
Chapter One

The Bureau of Motor Vehicles was put on the planet to punish the innocent. Juliette Jennings had the unfortunate pleasure of having her wallet stolen and now faced the long line of car driving consequences, one of them being filing for a license replacement. She bit the inside of her lip to keep from shriveling into a ball and dying of dread. Some things she would just have to suffer through. The goal: get in and out with the minimum amount of waiting and small talk with other human beings. Shouldn’t be too hard. She’d brought her book, the God-given prop that was most instrumental in warding off verbose strangers. She’d also researched what times of day were the least busy and made sure to arrive at ten a.m. as directed by the great and powerful Google.

			This was her first time inside the building in a very, very long time. Why? Because it was Satan’s house and everyone knew all evil orbited its concrete foundation. Yet the day was here. Sadly, her online request for a replacement had been denied due to the number of years that had passed since she’d last been in. She’d finally lost the lottery, and here she sat in a plastic chair with a loose screw that sometimes tipped her a little to the right just for fun. Satan’s late morning amusement.

			To top off Juliette’s ten a.m. Thursday sundae of joy, it was raining outside. Before she’d left home that morning, she’d watched the big, thick drops cling precariously to the glass of the picture window overlooking her home’s front lawn, neatly trimmed and edged just the day before. She blew out a sad little breath in her plastic chair, lamenting the time away from her stationery store and counting the tens of dollars she was probably missing out on by having it closed midmorning. That’s when the merry band of elderly patrons hit up the town’s retail circuit. And what did elderly people love if not stationery. Thereby, the weather felt appropriate as she clutched the requisite paperwork, wrinkling the page and not even caring. Not at all like her. She wondered distantly how long she’d be here and, conversely, how long until she could open The Station, her baby, for business. Unfortunately, she was strictly a one-woman-show. She couldn’t afford employees, so when she couldn’t make it in, the place was dark and dead in the water. Given her dwindling bank account and the extra-small intake of cash the shop pulled in lately, she needed every moment.

			She watched a middle-aged couple stand in victory when their number appeared above the counter in neon green. She nodded her congratulations as they scampered arm in arm to the bored-looking clerk. Juliette had been there twenty-four minutes and used each one to assess her professional trajectory of doom. The way she figured it, she had about nine months left until she’d have to close her business entirely, which crushed her soul and kept her up at night. There apparently wasn’t a big demand for personalized greeting cards in Landonville, and she was paying for that wrong turn now. She’d stayed afloat this long thanks to the small sales she made from the commercial odds and ends she’d stocked the shelves with for financial cushion—miniature tic-tac-toe games, vanilla-scented candles, a lollipop tree, and refrigerator magnets with sassy sayings from women with hands on their hips. But she had so much more to offer in terms of her art and passion. Somehow her skills with a pen and a brush hadn’t translated into a mortgage payment, a problem she’d have to address sooner rather than later. Watching one’s dream circle the drain was a bleak image to face.

			Shifting to the left to avoid tilting to the right, Juliette took note of a new arrival to the waiting area, who would be taking the number after hers. A striking blond woman close to her age, who she hadn’t seen before. It wasn’t unusual. Their town wasn’t big, but it wasn’t small either. There were still lots of people Juliette didn’t know, and this happened to be one of them.

			“Hey, there.”

			Juliette took a moment. “Hi.” Oh God. The woman had taken up residence two seats down and was speaking. She also smiled kindly. Her lip gloss shimmered and matched the brightness in her eyes.

			“Call me a weirdo, but I welcome the opportunity to take a break from life in a waiting room. The downtime is rare. What about you?”

			No, no, no. Juliette gripped the edge of her chair. The woman was still smiling, awaiting an answer, and looking too pretty as she did so. Not only that, but she seemed to think a waiting room was Christmas morning. This was bad. Small talk was too daunting to be allowed. Her critical error had been forgetting to bury her nose in the book she’d packed. She never knew what to say, would wind up feeling awkward and socially exhausted. Plus, once those kinds of conversations started, they were impossible to end. You were both sentenced to polite chitchat about her dog named Cookie Monster or why you didn’t enjoy the mall food court on Thursdays. Why not just skip it and skate sublimely through the peace and quiet? Wasn’t this outing bad enough on its own?

			“It’s okay, I guess,” she said, adding a tolerant smile. “Something we all go through collectively.”

			“Collectively. I’ve always liked that word.” The woman, who had big hazel eyes, stared happily at the air as if the word sparkled in front of her and then glided off. “I get excited about simple things like this. And the occasion, of course.”

			“I can’t tell if you’re joking.” But she was serious. Her face would have betrayed her. It was that expressive. “Really? Excited about the BMV?”

			The woman raised her shoulders, resembling a hopeful Disney Princess with a side of street smarts. Her jeans had a perfectly placed rip in the thigh, edgy, and her white T-shirt and army-green jacket made her pretty-girl looks cooler than they would have been on their own. The paired brown heels proved she was a fashion-conscious human. “Anytime my day is a little different than normal, I try to embrace the adventure. Trust me. Life is too short. I realize that puts me in the minority of people here, but that’s just what I’m like.”

			“No crime there,” Juliette said, adjusting in her chair. “Pardon the irony, because this feels like prison.”

			The woman laughed melodically, definitely giving Juliette too much credit on that one. “Gotcha. I see how you swerved that one in. And trust me, prison feels nothing like this.”

			Now she really was being funny. Still. Juliette had to get out of this without seeming rude. Her neighbor’s nice smile, which was definitely contagious, was not even close to worthy of small talk. Not that Juliette was in the market for a smile at the BMV. Blond hair with a part on the side and pulled back into one of those fashionably executed ponytails. Juliette eased a strand of straight, layered brown hair behind her own ear. She probably should do more with it. Meh.

			“We’ll likely be here at least an hour. Don’t you think? I’m Peyton.”

			“Juliette.” She supposed they were doing this now. Officially. “I hope to God not. I was estimating forty minutes tops.”

			Peyton winced. “I get the feeling you’re not thrilled to be here.”

			“I run a small business, and now I have to open late. It’s a whole thing.” She wanted to stop studying the woman, but it was hard. She had pretty skin with a noticeable freckle to the side of her right eye that was more attractive than any freckle had a right to be. She also had long swoopy bangs that would blind her if she hadn’t swept them to the side. That must be hard to achieve, the perfect bang sweep. Was it effortless for this woman or a painstaking process? Juliette could never. Why was she thinking about this?

			She decided not to go on because then she was just furthering the exchange, and aside from her curiosity about the bangs, she needed to politely withdraw. She pulled out her book and flipped open to chapter one. Oh, look—words. In a row. Intriguing. She prayed it worked.

			“Have you ever worked at a place like this?” Nope. Guess not. “I mean, imagine that in the midst of doing your actual job, you also have to shoulder the knowledge that most of the world hates you. You’re part of the BMV myth. The unfortunate legend. That can’t be easy.” Peyton’s hazel eyes went wide. She had definite empathy for these workers and expressed it passionately.

			“I guess you’re right about that. And no, I’ve never worked a government job. My skin is probably not thick enough for the abuse.” She returned her book to her bag, feeling a bit like Bert from Sesame Street, failing to avoid Ernie.

			“Do you live near here?”

			“Oh.” She pointed vaguely to the front window. “About eight, ten minutes away. North.”

			Peyton’s eyes widened and danced. “Me, too. Newly.”

			Why were they on to new topics now? This didn’t bode well for her time in the plastic chair of doom.

			A middled-aged man arrived in a less than ironed suit, took a number, and sat on the other side of Juliette. He had a book, too. She liked this well-prepared rumpled person. He glanced across Juliette to her talkative blond neighbor, Peyton. “Couldn’t help overhearing. Where are you from?”

			Something flickered behind Peyton’s eyes that didn’t match any of her other friendly facial expressions. She seemed to make a decision and sat forward. “Dayton most recently, but I used to live in Landonville a long time ago. I was looking for a new chapter to my story, so here I am.”

			“That’s fantastic. Welcome back.” Unfortunately, he was grinning and nodding. They were a group now.

			Peyton pressed on. “I also have a family member who lives here who I haven’t seen in a while. I was driving to work one day and decided, yep, time to move. Bonus, this is my chance to start fresh, spend some time reconnecting with him. My brother.” Her smile dimmed slightly, and she stared at the hands she’d folded in her lap. “It feels good. I’m a Landonville resident again. Surreal.”

			Juliette had never heard someone so happy to be in mundane, middle-of-the-road Landonville. She was born and raised here, but not many outsiders flocked. “Wait. So you were just driving and up and decided to move. As in pick up your life. Wow.” She couldn’t identify with the impulsivity. She wasn’t that kind of risk taker on average. The interior of her fridge was color coded for a reason.

			“Right? I was ready for something new and fucking challenging. And this little city felt like just the perfect spot. It has a small town feel, but also big city perks.” She gestured up the street. “Multiple Target locations to choose from.”

			“Three, actually,” the man said. “We’re blessed with chain retail.”

			Peyton sobered, her tone sentimental. “Well, I have not been disappointed. The sun shines a lot here, in a variety of ways.” Juliette couldn’t help notice that the second Peyton allowed her sparkle to dim, a heaviness immediately took its place. There had been no in between. Almost as if remembering herself, Peyton blinked right out of it again. “Anyway, things are looking up. I hope.”

			The man, who was maybe ten years older than them, beamed. He was thin both in body style and hair growth. Oh, but he liked himself some hazel-eyed Peyton. That much was clear. In fact, Juliette was probably getting in the way. Maybe she should excuse herself and let these two socially ambitious people speak unencumbered.

			“That’s the way you do it,” he said. “You follow your gut and look on the bright side.”

			“I’m working on finding a balance.” Peyton shrugged. “I learned early that I lead with my heart. That’s always been me.”

			Juliette didn’t. In fact, she overthought every decision down to breakfast. She tried not to imagine what leading with your heart must feel like. Or having the ability to naturally chat up strangers. But go, you, Miss Dayton, Ohio.

			For the next thirty-seven minutes, she listened to her two seatmates shoot the breeze over the actors they liked, foods they preferred on weekends—except anything raw which was apparently abominable, and how cute toddlers looked in the moments before they cried over something ridiculous. The manner and method in which they flitted from subject to subject amazed her. No one really cared about proper transitions during their highly energized exchange. It was a thing to witness. Was she broken, or were these people just carefree about public interaction?

			As for Juliette, she kept her eyes on the number wall as it grudgingly rolled over again. Six away. Five. One person after another scurried in relief to the counter and stated the reason for their presence. Finally, number forty-seven appeared. Hers! And wouldn’t you know it, number forty-eight was immediately called, too, which had Peyton on her feet, excitement flaring all over again.

			“Come on, Juliette. We’re both up. Fucking next-door neighbors. Twins.” She even seemed jazzed about the walk to the window. Get this girl a pony and she’d likely vibrate and explode confetti. Except she wouldn’t because she also had a cool girl vibe simmering just beneath. She interlaced the word fuck with her enthusiastic musings. A puzzling contradiction. Peyton juggled them both impressively. Juliette needed those kinds of layers. Alas.

			“Twins. That’s us.” But nothing could have been farther from the truth. Juliette was serious minded, a good two inches shorter than Peyton with boring dark brown hair a quarter of the way down her back. She had no swoopy bangs or affection for weekday food. But she’d made it to the end of their time together and could now afford Peyton a great big smile from the safety of her own window. “We made it!”

			Exhale.

			“Paperwork?” the mildly attentive clerk asked as she chewed what had to be three pieces of peppermint gum as she rubbed her forehead with woe. Juliette handed over her carefully filled out form just as next to her she heard Peyton apologizing for not having what she needed for whatever request had brought her in. Surprisingly, she’d never said.

			“I can’t believe I missed that. Yeah. Wow. I’m so sorry.”

			Her clerk, a man with dark framed glasses, didn’t seem to mind. “Normally, I’d send you back to fill out the forms first, but you know what?” He glanced behind him. “I’m in a good mood and am gonna let you just do that right here.”

			“I don’t have to get back in line?”

			He leaned in, his voice quiet. “Nah. But don’t say I didn’t ever do anything nice for ya.”

			“Never.” Peyton beamed. “You’re my favorite, Lance. Can I steal that pen?”

			That never would have happened to Juliette, who would have been ordered back to the dreary plastic chair forest to complete her homework like a dutiful soldier. Ah, well. Good for Peyton. Being nice paid off, and she’d do well to remember that.

			After standing for her No smiling! photo, Juliette left with a new license and a significant urge to get on with her day.

			“Juliette, wait a sec!”

			She paused and turned, only to see Peyton jogging after her into the parking lot. “I just wanted to say that it was nice to meet you. That’s all.” She adjusted the yellow leather tote on her shoulder. “I haven’t had a chance to meet many people since I moved here, and you seem, well, great.”

			How was that possible, Juliette wondered. She felt bad now, because the conversation had mattered to Peyton, while Juliette had made only the smallest of efforts. There was a lesson here, and she planned to learn it. “Oh. Well, it was great meeting you, too. I’m sorry if I seemed mired or distracted. It’s my default lately. I could honestly be less rigid.”

			“Well, I think you’re awesome. You can carry that with you. Back to work?”

			Juliette hooked a thumb behind her. “Yes. Can’t afford to stay closed on a perfectly good day of the week.”

			“I was thinking of checking out the zoo. Maybe you could steal an extra hour or two?” She passed Juliette a hopeful look. “I realize the chances are slim.” Peyton seemed a little lonely.

			“Oh. Sounds fun.” She didn’t want to point out that the zoo was really just about four exhibits of small rodents and some birds. Knowing Peyton, she’d probably think the place was magnificent. “But I really can’t.”

			Peyton’s perfect face fell, and as if her feelings compelled her, she stood taller. She had a good three inches on Juliette, but then again she was in heels. Her lip-glossed mouth turned downward. “I get it. It’s okay. But have a great one.”

			She wasn’t sure, but the dip between Peyton’s brows might have indicated that she’d gotten the larger message. Juliette didn’t only have to work. She was rejecting the invitation outright and felt bad about that now. Maybe she should have just swallowed back her disdain for forced social interactions and stuck with her new obligatory friend. They could smile randomly and chat all day in front of the anteater hut.

			The man who had sat with them in the holding area appeared. “Hey, Peyton. Just got my renewal. I’m gonna grab an early lunch across the street before I head into the office. Want to come?”

			Juliette smothered a smile. When you radiated sunshine and happiness, the world flocked to you.

			“You can come, too,” he said to Juliette by way of an afterthought.

			“Gonna have to pass. Work calls.”

			“I’ll go. Thanks for asking,” Peyton said, meeting his gaze. There was a touch of sadness behind her eyes before she brightened again. “Maybe I’ll see you around, Juliette.”

			“For sure.” For now, she had a greeting card wall to restock and an illustration for a custom birthday card due in three days. “You guys have fun.”

			“If they have a decent BLT, I’m all set,” Peyton said, pointing at her as she walked away. The sun made her blond hair sway even brighter. Just look at her. Juliette shook her head at the unicorn she would likely never see again. Probably for the best. Pretty. Confident. Happy. What a way to be.

			She had absolutely zero ability to identify.






Chapter Ten

The red leaves were Peyton’s favorite, followed by the oranges, then yellows. The rainbow that was the season’s changing colors was almost too beautiful to look at. Yet she did, leisurely, every morning on the way to work, craning her head, peering through the windshield, rolling down the windows for a quick hit of chilled air that gave her a quick upshot in energy.

			Peyton refused to take autumn for granted. Not after all those years missing out on the season entirely—the decor, the excitement, the changing landscape, the emerging of jackets. Cliché or not, she coveted everything cinnamon and pumpkin spice to a fault. After the first major cold front of the year in Landonville, scarves were everywhere, and folks seemed to smile all the more at the people they passed on the winding sidewalks. Who knew where they were headed? But collective energy had Peyton motivated.

			She woke every morning ready to take on the day and work on herself. This season more than any other brought it out in her. She had goals that she categorized on lists, hopes and dreams that kept her awake on her pillow, and long-term plans that weren’t going to happen on their own. In order for any of those plans to come to fruition, she needed to be the best version of herself. Thereby, she worked in a reflective meditation early each morning, then took extra-hot coffee on her back patio where she could check in on her small herb garden before hopping in the Mustang and opening shop, new fall colors on display in many of her products. If she was lucky, she’d catch sight of Juliette and wave through the window, setting her day off on the right foot. It really worked, too. Mornings without a Juliette sighting left her unsettled and adrift. She looked forward to them.

			The recent weeks only validated Peyton’s early business success. It hadn’t just been a busy opening. Cotton Candy was definitely on the map now. The shop was populated every hour it was open with customers of all kinds. Afternoons were busiest, and the demand for attention had prompted her to rely more on Kiva and TJ, who reported for work after lunch, or in the morning should Peyton need the time off. She did what she could to assist her customers in fittings and matching up their styles to her merchandise. She’d been asked out twice, too. Interestingly, by two different women, which meant she was putting out the correct vibes.

			“Did you say yes?” Lola asked, as Peyton sat along the bar at The Frog and Dog one evening after watching Lola get her waltz and tango on in dance class. Intense stuff, and Lola was better than good. Peyton had newfound respect, watching her spin and march and rise and fall in perfect time to the music.

			“I didn’t, but one of them seemed super great.”

			Lola squinted. “Those words don’t go together. They fight like bickering teenagers. Explain yourself or I’m cutting you off.” She gestured to Peyton’s longneck.

			“I’ve had half a beer.”

			Lola shrugged. “It’s all the power I have.”

			“All right. Hold on.” Peyton looked around to be sure there was enough distance between them and the other patrons for privacy. “Here’s the thing. I kind of have a situation I don’t want to disrupt.”

			Of course she was referencing Juliette, but at the same time, the sexy side of her relationship with Juliette had been placed on pause, given how busy they’d both been. That only seemed to stoke her fire higher. The idea of touching Juliette again, or having Juliette touch her, had her constantly on her toes and lost in fantasyland. They flirted, they insinuated, they touched, and they smoldered. All unspoken promises of things ahead. The possibilities tapped Peyton on the shoulder daily. But since that momentous encounter at trivia night, they’d fallen into the PG-13 category. The more time went by, the more Peyton craved a revisit. Parameters had been put in place, so all systems were go. Why hadn’t she made it happen? She more than wanted it. Needed it, even.

			Beneath it all, Peyton suspected what might be holding her up. And it wasn’t necessarily her crowded calendar. Underneath the conservative excuse, she was unnerved by the capacity Juliette had to make her feel something after years of going through her days numb and all the better for it. That was a difficult hurdle to clear.

			Lola placed both hands flat on the bar. “Is it with that girl Heather from the dry cleaners? Don’t get mixed up over there. I speak from experience.”

			“Hold on.” This was good. “Aren’t you straight?”

			Lola shrugged and grabbed a rag to wipe down the bar. “Is anyone fully straight? Heather, man. She does a number.” She crossed herself and blew a kiss to God.

			“Maybe I should write that down.” She gave her head a shake to clear it. “I was actually talking about Juliette.”

			Lola paused her cleanup and squinted. “Give me more. Juliette. Drawing a blank.”

			“Really? How do you not know Juliette? She’s in here for trivia night every Tuesday.” She pointed at Juliette’s team’s customary table. “With her ex-husband and best friend?”

			“Oh, right. The brunette. A little uptight. She has opinions.”

			Peyton smiled at the description. Lola wasn’t wrong. But what used to make Peyton roll her eyes was now incredibly endearing. And also kinda hot. Maybe because it was so much fun to loosen her screws and watch them fall away one by one. She fanned herself because someone had jacked the temperature up. “No crime in being uptight.”

			“Oh, you like a good librarian, too, don’t you?” Lola bounced her eyebrows. “I see you.”

			“Not everyone is what they seem once you get them alone, Lola.”

			Lola placed a hand on her hip. “Ain’t that the truth. Stumpy Greathouse was the love of my life. Sexiest man I’d ever seen with the wavy blond hair and the chiseled brow. A total disaster when we got naked.” She nodded sagely. “And I never would have guessed.”

			Peyton frowned. “I might have. His name was Stumpy.”

			Lola waved her off. “Juliette Whatshername is pretty, though. I can certainly agree to that part. Subtle makeup. Pouty, full mouth. Probably fantastic for kissing. Goes for simplicity with her hair. If you can just get her to loosen her feisty little fucking grip on everything, you might just have a keeper.”

			“I don’t know that I’m capable of permanent with Juliette. She’s different.”

			“In a good way?”

			“In a terrifying way.” She didn’t share with Lola that she’d been moving through life like an automaton, and Juliette and all that came with her would overwhelm everything. She wasn’t capable of handling that kind of emotion. She didn’t have that capacity.

			Instead, she kept it simple. “She makes me feel more than I’m used to, and it’s not what I’m interested in.” She exhaled slowly. “I think it’s better that I keep a certain amount of distance between libido and heart. You know the kind of arrangement, right? No complications. Nothing messy.”

			“Those are my favorite. They go home. Thank God! And I can stretch out on the couch and eat grapes naked while I watch my shows.”

			“Why do I feel like I’m doing life wrong when I talk to you?”

			Lola just winked and offered a little cha-cha in place, probably in celebration of who she was, which was awesome in every way. Lola didn’t give a fuck, and that sounded pretty awesome to Peyton.

			“Juliette Jennings is hard to look away from, but I have to be careful.”

			“Can you do that?”

			“I want to try. We vibe. We support each other. And I’m wildly attracted to her.” She took a final pull from her beer and slid the bottle. “I just need to make sure it doesn’t go too far.”

			Lola whirled around and pointed a delicate finger at Peyton. “That’s because you’re a runner when shit gets real. I’m right about that, aren’t I? I love you already, but even I can see that much.”

			She sighed, recognizing Lola’s intuition and copping to her conclusion. “I think I’m just trying to focus on one set of goals at a time.” Annoyance flared, at herself and at Lola for figuring her out so damn quickly. “And yes. Fine. I’ll say it. I get uncomfortable when there are too many emotions flying. I’m not good at them. Not a newsflash. I’m trying to change, but it’s so much easier to just fucking not go there. Juliette’s the only potential threat in that department.” She was saying too much. Even she knew that.

			Lola squinted. “You related to Caleb Lane?”

			Where had that come from? “You know a lot. My brother.”

			“I keep meaning to ask. There’s a resemblance. In here.” She gestured to her eyes. “Used to come in here a lot before the kids. Still once in a while.”

			“He’s not my biggest fan, but I’m working on that. We used to be close. We’re not now.”

			“I see the love in your eyes, though.” Lola placed a hand on top of Peyton’s head. “Don’t you worry. It’s all gonna work out. I can tell.” She leveled a hard stare that meant business. “But don’t you run. Hear me? You come find me, and we’ll dance it out. I’ll twirl you like a top.”

			“You have yourself a deal.”

			“Can I come by for that amazing bra you mentioned? With the super lift.”

			“I already set it aside for you. You will die and never return.”

			“My kinda boobage.” Lola blew her a kiss, and Peyton was reminded that there were good people everywhere. You just had to find them and lean on them when there were question marks. It was starting to feel like she had more than one of those in town, a foundation she could build upon. She happily stored away some of Lola’s helpful but stern words and would try to be less shy about her emotions and maybe, once in a while, lean into them. Let them occur. Terrifying. Exhilarating.

			Juliette, however, was an untied pair of shoelaces in Peyton’s life, and it was time she stopped ignoring them before she fell flat on her face.

			The next day, she waited until the customer Juliette was ringing up had fully left The Station before leaping in. “This is going to sound like a line, but it’s not. I swear.”

			Juliette raised an eyebrow and waited.

			“I never told you this, but you were the winner of one of my free giveaways the day of my opening.”

			“And you’ve held my prize hostage?”

			Peyton hooked a thumb. “Tied up in the back. Claim whenever you want.” The funny part was that Juliette had been one of the names selected and Peyton had neglected to inform her, thinking she’d laugh it off. It felt like an opening of sorts, so she went for it.

			“I’m claiming it right now. What do I win?”

			“Twenty-five-dollar gift certificate.”

			“Do you have dollar undies?” She stood with a flash of joy.

			“Sadly, no.”

			“Then I’m taking a new bra. Mine hurt.”

			Peyton squinted and led the way back to Cotton Candy, waiting for Juliette to flip the back in five minutes sign she’d invested in. “Bras shouldn’t hurt.”

			“Mine have my whole life. We’re at war pretty much daily until I can toss it when I get home.”

			“This is the most upsetting news of the week.”

			“Only the week?”

			“It’s been a busy news cycle.” She cocked her head. “I can help if you want.” They arrived in the bra section and she lifted a white satin hanger with a pretty blue bra that might be Juliette’s style. Not too revealing, but not at all boring. The detail on the cups had been stitched with gold thread and the color contrast was beautiful. “I do fittings. I don’t know how you feel about that, though.”

			Juliette didn’t hesitate. “Yes.”

			“Yes?” She checked in because there was an element of intimacy in a fitting, and she didn’t want to cross any lines that would make Juliette uncomfortable. “I can be completely professional.”

			“I know you can.” She nodded once. “I want an official fitting.”

			Juliette’s eyes glimmered with confidence. This was Peyton’s chance to showcase what she could do. “Follow me to the fitting rooms, ma’am. I’m about to change your life.”

* * *

			Peyton told her the fitting would take under five minutes and that she could leave her bra on the entire time. Juliette shrugged off the ripple of extra energy. She’d be partially clothed in what easily equated to a bathing suit top she’d waltz down the beach wearing. Plus, Peyton was already, ahem, familiar with her breasts. At least by touch. She swallowed back an acute memory that scratched for attention she simply couldn’t give it in this moment. Not when she was about to have Peyton’s hands so close, her eyes free to roam, and Juliette’s libido in hyperdrive lately.

			They were alone in the store and stowed away in one of the two small dressing rooms with the amazingly soft white carpet.

			Peyton waited patiently as Juliette unbuttoned her dress shirt. She’d been going for sharp business owner that day and had selected her royal-blue number and paired it with black heels. Two inches. Nothing crazy. Peyton’s gaze remained on the cloth tape measure in her hands. Respectful. It amused Juliette for some reason, given their history.

			“Tape measure first, just around your bra line,” Peyton said, stepping forward when she was ready. There was a mirror in the dressing room, and Juliette took in the scene. She stood facing the mirror in her black dress pants and raspberry lace bra. It had been so pretty on the website when she’d ordered it, but just like all the others, it tortured her as the hours ticked by. Peyton encircled the top portion of her ribcage with the measuring tape and took note. Juliette reminded herself to breathe. What sounded like a practical task, maybe even a little bit flirty, now felt incredibly…erotic. Almost like she was living one of the fantasies she’d imagined in her mind for so many weeks now. Isn’t this how they started? A seemingly innocent encounter like a bra fitting that turned intoxicatingly sexy once they got down to it until fingertips were brushing skin and slipping beneath fabric they were never supposed to slip beneath. God.

			“Are you okay?” Peyton murmured, meeting her gaze in the mirror. She’d been doing another measurement. Juliette’s mouth had gone dry, and surely that would give her away. She nodded instead. Peyton sent her a soft smile, which likely meant she knew Juliette was feeling more than just the soft gust of air from the heater above them.

			“Me? I’m so great.” She choked on those words because they were too enthusiastic. “I mean, just fine,” she amended in a quieter tone. “I’m good.”

			Peyton smiled. “Excellent. I’m just going to grab a quick measurement across the deepest portion of the bra cups, and we’ll get you sized.”

			“Perfect,” Juliette said, taking in the cherry-vanilla scent that she was now obsessed with. Whether she was aware of it or not, Peyton’s hair tickled her bare shoulder as she reached around Juliette.

			“What are you smiling at?” Peyton asked quietly. Her voice had taken on this half whisper quality that Juliette liked very much.

			“I’m just impressed at your very professional demeanor. Just look at your strict concentration.”

			Peyton exhaled slowly. “Well, I can’t alienate my potential new client.”

			“What if she didn’t mind?” For some reason, this whole exchange made Juliette feel very powerful.

			“That might be different.” Peyton raised an eyebrow. A question. The air in the room had gone thick, and Juliette felt the weight of it on her skin.

			“Why don’t you show me why my bra doesn’t fit. A demonstration. Harmless, wouldn’t you say?”

			A slow grin emerged. Peyton nodded. “You want me to show you? And you’re giving me permission?”

			“So much permission.”

			Peyton took a step into Juliette’s space, sending a small shiver. Juliette held her ground. “Here.” Peyton traced a circular pattern on top of the fabric covering Juliette’s right breast. “Your cup size is too small. You’re not giving your breasts the space they need.” She pulled the cup back slightly, revealing more of both of Juliette’s breasts. “Less spillage that way. See?”

			“I do.”

			Peyton moved around behind her. “And the band? It’s too big and not offering the support you need in this middle section. So we need to be tighter around here.” She trailed a finger across Juliette’s back. “Looser here,” she said, running her fingers over the front of the bra’s cups, grazing her nipples. Juliette’s eyes fluttered. The action sent a white hot bolt between her legs that caused her lips to part in surprise. But she shouldn’t have been. She was in another enclosed space, half dressed, with Peyton Lane. This was becoming their thing.

			“You’re a little too good at your job, you know that?” Juliette said, turning, meeting Peyton’s gaze. There was little to no chance she could disguise what those slight touches had unleashed in her. Nor was she sure she wanted to.

			Without a word, Peyton moved a strand of hair off Juliette’s shoulder, leaned in, and placed an open-mouthed kiss on Juliette’s neck. Good God. Her knees almost gave out as her arms went to Peyton’s head, cradling it, pulling Peyton closer, gripping her hair as her tongue did wondrous things along the column of her neck. Bam. Her back met the wall. Just as Peyton’s lips were pulled away so they could meet Juliette’s, the bell above the door rang, signaling the arrival of a customer.

			“Fuck,” Peyton said, dropping her forehead onto Juliette’s bare shoulder. Her breathing was ragged, and Juliette could feel the rapid beat of her heart. “This was too good. Of course someone walks in.”

			“Go. It’s okay.” It wasn’t. She was on fire and ready to do something about it. She wanted to touch Peyton this time, explore every inch of her until she broke and cried out.

			“I’ll tell them to leave. Kick them out forcibly.”

			“Peyton, it’s Cathy Summerton. Are you here?”

			Peyton’s eyes went wide, and Juliette knew hers mirrored them. “The mayor’s wife. You can’t.”

			“Then stay half naked in my dressing room forever. In the back, Cathy. I’ll be right out.”

			Juliette laughed. “Just until I can put my shirt on and get back to my store, which is also unattended.”

			“We’re bad business owners.”

			“The worst. We’re gonna get fired.”

			“Good. More time for this,” Peyton said and nipped at her shoulder as she left the dressing room, the slightest graze of her teeth sexier than she would have ever guessed. She had a feeling her afternoon was about to feel long and lacking in the lust department. When she quietly moved through the store, she passed Mrs. Summerton and Peyton speaking animatedly about the many uses of a good corset. Who knew? The knowledge she coveted, however, was the secret moment she’d just stolen with Peyton alone in that dressing room, a little secret all their own. In many ways, it made the exchange feel all the more charged and clandestine. She spent the afternoon drawing a woman from behind holding a robe open, flashing whoever was about to come through the door, and she felt a kinship to that woman, wearing it like a exciting little Girl Scout badge. Fooling around in public? Check. Acting all-around saucy? Double check.

			She knew they’d fall back into their friend mode once regularly scheduled life took over. But there’d likely be another time, and she, for one, hoped that when it did happen, they’d have space and time to entertain the desires they’d only just touched on.

			“No interruptions,” she told her nearly completed naughty card. “None.”

			When she checked her email shortly after, she had another eight card orders from a variety of different cities. Apparently, her website had gained some traction. It turned out that she might not have such a boring afternoon, after all. With visions of dollar signs, and lacy bras, and bouncing breasts dancing in her brain, Juliette hummed a sexy little tune to herself and got to work on some naughty little presketches. How was this her life?






Chapter Eleven

Juliette relished the quiet afternoons spent drawing. She even stayed late to finish up a project, finding new ways to bring out color and texture. She had a feeling she would never stop growing as an artist.

			With The Station currently empty, she’d lost herself in the three greeting cards with looming deadlines and the illustrations awaiting her attention. She’d been working uninterrupted for about forty-five minutes when the small bell above the door sang out. She lifted her gaze and found Peyton starring back at her.

			“I’m on break. Ignore me.” She took a seat at the checkout counter and swiveled in the tall chair so she could watch Juliette at her drafting table a few feet away.

			“You have curls today. I like them.”

			“No.” She held up a finger. Her nails were a soft mauve. “You’re supposed to ignore me.”

			“Can’t. You’re not invisible, you know. Did you think you were invisible?”

			“This is a letdown.” She stared curiously at the hand she placed in front of her puzzled face and shrugged.

			“What is it that you are doing on your break exactly other than your invisibility act?”

			“I thought it might be fun to come over here and watch you work.” She made a sweeping gesture as if to say continue. Juliette did. But it wasn’t like she couldn’t feel herself being watched. Or, rather, enjoyed. Her skin prickled, and she tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, trying to imagine herself from Peyton’s perspective.

			“Can I ask what you’re working on, Ms. Jennings? Your viewing public demands details.”

			Juliette raised her head and turned to her right, meeting Peyton’s wide, interested eyes. She sucked on the straw from her large gas station cup as she waited for Juliette’s answer. The straw was the perfect arrow sign to her always interesting lips. She pursed with the best of them.

			“Well, public of one…”

			“I’m special.”

			“I won’t disagree.” She gestured to her drafting table and the supplies laid out like soldiers. She tried to keep a neat workstation. “I have seven more naughty cards due this week, and while there’s a lull at the shop, I thought I’d take advantage of the time.”

			Peyton used her cup and straw to point. “You have seven this week. The numbers are increasing.”

			“No. I have seven left to complete.”

			“Wow. There were more?”

			“Quite a few more.” Juliette folded her arms, a smug smile tugging. “It’s possible I put them for sale online and had my stepmother’s brother, a web designer, work in some keywords for search engines. The orders are coming in from all over, and they seem to have no problem with the shipping costs.” She threw a hand toward her laptop off to the side. “I also have a list of inquiring potentials to get back to. Plus, at the local level, everyone who comes in to pick up their card peruses the shop and picks up a few ready-made cards or some other item.”

			“Maybe you need sexy stationery.”

			“I hadn’t even thought of that. Is this my brand now?” Her mouth fell open and she pondered the possibilities. “Maybe I do. Am I about to be that sexy little stationery shop?”

			“God, I hope so.” Peyton beamed. “You took the idea and ran with it. This is amazing. With more potential everyplace you look. Who needs a regular stationery shop when you can shop at a risqué one? I know which I’m choosing.”

			“Being next to a lingerie shop certainly doesn’t hurt, Jacquelyn turning up the heat as always.”

			“Look at us. A team already. Also, who is Jacquelyn? You keep mentioning her.”

			“Never you mind.” Juliette smiled and relaxed. “I do think we now have a through-line to the two businesses, and I never would have imagined it. When your sign went up, I had no idea how it would change, well, my trajectory.”

			“Say trajectory again.”

			“Trajectory.” She damn well overpronounced the word on purpose. “Happy?”

			Peyton scrunched her shoulders. “Your mouth never disappoints.”

			“You wouldn’t exactly know the full extent of that yet, would you?”

			Peyton dropped her head back, her hair falling down her back in sexy waves. The fun beach kind. “Now you’re teasing me.”

			“Am I?”

			She went back to illustrating the pair of luscious lips her client had requested, even matching the lipstick shade and hair color to the photo the woman had uploaded. Apparently her girlfriend would be receiving a really nice birthday gift from those lips after dinner, and her card would be making that clear. But all Juliette could think about was doing the very same for Peyton, whose gaze left her hyperaware of her own skin.

			Finally, “Yeah, you’re going to have to go.” Juliette turned back around. She was also overly warm now, and her shirt collar felt oppressive.

			Peyton sat tall. “No can do. I have ten minutes left on my break, and Kiva will think I don’t trust her with the shop because she loves dramatic declarations. Plus, I’m having a fabulous time. Do you have bouncers around here?” She made a show of trying to locate one. “If not, I’m pretty sure I can take you. First of all, height advantage. Second, you’re scrappy, but I do push-ups.”

			Because her mind was already in a million different dirty directions, Juliette’s only response was to raise an interested eyebrow, communicating all the ways they could put that to work.

			Peyton’s eyes darkened. She got the message, all right. She folded her arms and kicked out a sexy hip. “Now I’m definitely not leaving. Want some of my drink? It’s a coconut slush from the gas station on the corner. I’ll let you suck on the straw.”

			Juliette focused on the raspberry lip liner she was giving her subject. “Stop it. You’re bad.”

			“Well, that wouldn’t be any fun.” Peyton lifted a shoulder. “This bra is tight. I might need a fitting. Or I could just take it off.”

			Juliette closed her eyes. Heat rushed to her face and she set down her pen. It was the middle of the workday, and with no actual outlet for the very powerful desires that swirled and beckoned, she had to mind over matter the situation. Or else be forced into another uncomfortable afternoon full of lustful thoughts and distracting fantasies all starring her sexy, blond neighbor. Juliette needed a cure. She thought about Dolores talking her ear off, her father ignoring her, Thomas signing divorce papers at her request, coffee that had been oversweetened, Peyton standing topless in front of a mirror, searching for a better fitting bra. Dammit. The record scratched. She’d done something wrong. “You cause trouble.”

			“So? I love trouble.” They couldn’t go on like this. Juliette was at her limit. Something had to give. “Okay, I better get back to the store. Think about me while you draw. A lot. In a variety of positions.” She followed that up with a sassy smile.

			Juliette swore under her breath and watched her delectable next-door neighbor sway her hips in a pair of perfect faded jeans all the way out the damn door to stand in the midst of lingerie for the rest of the day. Juliette had gone without full-blown sex for way too long, and now these damn cards! Even if they did save the shop, they were not helping her plight as a woman on this planet.

			Again, she slogged through the damn afternoon hours, drawing, and assisting Mort Martinez with his selection of the perfect birthday gift for his wife, a fan of anything with rabbits. Luckily, she had two high-end Hummels that included rabbits and a few bunny-adjacent mugs and magnets.

			By the time she’d made it home for the day, she wanted anything but time alone. What she wanted was Peyton. Undressed. Beneath her fingertips. She was a little annoyed about it, too, stalking through her kitchen like an indignant teenager, blaming the universe for this new distraction one minute, and thanking it profusely the next. The truth was that as tortured as Juliette was, she felt alive, hungry, and full of new energy. She didn’t want it to end.

			“Should I go for it?” she asked the worked-up woman in the mirror looking back at her. The left side of her mouth hinted at a grin. “You only live once, right?” An attempt to bolster herself. It just might have worked. She raised her shoulders to her ears and harnessed the kernel of courage it took to make the drive to Peyton’s house, which she’d only experienced from photos, and that one time she’d passed the neighborhood on her way to her favorite coffeehouse. She could have announced herself but didn’t. It was a seven-minute drive and a twelve-second trip from her car up the sidewalk to the door. She rang the bell without allowing herself to think, propelled by lust and the fear of missing out on what could be a new awakening or valuable life experience. She heard Dolores, of all people, telling her to get her sassy autumn on, and dammit, she might just try.

			Peyton swung open the door, wearing pink track shorts with a white stripe on the side, a long-sleeved white T-shirt, and her volumes of blond hair piled on top of her head with a large brown clip. She’d never looked better. Fuckable. Juliette opened her mouth but didn’t get the chance to speak.

			“Yes. Get in here. Now,” Peyton said, reaching out, grabbing a fistful of Juliette’s shirt, and pulling her in. How were they always on the same damn page when they employed wildly different approaches to life? Maddening. Gratifying. Hot.

			Music was playing loudly as Juliette walked into the square living room with tons of funky personality. The color scheme involved lots of warm hues. Oranges, yellows, off-reds. The song, which came with a male singer wailing the lyrics with a strong drum beat below, pulsed beneath her feet. She’d never heard it before, but damn if it didn’t feel wildly appropriate. She turned around, and Peyton nodded. She knew exactly why Juliette was there, and with three steps invaded her space. Their height difference had never been more evident than when they stood this close. Peyton’s lips hovered over hers, leaving enough time to protest or step away. Juliette had no intention of doing either because for the first time in weeks she felt like she was exactly where she was supposed to be, as if their connection was ordained by an unseen force. How? The feeling of completeness enveloped her, and she hoped to live in this perfect moment for as long as possible. The sound of the drums joined with the beating of her heart. Peyton inclined her head, moving closer but oh, so slowly. Too slow. When Juliette couldn’t stand it another second, she went up on her toes and covered the distance in a whoosh. Her lips met Peyton’s, moving over them with selfish intention. She was taking what she wanted, which felt so foreign, yet so damn good. “I’m afraid I’m using you right now,” she murmured. “And I like it.”

			“And I’m afraid I’m totally okay with that. Wear me out. I’m here for it. God, you taste good.”

			More kissing. Goose bumps covered Juliette’s arms as they stood in the living room, pressed up against each other, trying to get closer, savoring the contact. Juliette’s hands itched to explore more of Peyton’s skin, her curves. She slid them into Peyton’s hair, which made it tumble from its clip in the most wonderful way. She wanted to scream to the masses that she was making out with the hot new woman in town, and look at her goddamn hair, but she was too busy enjoying it.

			“What the hell took you so long?” Peyton asked as she went to work on the buttons of Juliette’s navy dress shirt.

			“You knew I was coming?”

			“Hoping.”

			“You didn’t leave me a lot of options today.” More kissing.

			“Good. I was doing something right. We’re getting naked, aren’t we?”

			“Please.”

			Peyton’s tongue slipped into her mouth, and she murmured her appreciation. Peyton had astounding skills. It was as if they couldn’t stay apart for too long after finally coming together. Her shirt was only half unbuttoned when Peyton walked them—kissing and bumping into furniture, walls, and who knows what else—on the way to what had to be her bedroom. Their pace was fast but thorough. Each kiss was finished, each touch fully executed, and damn it all, it hadn’t even happened yet, and this was already the most heated exchange of Juliette’s life. She was on fire, her center aching. She tried to figure out where she went from here, because it didn’t seem like there was room for any more sensations in her body. Yet her nerve endings screamed for more. “Oh God,” she heard herself say.

			Peyton moaned and pressed her lips to Juliette’s neck. The feel of her breath against Juliette’s skin quite honestly made her breasts throb. That was new, too.

			“I love the way you smell,” Peyton said, nuzzling Juliette’s neck. Her hands were under her shirt at her hips, not high enough. As if reading her thoughts, Peyton finished the work she’d done on Juliette’s shirt and expertly dropped it to the floor. “Lie down.” Her eyes were dark as she traced the underside of Juliette’s bra, waiting.

			Oh, damn. Juliette sat obediently on the bed, held eye contact, and lowered herself onto her back. She was trembling and wondered if Peyton noticed.

			“Best visual ever,” Peyton said, bracing herself above Juliette on her forearms. “You. In my bed. Just waiting there to be touched.”

			Juliette grabbed Peyton by her white shirt and pulled her down, refusing to wait another second longer for Peyton’s body to be pressed, with its full weight, to hers.

			“I like a woman who knows what she wants,” Peyton said with a laugh, just as Juliette caught those cheeky lips in a searching kiss.

			“She wants you to shut up already,” Juliette said around this kiss, feeling a little cheeky herself. That ended the second Peyton rolled to the side and brought Juliette with her so they lay facing each other. With one hand, she worked the clasp of Juliette’s bra and slid it down her arm. Peyton didn’t say anything, but her gaze flicked to Juliette’s breasts, then her nipples. Yes, that was appreciation. Her fingertips danced softly across the tops of Juliette’s curves, savoring. This slowed everything down.

			She could hear the sounds of their breathing, altered and short, and the music left playing in the distance. A forefinger circled her nipple as she watched. Another tremble. A bolt of heat moved through her. She felt the urgency between her legs and did her best to remain steady, present. She didn’t want to miss a moment. The air was immediately thicker, like a storm was about to roll in, deep and low. Juliette felt Peyton all over, which was a sensation she couldn’t quite process.

			This wasn’t them in the storage room on the fly, or trying on a bra in a small, semipublic place. There was no clock. This was all them without restraint. They were purposeful, driven, and unhurried. Time and privacy secured.

			“You’re so fucking sexy,” Peyton said, her gaze holding and fogging Juliette’s thoughts. The words and their meaning finally bubbled to the surface. No one had ever said anything like that to her before. But in that moment, Juliette felt like she was sexy, and it was the most empowering moment she could recall. She crushed her mouth to Peyton’s as her bra was tossed into the wild and, for the first time, her typical restraint with it.

			With her tongue in Peyton’s mouth and her breasts now free, she lowered herself until Peyton’s back hit the bed. Juliette hovered
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