely readable. Jordan grumbled. From her glove box she produced a magnifying glass and zeroed in on the areas. Stained-glass inset. It was odd that she had no recollection of this when she’d gone over the first set of prints, though it wasn’t unusual for owners to change their mind during construction, often adding and subtracting things as the full picture came to fruition or they saw a TV show and now wanted to include some obscure detail in their own build. As she flipped through the oversized pages she focused on similar notes, and she made a new entry. Stained-glass windows. 

			Obviously, these were going to be done once her crew was gone, so she didn’t have to think about it. Just the same, she’d contact the owners. Sometimes changes were made after the prints were completed and the builder didn’t have them reprinted. It made for a lot of frustration, and she didn’t need any more of that in her life.

			* * *

			Colors burst against the wall, a kaleidoscope of blues, greens, and purples. Callie Burke smiled at the piece that perfectly matched the vision she had when her customer had given her the color palette and a bit of information about her friend’s likes, based on the album she was shown. It would be a beautiful birthday present and she wrapped the stained-glass suncatcher in bubble wrap then placed it gently in the box. A few minutes later, she’d finished it with a delicate linen paper and a purple bow. 

			Display pieces of different shapes and sizes hung in the windows and along the wall. Unlike canvas, it would take centuries for the sun to fade the colors in the glass, and she loved the permanency of her art. The coffee maker beeped, and she put a splash of cream and a little sugar in her cup before adding the brew. The aroma reminded her of that trip to Cape Cod and the bistro on Commercial Street that made the best coffee she’d ever tasted. Once a month, a pound would be delivered right to her door. The first sip was heaven, just like each day she made it, and she enjoyed a few minutes of the peace that she’d come to love before getting back to work. If it was quiet and she really listened, she could hear the ocean in the distance since her home was only a couple of blocks from the shore.

			Callie opened her sketchbook and reviewed the email confirmation from a homeowner who’d asked for some commission work. Her mentor had often let her imagination take over when there was a request for a custom piece. That experience had given her the confidence to take an order for a home in her parents’ neighborhood and reinforced the idea that she could make it on her own. 

			Since moving to the area, she’d been lucky to be contacted for some work in a home that was being built for a friend of a friend. It included a window between the bathroom and hallway, and custom replacement panes for the front door. A Tiffany-like lampshade for the small workstation in the kitchen. Four globes for over the massive island. With the dimensions stated, in theory she could begin working, except she knew better. It was time she visited the house under construction to take her own measurements. The inserts had to be within an eighth of an inch on all sides and perfectly square, otherwise the glass wouldn’t sit correctly, and the small gaps would allow for expansion of the wood in damp weather. There was little room for error, and she didn’t want to waste expensive pieces of glass because she was too lazy to do the leg work. Tomorrow would be the day to make sure everything was as it should be.

			Callie refilled her mug before entering the modest spare room that would eventually hold a guest bed, nightstands, and chest of drawers. There wasn’t any doubt her mother would be quizzing her endlessly about when they could come for a visit from the hell-hole heat of Florida. Her parents vowed to never leave and at one time she’d felt the same way, but her teenage infatuation with being a beach bunny faded once she’d been through several hurricane seasons. The fear of losing her home and everything that was near and dear to her was real, though she’d decided to stick it out until after college. Her master’s degree hung in a frame in the hallway, but she hoped it was a showpiece more than a representation of her profession. 

			Callie picked up her sketchbook and coffee, then headed into the makeshift workspace. When it wasn’t too hot, she worked in the garage and opened the big door, spreading materials out on the temporary table she’d set up. When it was beastly, she worked in the air-conditioned house. Today was one of those days. 

			Until she found someone reasonable and reliable to work on the garage and turn it into a split space workroom and showroom for her beloved art, she was making do. Besides, there wasn’t any rush to heft all her totes again, but when the time came she’d manage. She’d have to rely on herself from now on. She had yet to make friends and hadn’t dated in months. A girlfriend would complicate things and distract her from turning her art into a way of making a living. Not that she’d ever had a girlfriend, at least none that qualified as one. As a teenager who’d fumbled around with her sexuality, she’d been a loner and preferred it that way. Uncomplicated. But she couldn’t help thinking about a nice, casual sexual encounter. One that wouldn’t interfere with her plans. With a sigh, she pushed that thought away. Failing to focus could mean failure, and she wasn’t about to let that happen.

			




Chapter Ten

			After their discussion the prior week, Jordan had estimated she’d begin the work this week, giving her time to order materials and close a job or two that was wrapping up. She’d called Callie last night to say she could start the following day, if that was okay, and Callie couldn’t wait to get the project under way.

			In preparation of Jordan’s arrival, she needed to move her supplies out of the shop and into the house, something she was dreading, but without anyone else to rely on, it was up to her. The cart she’d purchased a while back would come in handy and she was glad there wasn’t more than the six totes and random items from her workbench to schlep from one place to the other. Her completed items were another story, though there were less than two dozen and she’d managed to get those into the house in six trips. The heavy stuff was up next, and she decided to take a break before starting the heavy hauling. Callie sat on her back steps drinking water and contemplating how she’d arrived at today.

			She chose Delaware to escape the heat and humidity of Florida, wanting to experience the tepid, year-round temperatures it offered. Ever since her family had moved south when she was twelve years old, she’d had a hard time acclimating and didn’t understand why people wanted to live there. Aside from the threat of hurricanes and the never-ending summer, there were bugs. Huge, disgusting, hard-to-kill bugs. Just thinking about them gave her the willies. 

			The tourist season, which was already in full swing, would be busy and likely her most lucrative time, though commission orders might come in often enough that she would survive the winter without having to scrimp. If she had to, she could always teach a class or two. For practicality’s sake, she’d completed the Delaware requirements for certification for elementary and middle-school teaching before moving. Just because glass art was her dream didn’t mean she could throw caution to the wind and chance being broke and homeless. There were risks to any new adventure, and ignoring possible failure was foolhardy. 

			But Callie wasn’t a fatalist either. She was looking forward to the work to be done on the garage, even if it did mean her car would be exposed to the weather. If all went well, there was a future plan to build a single-car garage between the house and shop, though farther back so as to not ruin the view. Not that she had much of one. If she stood at the far corner of the front porch and the streets were quiet, she could hear the ocean. At least, that’s what she told herself. 

			Her home was in a residential area dotted here and there with a few funky little shops like hers, and located just a few blocks from the boardwalk. Because the area was so walkable, location wasn’t as crucial as it might be in other tourist areas. Seasonal rentals were plentiful, as were the short-term vacationers who strolled along the side streets in search of hidden treasures like that quirky little pottery stand a few blocks over, and she was optimistic her shop would be considered a treasure find, too. Luckily, there weren’t any other artists like her in Rehoboth Beach, and she’d already spoken to a few of the gift shops about displaying some of her work as well as agreeing to distribute her business card. Most were open to the idea because a sale for her was also a sale for them, and the 60/40 split was the going rate. 

			The clock displayed a few minutes past eight. Unlike the first few weeks since she’d met Jordan, the last week had dragged on. Even with the pendants to keep her busy, anticipation ran along her nerves. Whether it was because she was one step closer to her dream or wanting to see Jordan again, Callie wasn’t sure. If there was one thing she would admit to, it was knowing Jordan wouldn’t cut corners or try to take advantage of her because she was a woman. Firing the first Realtor she’d worked with had been justified. She hated his condescending attitude, and he’d treated her as though she knew nothing about real estate or property values. She’d done her homework when the hunt for a location had begun. 

			Once Jordan started, she’d have to work solely in the guest room, and she hoped it would be short-term. She didn’t like having her personal space invaded by her work, even if she was passionate about the art she created no matter where she did it. There was something about keeping the two separate that was important to her.

			The sound of an engine in the driveway sent her pulse into overdrive. She started to run to the front door. “Stand down,” she said under her breath. Jordan was there in a professional capacity. There was nothing to get excited about. That little fact did nothing to calm her excitement. Ready for what lay ahead, Callie pushed through the screen door and greeted Jordan who had raised the garage door. She had two remotes and insisted Jordan take one.

			“Good morning.”

			Jordan slid her sunglasses onto her head. “That it is.” She glanced at the sky, then into her eyes. “You ready for this?”

			She held her breath as she took in one of the sexiest butches she’d ever met. Remembering she’d been asked a question, Callie nodded enthusiastically. They’d negotiated terms for their agreement. Callie would do what she could to help, and Jordan would allow her to use tools once she showed her how. “Where do we start?”

			“Let’s make sure everything is out of the garage. One piece of broken glass was enough for me.” Jordan’s lopsided grin looked good on her.

			“There are a few things I couldn’t carry into the house alone, and there’s a tote that’s really heavy.” She pointed to the offensive bin. “We should be able to lift it together.”

			Jordan studied it. “Let me give it a try.” She bent with her knees, grabbed the handles, and lifted. “Not too bad. Where do you want it?” 

			She hurried ahead to open the door. “In the guest room.” The house wasn’t huge. It didn’t need to be. It was just her and maybe a pet someday, but the two-bedroom, two-bath bungalow was perfect. The only problem was the majority of storage space was in the basement and she didn’t want to be lugging her materials up and down that narrow staircase as often as she needed things. For a couple of months, if that’s what it took, she’d manage. As Jordan passed by, Callie got a closer view of the well-developed muscles in her arms. Not for the first time, she pictured those arms extended above her and Jordan’s solid weight pressed to hers. She had to push those thoughts away. Jordan hadn’t shown any interest in her, other than helping with the project. Her business had to come before any kind of crush as well. So much of her preferred career had taken a back seat to practicality that she was ready to surge toward her goal with the same gusto she’d had when it came to finding her own space.

			The rest of the move went quickly. There hadn’t been too much left after she’d done what she could. What remained had been the heavier things she couldn’t move alone, though Jordan had managed most of them single-handedly. 

			“Would you like coffee or something cold to drink?”

			“Thanks. I’m good for now, though I’ll probably take you up on the offer later.” Jordan dropped the tailgate of the truck and began pulling tools from the bed.

			Callie pointed to the objects lined up in neat rows, most of which she could name. “Can I help?”

			“If you don’t mind getting dirty you can.” 

			Deciding to ignore the potential double entendre, she began picking up stuff she could easily handle. When she reached for the level, Jordan’s hand closed over it first.

			“Sorry. This is…” Jordan visibly struggled to go on. “Was…my father’s. It’s not fragile but—”

			“It’s precious to you. I understand.” She couldn’t imagine what the pain of losing a parent would feel like because she still had hers. As she’d grown older, the gulf between them had widened, mostly because they considered themselves to be above blue-collar workers, a much different attitude than Callie had for anyone who was willing to work for a day’s wage. But they were her parents, and she wasn’t so alienated that she didn’t care. She loved them from a distance, and that was how she liked it. Callie stepped back and Jordan lifted the level with reverence before taking it inside. Maybe this was the shadow that never quite left Jordan’s eyes. 

			* * *

			Once the garage was empty except for her tools, Jordan unrolled the blueprints on the tailgate. 

			“This indicates where the sliders will go.” Jordan pointed to a section of dissecting lines. “This area is the shop, and this is the workspace.” The shop was slightly smaller than the working space due to the details Callie had requested. “These are the rafters.” She glanced up. The exposed rafters were evenly spaced out and carefully measured to look aesthetically pleasing. Even though they were ornamental rather than structural was no reason for sloppy planning. Callie appeared overwhelmed. “Is something wrong?” 

			Callie continued to stare at the paper before meeting her gaze. “How do you make sense of it all? There’s so many marks and lines and numbers.”

			“Practice.” She smiled. “Lots and lots of practice.” For the first time since meeting her, Callie looked completely lost. “It’s okay. You don’t have to understand it all. That’s why you have me.” The blueprint class she’d taken had been daunting at first, but once she got the hang of it and had a grasp of what each line and symbol meant, she’d enjoyed it immensely. There was nothing like being organized down to the minutest detail.

			“Good thing. Otherwise there’d be a ton of wrong shit where it didn’t belong.” Callie’s cheeks turned pink.

			“Even I do that on a rare occasion.” She met Callie’s gaze and lost herself for a moment in the soft green of her eyes. “I’ll do all I can to make sure that doesn’t happen on this project.” Callie lightly touched her forearm, sending a shockwave all the way to her clit. That wasn’t supposed to happen. 

			“I’m not concerned. You’ve already proven you make things right in the end, so don’t worry so much.” Callie’s gaze flicked from hers to her lips and back again before she slid her hand away. “So, can we start?”

			Just then, a flatbed truck slowly cruised down the street and stopped along the curb. She nodded in its direction. “Perfect timing. Staging materials is next.” Jordan had the foresight to include a forklift in her order. The street was too narrow for a semi to back in the driveway and there was no way they could move all she’d ordered by hand. That would take all day. 

			Callie’s excitement was palpable. She clapped her hands together. “What can I do?”

			“Stay out of the way and watch.” She saw the flash of disappointment on Callie’s face and quickly added, “Because the boom can move erratically, and I don’t want you hurt.” Jordan met the driver on the sidewalk and gave instructions as to what items she wanted where. This was only the first of what would probably be at least one more delivery. If she’d ordered everything she needed now, she’d have no room to work. It didn’t take long for the materials to be unloaded in the driveway and she used the forklift to move a pallet of two-by-fours that she needed for framing inside. She turned to an expectant Callie as the truck pulled away. “Now the fun begins.” The words would have rung true even if she wasn’t standing next to a beautiful woman. She enjoyed her craft, and Callie being on the project had nothing at all to do with her anticipation.

			




Chapter Eleven

			Jordan wiped the sweat from her brow with the hem of her T-shirt. It had been a long day and she was more than ready for a hot shower, a cold beer, and a meal. She surveyed the results of their combined labor. Callie had been an enthusiastic assistant, even when she floundered a time or two with not understanding a concept or the name of a tool. And she never complained about the heat or the heavy lifting or the loud equipment. Jordan had even shown her how to use the chop saw after cautioning her against using it incorrectly. The wide-eyed expression on her face had been priceless.

			Callie came bounding out of the house showered and changed into comfortable looking capris and a short-sleeved shirt. “Want to grab a bite to eat? I’m starving.”

			They’d only stopped for hydration a couple of times and a piece of fruit around midday. Jordan wasn’t much on interruptions when she worked unless absolutely necessary. “I’m a mess.”

			“I don’t think so, but you could probably use a shower.” Callie smiled, reached up, and picked a few wood chips from her hair. 

			Jordan caught her hand. Her head screamed what a bad idea it was to pretend Callie found her attractive in any way other than her building skills. “Only if you let me treat.” Did she just insinuate they were going on a date? 

			“Deal.”

			Well, that was easy enough, and there didn’t seem to be an implication of anything more than just two people eating food together. Great. Jordan motioned to the truck. “Unless you’re into grunge, we’re going to my house so I can shower and change first.” Callie jumped in as Jordan opened the door. “Do you need anything from the house?” She pressed the remote and the garage door trembled down with a grind. She’d be glad when the noisy contraception was gone.

			Callie produced her cell phone and keys. “I travel light.”

			“Good enough.” As she rounded the truck, a common mantra marched through her head. What the fuck am I doing? She promptly ignored it.

			* * *

			“Make yourself at home.” Jordan flicked on lights and dropped her keys on the hallway table. She went to the fridge and grabbed a couple of waters, then downed one. As the cold quenched her thirst then exploded in her belly, the old familiar feeling of having done her best today enveloped her. It had been a long time since she’d felt that way. She lifted her gaze and met Callie’s, her head tipped. “Want one?” She held out the remaining bottle.

			“I’m good.”

			She put it back in the fridge. “I won’t be long. Want the TV on?”

			“I’ll just snoop, if that’s okay.”

			She laughed hard. “Just don’t look in the hall closet.” She leaned close. “That’s where the bodies are hidden.” Jordan didn’t have a clue if Callie thought she was kidding or not, but if she was still there when she was done with her shower, chances were she had a great sense of humor. 

			Twenty minutes later and glad to be rid of the sweat and sawdust, Jordan strode into the open living and dining room. Callie stood just beyond the patio doors, the shape of her body outlined in the low sunshine. Jordan’s body stirred with arousal, her belly tightened with desire. There wasn’t much she could do to stop it. It had been months since she’d been with a woman. Ignoring the sensations assaulting her, Jordan slid the screen back and stepped into the warm evening air.

			“Nothing’s missing in the house and you’re still here. Guess I can trust you well enough.”

			Callie grinned. “So that’s all it takes to gain your trust. Not stealing from you?”

			Was that all it took? Should life and relationships be as simple as not taking from the other person what they weren’t willing to freely give? Maybe all this time she’d been expecting too much. “It helps.” Jordan couldn’t miss the curiosity in Callie’s eyes. “Ready for some food?”

			“And a drink. We both deserve one.” 

			“I think you’re the one who really deserves that, but I’m not going to pass on one myself.” Jordan locked the back door before they moved through the house to the front. She had no idea what she was doing, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t find a bit of respite in this beautiful woman’s company for a few hours.

			* * *

			Callie looked out the open window, enjoying the pleasant temperature and the company beside her. It had been a busy, productive day and the progress made her happy. It was so wonderful that Jordan was happy to let her help. Being involved was better than watching from the sidelines. And watching Jordan work had been a symphony of motion. Her movements were calculated, and she didn’t waste energy. Her body revealed years of memorized motion and deeply defined muscles. She was strong, too. Callie pictured being lifted by her, laid on a bed of fresh linens, then taken to a physical place of Jordan’s making. Unable to stop herself, she let the images fill her and she embraced the stirrings inside her body. Soft curses drew her attention.

			“I guess everyone decided to come to town tonight.” 

			The main thoroughfare was packed with cars and people milled about in groups or strolled at a leisurely pace. Even though Labor Day had just come and gone, the weather remained a beautiful mix of warm days and cooler nights. She scanned for a parking space, but all the cars ahead of them were doing the same thing. “I don’t think you’re going to find anything.”

			“Plan B,” Jordan said as she flashed a heart-stopping smile at her. “You might want to remember this.” They made a quick left, went two blocks, then turned right. The truck moved along at a slow pace until they spotted an opening, but she wasn’t sure the truck would fit. Callie didn’t say anything. Obviously, Jordan thought she could make it work. She backed into the spot with a few maneuvers and a couple of feet to spare. “Hope you don’t mind walking a bit.”

			More than a little impressed with her parking skills, Callie grinned. “Not at all. Especially since you shared your wisdom about side streets.” 

			Jordan met her on the sidewalk. “Did you have a place in mind to go to eat?”

			“Not really.” She was still getting to know her neighborhood and hadn’t ventured off the main drag.

			“Good. I’ll show you one of my favorite places.” 

			They turned down the next block that ran parallel with Rehoboth Ave. It too was crowded, and Jordan slipped her hand into Callie’s as she led the way through a throng of people gathered outside a patio bar. They turned another corner and Jordan abruptly stopped. She peered around her and looked in the direction of Jordan’s gaze. A homeless man sat on the sidewalk between an empty shop and a convenience store, an assortment of bags piled next to him. Teen-aged boys stood a few feet away laughing and pointing. She couldn’t quite make out what they were saying, but from the look on Jordan’s face, it wasn’t nice.

			“Hey, what are you doing?” Jordan moved forward quickly after letting go of Callie’s hand and stood between the hecklers and the man sitting quietly on the ground.

			“We’re talking to the old dude. What’s it to you?”

			Jordan’s hands clenched into fists at her sides. “Show some respect. This man has a name. He’s a father, a husband, and an ex-Marine. What have you done in your life so far?” The boys grumbled but moved on. Jordan knelt next to the man. “Hey, Harry. You okay?”

			Callie stood back, awed that Jordan had stepped in and even more surprised that she knew the man’s name.

			“Doing okay, Jory.” He winked and smiled through cracked lips. “Where you been?”

			Jordan glanced away. “Working. What about you? You staying safe?”

			Harry cackled. “Told you not to worry about me. I make do.” He patted his pile of belongings fondly.

			“How about a coffee?” Jordan asked. 

			“That would be nice.” 

			Jordan lightly touched his shoulder before rising and moved to where Callie stood anchored on the sidewalk. “Do you mind waiting a few more minutes?”

			“Not at all.” Callie watched Jordan duck into the convenience store before she lowered herself to the ground near Harry. “Hi, I’m Callie.” She extended her hand. He stared at it, looking surprised, before firmly shaking. 

			“You Jory’s gal?”

			The inference was endearing. Something about the sparkle in his eyes when he said Jordan’s name touched her, warming her insides. “We’re just friends.” 

			“Uh-huh.” Harry studied her with an intensity that probably came from years of observation. “But you’d like to be more.” 

			The question took her back to a few minutes earlier when Jordan had so naturally taken her hand. Did she want more with Jordan? Was there any interest on Jordan’s part? Her thoughts were interrupted by Jordan’s return. Jordan went to one knee until she and Harry were eye level again. 

			“Here you go.” Jordan handed him a large cup of steaming coffee. She placed a paper shopping bag next to his pile. “Some water.”

			Harry peeked inside. “There’s more than water in here.” He reached in and brought out a hot sandwich.

			Jordan shrugged. “It’s not the kind you like. I’ll come by in a few days and snag you one.” She handed him a wad of napkins, a couple of wet wipes, and a knife and fork.

			Harry’s eyes were glassy. “Jory, you don’t have to do that.”

			“I want to. That’s what friends are for.” She clasped his shoulder and smiled. “Be careful. Be safe. Be smart.” Jordan stood and helped Callie to her feet as well.

			“Be wise. Be brave. Be open,” Harry said, then winked.

			Jordan nodded before placing her hand on Callie’s back and guiding her down the street.

			* * *

			“I hope I didn’t get in the way today.” Callie had enjoyed having a hand in the construction of her future business, and she hoped she hadn’t been a hindrance. 

			“Don’t take this the wrong way, but I was surprised at how well you did.” A lopsided smile formed. Jordan set down her Moscow Mule. 

			She chuckled. She’d encouraged Jordan to have “one drink” in celebration of a good day’s work. “I take it you didn’t think that would happen?”

			“Anything’s possible. I went into it with optimism, and you exceeded expectations.” Jordan lifted her glass in a toast. “I may hire you.”

			She choked on her drink and covered her mouth with her hand. She concentrated on swallowing and managed to only cough a few times. “Not that I don’t think I’d learn a lot, but construction isn’t a career goal for me.”

			“That’s too bad, I could use a good assistant.”

			“Uh-huh.” She ran her fingertip around the rim of the glass, making it sing. Jordan picked up a menu from the middle of the table and handed it to her. It was one of the wooden placard type, with the menu varnished over on the front and back. The smooth, clean surface was a nice surprise. “What do you recommend?”

			“I’ve never had a bad meal here. What are your taste buds screaming for?”

			The words “your mouth” almost shot out, but she reined them in at the last second, pretending there was a residual cough. “Maybe an appetizer and a light entrée?” 

			Jordan looked in deep thought. “I should have asked if you liked seafood?”

			“All except salmon. You don’t have to worry though, I can always find something.”

			“I don’t want to be presumptuous, but I’d like to order the appetizers if that’s okay?” There was that look of discomfort that seemed to follow Jordan wherever she was. 

			Callie put the menu down and smiled. “That would be nice. I like take-charge women.” 

			Jordan’s cheeks colored. She glanced up and searched the restaurant, then nodded at the waiter who’d just delivered a meal to the table behind them. “Ms. Spade? It’s a pleasure to see you again. What can I get for you?”

			“Hello, Dell. We’d like the crab dip and the roasted brussels sprouts.”

			“Very good. Another drink?”

			“I’ll stick with this one. Callie?”

			She looked at her near empty glass. “Well, since you’re driving, why not?” 

			Dell nodded and disappeared. More than once Callie had wondered about how many people seemed to know Jordan. Had she lived in the area for a long time or were people familiar with her because of the business she was in? It was all so different from being in Florida where neighbors were often transient or snowbirds who were there for the winter months, then gone to more temperate parts of the country for summer. “How long have you been friends with Harry?”

			A small smile graced Jordan’s lips as she sipped the last of her drink. “About four years. I found him in the dumpster on a jobsite.” She must have revealed the shocked horror she felt and Jordan hurried to explain. “He was looking for bottle returns. I hauled his ass out of there and handed him a five. There was all kinds of debris in there. He could have been seriously hurt.”

			Callie studied Jordan’s small crow’s feet, the lines in her forehead, and her ruddy complexion. She’d tried to guess Jordan’s age before, and while it didn’t really matter, she couldn’t help wondering at the type of experiences she’d had to make her come across as older than she likely was. “You care about him.”

			Jordan met her gaze. “I do. He doesn’t have anyone else that does. His family couldn’t handle his PTSD and he left to save them from suffering his uncontrollable mood swings. Everyone should have someone to look after them.” Sorrow filled her eyes, but Callie didn’t think it was for Harry. “Everyone needs someone to lean on now and again. It doesn’t mean Harry isn’t capable though.” Dell slid her drink in front of her and set down the dishes Jordan had ordered.

			“Can I get you anything else?” Dell asked Jordan as he took the empty mug.

			“Seltzer with a cranberry splash.” Jordan gestured to the plates. “Dig in.”

			As refined as the restaurant was, Jordan was the opposite, but it fit her personality better than putting on airs. She’d never found the austerity of those high-born types to be appealing. It was one of the things that really annoyed her about her family. She’d much rather be considered down-to-earth than a snob. “It looks delicious.” She scooped some dip onto her plate and set a piece of toasted bread beside it before adding the brussels sprouts. “I’ve never had these roasted.”

			Jordan added a helping of each to her plate. “That’s a shame. Roasting gives them a nutty quality. And the dip is the best I’ve found anywhere.” 

			Jordan watched as she stabbed a sprout then slid it off the fork. When she chewed, a flavor explosion burst forth. “Wow, this is good.” She glanced surreptitiously at Jordan who grinned as she dug into her own food. 

			“Mm-hmm. Glad you like it.” Jordan took a bite of crostini and dip, then washed it down with her seltzer. “What brought you to the booming metropolis of Rehoboth?”

			“When I decided to try my hand at starting my own business, I didn’t really have a destination in mind other than getting away from the constant heat and ongoing threat of hurricanes in Florida.” Callie had never warmed to the idea of it being her forever home. 

			“You didn’t like your home state?” Jordan asked after wiping her mouth on the linen napkin that she’d draped on her lap. 

			“I started searching for temperate vacation destinations where there’d be an influx of visitors, which would be good for selling my craft, but also a place that had a good vibe.” She groaned, rolling her eyes and laughing. “What a fiasco that was. I ended up down the internet rabbit hole more than once.” 

			Jordan laughed in response. “It’s an easy hole to tumble into. I stay away as much as I can.” After a brief pause, she went on. “How long ago did you decide to leave home?”

			Even more than when she first arrived, Callie was sure she’d made the right decision. “Florida was never my home state. It was my parents’ decision to pull up roots and move to where all the “important people lived.”

			Jordan gestured to the waiter, who removed the minute remnants of their apps and returned with menus. “Why don’t we order, then you can tell me more.” Jordan studied her. Her eye color, which was usually honey brown, had streaks of gray and green. 

			Callie’s body reacted to the intensity of Jordan’s gaze. Was the attraction that tugged at her something Jordan also felt? God, this wasn’t the time to get lost in Jordan fantasy land. She sipped her wine and concentrated. Every dish sounded delicious, but she wasn’t starving anymore, and decided on a chopped salad with shrimp while Jordan chose ling fish and pumpkin tagine, a dish she’d never heard of.

			Jordan handed off her menu and waited until they were alone. “Now that we’ve taken care of our bellies I’d like to hear more about how you got here.”

			“It made sense to make a list of important amenities and those that didn’t really much matter. At the top of the list was being near the ocean, but without the kind of heat Florida had.”

			“This area has a lot to offer, though it can get hot for a few days. August can be intense some years, but it doesn’t last.”

			“It wasn’t all horrible. I liked the sound of the ocean and the feel of warm sand between my toes, but the humidity was more than unpleasant.” She thought a bit more about what had compelled her north. “I liked that there was a fairly large art community here, especially since where I lived people didn’t consider art that cost less than a hundred thousand to be ‘art’ worthy.” She made air quotes before realizing how bitter she sounded, probably because she was, at least a little. Not to mention she detested being invited to social events where they would only talk about her teaching degree, like the bachelor’s in art she’d earned in addition meant nothing. All the while her parents nagged at her to keep going until she had a PhD, insisting that she’d never be qualified for college instruction or considered for promotions without it, as though being an elementary or high school teacher was below their status. That rising through the ranks to tenured professor was more befitting her upbringing. Just one more reason for getting away from their critical appraisal. Their entrees arrived, jarring her back to the present. “I came to Delaware because I thought I could be happy here for a long time.”

			“Are you? Happy I mean?”

			Callie hadn’t given much thought to her emotional state since the move. There was always so much going on, so much to do. She was sure of one thing though. “I’m happy right now, enjoying this lovely dinner with a very handsome woman.” Even in the soft lighting she saw Jordan’s cheeks darken. For as rough as Jordan could be, Callie enjoyed catching glimpses of a softer side, like watching her interactions with Harry. Those few moments they’d spent together were telling, and Harry’s fondness for her was so obvious. She was beginning to understand why. 

			“You’re a sweet talker,” Jordan said gruffly, her eyes darting around as if unable to meet hers.

			“Maybe, but I’m serious.” She would have touched her then, to show her in some small way that she meant it, but Dell made an appearance, the moment lost. 

			“How is everything?”

			She’d been so caught up in her thoughts and the ongoing conversation with Jordan, she hadn’t even tasted her food.

			She stuck her fork in and took a small helping. When she looked
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