
Chapter One 

			How many people have plunged to their deaths while taking selfies?

			The thought ran through Cherry Davis’s mind just as she glanced over her shoulder at the drop-off behind her and decided maybe using the tripod was the better way to go. With a sigh, she pulled out the telescoping tripod and set up her phone on it. She posed a couple different ways and snapped some shots, then went through them until she settled on the best one.

			She edited and smoothed out the flaws and then posted it on all her socials with the caption: Walking on this lovely day in the park with my sweetie, who insisted on taking this horrible shot! She added a wide-eyed emoji, gave it a proofread, then posted it, tagging the park and adding a bunch of hashtags for maximum views. Seriously. It was all about the hashtags. Nobody needed to know that there was no actual sweetie with her. At least for now.

			Her stomach rumbled loudly as she put her tripod back into her backpack, telling her it was way past time for breakfast, so she headed to her favorite spot to eat, have some coffee, and do work, and forty-five minutes later, after having changed into her work clothes, she was sitting at her usual table by the window.

			Now those are some nice legs.

			Cherry watched—subtly, she hoped—as the waitress walked away after dropping off her yogurt parfait. Was she new? Cherry was in Sunny Side Up at least three mornings a week and had never noticed this woman before. And she definitely would’ve noticed this woman before. She watched her go, then refocused her attention on her breakfast.

			The parfait was pretty. Layers of white yogurt separated by deep indigo blueberries, happy, bright raspberries, topped with walnuts and a sparkling drizzle of honey. Sliding the glass dessert-type dish closer to the window allowed it to catch the mid-April sunlight, and she took a couple photos. Picking the best one, she again used her editing app to quickly make it look even better. Then she posted it to Instagram and did the hashtag thing. She had gained seventeen new followers overnight, and when she clicked over to TikTok, she had twenty-three new ones. Excellent. Her viewership was growing every day, and that’s what she needed, to be able to say good-bye to insurance forever.

			There was an old-fashioned bell over the door, and it jingled happily every time somebody came or left. Some might find it annoying, and to be honest, Cherry was surprised she didn’t, but she loved Sunny Side Up and everything about it. While most young business professionals were standing in line at Starbucks, frantically scoping out the tables and couches to see where they might have a shot at sitting, she had a cute little corner table all to herself, and she could see Black Cherry Lake if she craned her neck just right. Instead of the bustling of a coffee shop, she was in a more laid-back environment. Not that there wasn’t bustling. There was. Of course there was. It was nine in the morning on a Wednesday, for God’s sake. It was busy. Just not Starbucks-level busy.

			The café was old, had been a staple along Black Cherry Lake for decades—long before Jefferson Square came along as the new hot spot in Northwood, and long before some prime sites around the lake became offices and shops and restaurants—and now it felt a little…outdated. Cherry had heard talk about the owners either selling or trying to modernize a bit, but for now, it was just fine with her. She preferred the quieter setting, the way it was situated at the end of the lake—so it still got foot traffic but was a bit off the regular beaten path.

			She sipped her coffee. God, was there anything better in the morning? Hot, strong, and sweet, just the way she liked it. She’d never let that on to her followers, though. No way. They wanted her drinking trendy stuff. Lattes and macchiatos. Fraps and whips. So she’d do a post a little later at—you guessed it—Starbucks. Right now, though, she had to do her temp work.

			Which wasn’t really actual temp work, but that’s what she called it in her head because working for the insurance agency was only temporary to her. That was the plan. She had no desire to be a claims adjuster her entire life. Hell, no. Cherry on Top, her brand, her social media handle, was going to be her primary income eventually, she was sure of it. Just wait and see.

			Her phone pinged, and as if she’d read her mind, it was her boss, Amanda Crowley. Or Cruella, as Cherry preferred to call her. In her head of course. She had a streak of silver right in the center of her dark hair. Which would look super cool if she wasn’t such a bitch. A quick glance at the text confirmed what Cherry already knew—she was being checked up on.

			Peterson claim?

			Cruella didn’t believe in greetings or small talk. Right to the business at hand. Always. There were many times that Cherry would shine a spotlight on that. Text back something like, Good morning to you too. But not today. She had no patience for her boss today.

			In progress. She sent it.

			“More coffee?” The voice surprised her, and she looked up into sparkling blue eyes. They were large and framed by very dark lashes. The waitress again, and apparently, her face was just as sexy as her legs. For just a split second, Cherry thought about kissing her. No warning. Just reaching for her face, pulling her down, and kissing her senseless. She swallowed, because what the hell, brain?

			“Please.” She held out her cup and the waitress filled it up. “Thanks so much. It’s a gorgeous day, isn’t it?”

			The waitress smiled, and the smile was just as beautiful as the rest of her. Straight teeth. Full lips. Smooth cheekbones. Light, wavy hair. “It really is. I love spring. It’s like you get to start over again.” There was a moment of held eye contact. Deliciously held eye contact, if you asked Cherry. And then the waitress asked, “Can I get you anything else?”

			Your number? A date with you? You could kiss me…

			She said none of those things because of course she didn’t. She simply shook her head with a soft smile and watched for a second time as the beautiful waitress with the sexy legs walked away from her.

			The sound of another text arriving pulled her out of fantasyland and into the present. Cruella again.

			ETA?

			“I will slay this claim if you’d give me five freaking minutes,” she muttered, returning her attention to her laptop screen. Soon, she texted back, knowing the vagueness would tick Cruella off and not caring. With a last wistful glance at the waitress, she forced herself to focus on her job.

			* * *

			Ellis hated waitressing. She hadn’t been hired as a waitress at Sunny Side Up—she’d been hired to manage Sunny Side Up. And most of the time, that’s what she did. She was much better with spreadsheets and invoices than she was with actual people sitting at tables and wanting stuff. But two of her waitresses called out sick that morning, and her backups didn’t respond in time, so she had no choice but to shimmy into a uniform, tie an apron around her waist, and jump into the fray.

			That redhead, though? Yeah, she made it bearable, because day-um. And she did not say that lightly. The color of her hair was like a mixture of everything and anything with vibrant shades of red-orange. Sunsets and autumn leaves and fire. She wasn’t what her dad would’ve called a carrottop. Her hair was more auburn. Deeper than traditional red. It looked soft and rich, and Ellis had a moment standing there next to her table where she envisioned herself leaning forward to smell it, wondering if she’d get whiffs of strawberries or coconut or something else entirely. She had to clench her teeth to keep herself standing upright. The last time she’d been that physically affected by a woman was…yeah, never.

			Not that she had the time to spend thinking about pretty girls. Waitressing was grueling. She knew that, she did, in her brain somewhere. But knowing it and experiencing it were two way different things. Her shift had begun at six, and her feet were already killing her. How people made a career out of being a server was beyond her, and she found herself with new respect.

			“Order up.” Cal’s voice was like a shotgun blast from the kitchen as he slid a plate onto the little holding area under the heat lamps and smacked the small bell with his metal spatula. Sunny Side Up was nothing if not stuck in time, though Ellis would be hard pressed to name which time. The fifties? Seventies? Eighties, maybe? Whatever year it was, it was not this one. But Cal had been the short-order cook for longer than Ellis had been alive. He was a sweetheart of a man, no matter how hard he tried to be gruff beneath his dark mustache—sprinkled with gray and with the long sides down to his chin—and Sunny Side Up was always packed, so they were doing something right. Nobody made french toast like Cal did. Ellis could testify. She had it for breakfast at least three times a week.

			“Got it,” said Kitty, one of those women who’d been waitressing her entire life. Watching her fascinated Ellis. Despite being, by Ellis’s estimate, well into her sixties, the woman could carry the meals of an entire table of four in one trip, plates up and down both arms, and never seem the slightest bit worried about spilling a thing. Ellis, on the other hand, preferred to make several trips if it meant not dropping a Western omelet in somebody’s lap. She’d dropped things twice that morning—a mug of coffee and a small plate of toast—but both times, she’d been behind the counter, thank God, and between her and Kitty, they’d cleaned it up quick, and even laughed about it.

			By the time nine thirty rolled around, things started to clear out, tables emptied, and Cal got to take a breath. Only a few customers remained. A man in an oxford and tie scrolling on his phone. A woman with short strawberry-blond hair reading a book. Ellis took a rag and spray bottle of cleaner and hit the empty tables, one of which was next to the redhead, who had slipped on a pair of black-rimmed glasses that did nothing to diminish the sexiness factor. In fact, they added to it.

			“You’re still here,” she said to her. Good one, Captain Obvious. She internally rolled her eyes.

			The redhead looked up from her laptop, and Ellis noticed her eyes were large and brown. “I am. Do you need the table?” She blinked and looked around the diner.

			“Oh no. No. Not at all. You can stay there as long as you like.” Smooth, Ellis was not. Exhibit A: what just happened. Her plan had been to engage in more conversation, but after that, she just felt stupid and couldn’t get away fast enough. Back behind the counter, she sighed. It was probably better this way anyhow. Who had time to date? Not her. And while it was super unusual for her to be so physically attracted to somebody so fast, the redhead was clearly out of her league. Dressed in a business casual outfit of dark jeans and a green top, she looked professional and competent.

			And here’s me in my rust-orange uniform and dirty apron. Yeah, way, way out of her league.

			Her phone was in the pocket of her uniform, and she felt it vibrate once, quickly, which meant a text. She slipped it out and took a quick look, just in case it was the residence with a question or issue.

			It wasn’t. It was from The 11th Commandment.

			Are you available for an interview? Today, our offices, 3pm.

			She rolled her lips in and bit down on them as she read it again, then typed out her response, telling them she’d be there. When she looked up, the redhead was smiling widely as she took a selfie. Ellis watched. She couldn’t help it. Something about her was fascinating.

			“She’s here a couple mornings a week, you know.” Kitty’s voice was quiet and very close to her ear. “You stay cooped up in your office in the back, and you miss things.”

			Ellis flinched in surprise, turned to meet Kitty’s eyes, and blurted, “She is?” before she could stop herself.

			“Mm-hmm,” Kitty said and turned away to make a fresh pot of coffee. “Always sits at that table. Goes between her laptop and her phone. Takes lots of pictures. Of herself. Of her food.”

			As manager, Ellis did spend most of her time in the back office, dealing with orders and invoices and payroll. It was rare for her to be out here on the dining room floor. She watched the redhead pack up her laptop and move toward the door where she stopped with her hand on the handle and turned back. Her eyes met Ellis’s. Held. A smile. Then she pushed through and out into the day.

			Yeah, maybe she needed to start coming out of the back office a bit more often…

			* * *

			“Well, it’ll bring in a little extra money.” Ellis used speech-to-text to communicate with Evan, one of her besties. It was too hard to type while walking, and she was already running late to see her sister, but he’d asked her to update him as soon as she got out of the interview. “I don’t love the premise of the place. Do you know what the eleventh commandment is?” She sent the text, zigzagged around a woman who’d stopped in the middle of the sidewalk, and made her way to the parking lot where her ten-year-old Honda Civic was parked. “Gotta drive,” she spoke into her phone when Evan hadn’t answered back.

			Her tiny apartment was within walking distance to the diner, but the residence home where her sister lived was just outside the city limits. It took her about half an hour to get there if traffic wasn’t crazy, and she did her best to be there at least a couple hours a day. When Evan called her halfway there, she put the phone on speaker.

			“Sorry, I was in a meeting,” he said. “The eleventh commandment is Don’t get caught.”

			“Exactly. So this place is about catching people in lies. Celebrities. Politicians. Local businesses. Etcetera.”

			“So, it’s an online tabloid?” Evan laughed, the sound deep and throaty.

			“Kinda? But it’s just writing the articles. I guess the photographers are the real investigators. They give me info and photos, and I write it up and send it off to the editor.”

			“Quick and dirty.”

			“Sounds like it. Both things. Not really my jam, but at least I’ll be writing again. And the pay’s not awful. It’ll help with some of my sister’s incidentals.”

			“I get that,” Evan said. “You do what you gotta do.”

			“Will I see you later?”

			“Depends on my client. He needs hand-holding like he’s five.” Evan’s irritation was clear. He was a financial advisor, and some of his clients made him feel more like an elementary school teacher, he’d told her.

			“I’ll make sure Kendra eats something.”

			“Appreciate it.”

			They talked for another minute or two and then hung up, and a few minutes after that, Ellis turned her car into the long driveway for Hearts and Hands Residence Home.

			It wasn’t a commercial building, but a large, one-story house that had been turned into a home for residents who needed twenty-four-hour care, but not a hospital. A nicely maintained place with immaculate landscaping, they only took on five patients at a time. Three spots were short-term, for people in rehab. Two were for permanent residents. Ellis’s little sister, Michaela, was one of the two.

			The staff knew her by now. Michaela had been there for just over a year. Finding Hearts and Hands had been difficult, and once she had, getting her sister a bed there had been even harder, but Ellis had made a giant pain in the ass of herself until Michaela had the right home.

			“Hey, Corrine,” she said to the silver-haired woman behind the front desk. “Here you go. Cal says hi.” She handed over a Ziploc baggie with two of Cal’s buttermilk biscuits in it, Corrine’s favorite.

			“Oh, Ellis, you are too good to me. Thank you, sweetie.”

			“She good today?”

			“Her usual sunny self.”

			With a rap of her knuckles on Corrine’s desk, Ellis headed down the hall, smiling to herself. That was their conversation every time. She’d ask if Michaela was having a good day, and Corrine would say something like Her usual sunny self or She’s been running laps around the house or She knit an entire blanket this morning. And they’d smile at each other wistfully. Because if only any of those things was actually the case.

			Michaela’s room was at the end of the hall in the back corner of the house. Ellis knocked softly, which she did every time, even though it wasn’t like her sister was going to call out for her to come in.

			“Hey, Mikey,” she said softly. “How are things in your world today?” She went in, pressed a kiss to her sister’s forehead, pulled a chair close to her bed, and sat. It was an honest question, one she asked often. Because Michaela was definitely in her own world, and Ellis wished she could visit there.

			“So, I had to waitress today.” She snorted a laugh. “Yes, you heard that right. Me. Carrying plates of food. Can you believe it? I only dropped things twice. And not on anybody, thank freaking God.” She took a moment to just look at her sister, which she didn’t do every time because it could overwhelm her. She wasn’t as blond as Ellis, something she’d endlessly complained about when they were teenagers. Her hair was more of a light brown. Today, it was in a braid—she’d have to thank Shaq for that. He was the nurse who always did her hair or her nails, which were a new shade of pink. He’d bathe her, give her a pedicure, brush her hair, rub lotion on her arms. Her blue eyes, so much like Ellis’s, were open as usual, and for about the millionth time, Ellis wondered what she saw. The room? The view out the window? Something in her own head? Something only she could see? Anything at all?

			“I like this pink,” Ellis said, stroking the back of Michaela’s hand. “It’s a good color for your skin tone.” She reached toward the nightstand and grabbed the book that sat there. It was a well-worn copy of The Girl on the Train. Michaela had never been one to read romances or heartfelt drama. She liked gritty psychological thrillers. Paula Hawkins. Ruth Ware. Riley Sager. Opening the book where the bookmark was, she asked, “Ready? Where were we?”

			And she began to read.

			




Chapter Ten 

			Cherry hadn’t taken enough photos in the woods. That fact was becoming clear as she sat with her phone and scrolled through the very limited selection. She did get a couple decent shots, both of the hiking shoes Peak had sent her and of the park itself. There was also one of Ellis that had very nearly taken her breath away. They’d been standing in a copse of trees, and the sun had to work hard to break through, individual rays pushing between leaves and branches, almost ethereal in their results. Ellis was standing near a big tree, her hand on its trunk, studying it, and Cherry remembered she’d been trying to ascertain which kind of tree it was. A ray of sunlight streaked across part of her face, leaving the rest shadowed, twinkling off her blond hair, highlighting the very light down on the side of her face near her ear, making her blue eyes sparkle a little extra. It was such a beautiful photo that she could hardly believe she’d taken it herself.

			“Hey, bitch.” Shea sauntered in and plopped down next to her on her bed. “Adam’s cooking a late breakfast, so be nice and pretend to be hungry. And then tell him how good it was, even if it sucks, okay?” Before Cherry could answer, Shea leaned over to see what she was doing on her phone. “I am not ashamed to admit, that girl has me questioning my own sexuality.”

			The joke tugged Cherry out of her sexy daydream, which she needed because she had work to do before her dinner date. “She’s ridiculously hot, isn’t she? God.”

			“And things went well this morning?”

			“The hikers were great. I’m about to edit some stuff together and give a little review.”

			She could feel Shea’s eyes on her, and she didn’t mean to audibly swallow, but she did.

			“That’s not what I meant, and you know it.” Shea turned her body so she was facing Cherry. “You told her about Cherry on Top, right? And about the fake girlfriend?”

			Another hard swallow before she met Shea’s eyes. “I couldn’t do it.”

			“What? Cherry. Come on. What are you doing?”

			“No, you don’t understand. She told me the details of her sister’s accident.” She reiterated the things Ellis had told her, emphasizing the issues her sister had had with body image and all the social media criticism she’d professed. “She hates everything about social media and has no accounts of her own. She hates what it does to women. She thinks people like me set unattainable standards.”

			Shea took a beat before saying gently, “I mean, she’s not wrong, is she?”

			Cherry was sure her shock was clear on her face. “I’m not dangerous, Shea. I don’t make people want to drive their cars into trees. Jesus.”

			Shea put a hand on her leg, which was probably meant as comfort, but felt more like placating instead. “No, no, I don’t mean that. Of course, you’re not dangerous. I think…” She seemed to struggle to find the right words. “I guess I just mean there’s a lot of truth to what Ellis said about social media.”

			Cherry wanted to argue. She really did. But the truth was, she hadn’t thought about anything else since she’d left Ellis at the park, and she just didn’t want to anymore. At least for a while. She waved a hand and didn’t care if Shea saw it as agreement or dismissive. “It’s whatever.”

			Shea stayed sitting next to her for several moments as she scrolled away from the shot of Ellis and back through photos of the hikers and the park and the trees and the stream. Finally, with a heavy sigh, Shea stood and left the room, and Cherry stopped focusing on her phone. Her gaze moved to the window, and she watched as the new leaves on the tree outside their building rustled in the gentle spring breeze. When she sighed and glanced at the doorway, Shea was there, leaning against the doorjamb, arms folded across her chest, but a sympathetic expression on her face.

			“I really like her,” Cherry whispered, and she could hear the helplessness in her own voice.

			Shea nodded as she smiled softly. “I can tell.”

			“She’s cooking me dinner tonight.”

			“Yeah? That’s pretty romantic.”

			Cherry nodded. “She’ll hate me when she finds out.”

			“You don’t know that.”

			“How could she not, though? She blames people like me for what happened to her sister.” God, saying it out loud made it feel so much worse, and she hadn’t thought that was possible.

			She expected Shea to come in and sit back down next to her, to talk her through, to make her feel better. But she did none of those things. Instead, she stayed where she was, and their gazes held across the room.

			“Shea, when do I flip these?” Adam’s voice called from the kitchen.

			Shea mouthed, “Pancakes,” and left to help. Which sent a wave of relief through Cherry because the direction things had been going just then was not a path she was ready to go down.

			As if privy to the entire scene that had just transpired, her phone pinged with a text from Ellis.

			Hey. Any food you hate? Allergies? I can’t wait to cook for you! And then came a GIF of a kitchen on fire that made her laugh out loud.

			And just like that, she felt better. Ellis was cooking her dinner tonight. At her apartment. Where things would go after that…She shook the thought away so as not to jinx anything.

			She knew she had to come clean to Ellis. She knew it. She just didn’t know how.

			* * *

			“Why am I so nervous, Nugget?”

			The cat was on the back of the couch, lounging and watching as Ellis stood in her very small kitchen and held her hands out in front of her, palms down. There was a noticeable tremor, and when she saw it, she closed them both into fists. Flexed her fingers. Shook her hands out.

			She could cook. She wasn’t worried about that. She’d become quite good after being on her own for so long. She had salmon ready to go into the oven. Sweet potatoes. Asparagus. She’d run it all by Cherry, and she didn’t seem to be a picky eater at all.

			The doorbell rang and she gasped as she glanced at the clock on the microwave. Six on the dot. Somehow, she’d completely lost track of time, because Cherry was there right when she’d told her to be. She took a deep breath and then gave her whole body a shake. Here we go.

			She greeted her over the intercom and buzzed her in, and then, there she was. Standing at Ellis’s front door, bottle of wine in her hands, looking…God, looking so absolutely breathtaking simply because she was her. She was dressed casually in jeans and a blue sweater, and her smile, well, it was completely clichéd, but it lit up the room. Easily.

			“Hi, you,” Cherry said as she held out the bottle. “I hope this works. I asked the woman at the wine store what goes with salmon.” It was a bottle of semidry Riesling, and it would be perfect.

			“This is great.” She took the bottle and stood aside. “Please, come on in.”

			Cherry kissed her quickly on the mouth and walked by her, and the scent of vanilla and coconut made Ellis inhale deeply, quietly. Cherry went straight to Nugget.

			“Well, hello there, my boyfriend Mr. Nugget. How are you today?” Cherry was clearly comfortable there and sat her butt right on the couch to love on Ellis’s cat. And Ellis loved that, that she didn’t hesitate. That she showed no uncertainty. Just walked in, plopped down, snuggled her cat. It was perfect in its ordinariness. Like a picture of normality. Of what home should look like.

			Wait, what?

			A shake of her head got her back to the moment, and she pasted on a grin. “Hungry? I’m just about to put the salmon in.”

			“Are you kidding? I’ve been thinking about this dinner all day.”

			“Really? Well, I’m flattered.” She glanced over her shoulder as she bent to slide the salmon into the oven next to the sweet potatoes that had been baking for a while. “And also feel kinda sorry for you if this is the kind of dinner you think about all day.”

			“People who don’t cook always look forward to being cooked for.”

			“No cooking for you?”

			“I mean, I had to fend for myself growing up. I didn’t starve, but I also never got to the point where I liked cooking. And I kinda think that’s the key to getting good.” Her eyes had been focused on Nugget, but she glanced up, and there was a vulnerability there that Ellis hadn’t seen before. It made her want to move around the couch and wrap her up in a hug. Instead, she slid the tray of asparagus out of the oven and gave it a toss before letting it continue to roast. “You like to cook, don’t you?” Cherry asked.

			“I do. But I didn’t always.” She set a timer and then held up the bottle of wine in question. At Cherry’s nod, she opened it and poured as she spoke. “After my dad died and it was just me and Mikey left, I was kind of in the same boat as you. I was working two jobs and visiting Mikey at the facility, and I had to fend for myself, or I wasn’t going to eat.” She brought both glasses into the living area and handed one to Cherry, then took a seat next to her. “It didn’t start as something I loved. Actually, it started out like a chore. It bugged me. I was irritated that I even had to do it.”

			“That’s where I still am,” Cherry said with a soft laugh, then held her glass up for toasting. “To you and the first dinner you cooked for me.”

			“The first of many.” The words were out before Ellis had a chance to grab them, think about them, censor or even edit them at all.

			But they didn’t seem to bother Cherry. She just smiled and touched her glass to Ellis’s. “Where’s the bottle?” she asked, then got up to get it. She crossed the small room and arranged the bottle and their two glasses in a surprisingly photogenic way near the window, and it was still light enough for rays from the setting sun to cut through the Riesling and bounce off the glasses. She took several shots, and when she glanced back at Ellis with a grin, she told her, “Can’t not take a photo of something so pretty, right?” And then she turned the phone toward Ellis and clicked off a couple shots of her, too.

			She felt herself blush hotly and glanced down at her hands.

			Cherry came back carrying both glasses, then bent down and kissed her softly on the mouth. Pulled back slightly and met Ellis’s eyes and Ellis saw that Cherry’s had gone impossibly darker. Cherry set down both glasses, then took Ellis’s face in both hands and kissed her again. Slowly. Thoroughly. Taking her time and exploring. A soft moan filled the air, and it took a moment for Ellis to realize it was hers.

			Cherry straddled her lap, her lips never leaving Ellis’s as her ass settled into Ellis’s hands, Cherry’s hand sliding around to grip the back of Ellis’s head as she pressed her tongue fully into her mouth.

			The oven timer chose that moment to go off, and they jumped apart, startled. They both laughed and Ellis said, “I can’t remember that timer ever sounding so loud or so obnoxious.”

			Cherry grinned and swung her leg over so Ellis was free, and she swiped one finger along the corner of Cherry’s mouth, which was so fucking hot, it made Ellis let go of a little groan as she stood to check on dinner. “Killing me with that,” she said as she shook her head.

			“There’s more where that came from,” was Cherry’s devastatingly sexy reply.

			Another small groan.

			Ellis only had a small, round table with two chairs, and she’d set it as nicely as she could with her mother’s cream-colored dishes and deep green tablecloth. She hadn’t gone so far as candles but now wished she had. Cherry brought the wine to the table, and she dished out the food.

			“This looks amazing,” Cherry said when Ellis set her plate in front of her, and she wasn’t wrong, if Ellis said so herself. The salmon had cooked perfectly and looked like it had just been spatula’d off a television commercial and set on the bed of asparagus, and before Ellis’s brain could even pull up the word photogenic again, Cherry was snapping a photo of her meal. “Absolutely gorgeous,” she said quietly.

			She refilled their glasses, then sat.

			As they ate, it occurred to Ellis that she was both super comfortable and also incredibly nervous around Cherry. And how were both things possible at once? That didn’t make any sense. But it was true. She didn’t know how else to describe the way she felt. Nervously comfortable. Comfortably nervous.

			“I’m so confused when I’m around you,” Cherry said then, and Ellis snapped her head up in surprise.

			“What do you mean?”

			“I mean, I feel opposite things at the same time.”

			“Oh my God, me, too,” Ellis said, a bite of her dinner on her fork in midair.

			“Like…” Cherry set her fork down and looked toward the ceiling as if the answer was up there. “I’m super happy to be here. Relaxed. Comfortable. Nowhere else I’d rather be.”

			“Aw,” Ellis said with a grin.

			“At the same time?” Cherry held up one hand, palm down, fingers out, and the slight tremor was clearly visible. A clearly uncertain chuckle escaped her lips. “I’m shaking like a leaf because I’m nervous.”

			And the weirdest thing happened then. She couldn’t explain it. But it was as if Cherry’s nervousness canceled hers out. She suddenly felt completely, utterly calm. Relaxed. No nerves at all. Her gaze found Cherry’s and held it. Cherry blinked at her, cheeks tinted pinked, and when her tongue peeked out to wet her bottom lip, Ellis felt an insistent flutter low in her body.

			“Do you think maybe that’s because there’s a decent chance you’ll be staying here with me tonight?” Yikes, did she say that out loud? Judging by the way Cherry’s cheeks went deeper crimson, and the way her eyes got darker, and the way she swallowed so that Ellis could hear it, the answer to that question was a resounding yes.

			And then Cherry seemed to pull herself together, to find her own control. She arched one eyebrow as she picked up her wineglass, and her eyes never left Ellis’s. “I think that might be exactly the reason,” she said quietly. Then she took a sip of her wine, and again, her gaze never left Ellis’s and sweet baby Jesus on a skateboard, she’d never seen anything sexier in her entire life.

			“I am so not interested in this food any longer.”

			“Me neither,” Cherry said and stood. “Bring your wine.”

			With a glance over her shoulder and a sexy grin, she disappeared through the door to Ellis’s bedroom.

			




Chapter Eleven 

			This was fast.

			Cherry had never moved this quickly with anyone, and she never took the lead like this. Not once. Not that she’d had a ton of sexual partners, because she hadn’t. She could count them on one hand. Okay, on three fingers. But she’d dated each of them for much longer than the mere less-than-a-month she’d been seeing Ellis. Hell, that she’d known Ellis. Less than a month! What the hell was she doing?

			But when she turned back to the doorway and Ellis was standing there, all that hesitation, the uncertainty, insecurity, the sheer insanity of it all vanished like fog on a summer morning. Because there she was, this woman who’d had such an effect on her in only a handful of days. And she wanted nothing more than to touch her, to kiss her, to wring sounds from her and learn her body and watch her reactions. Study her. What she liked. What she loved. What would make her moan and writhe and beg, and the intensity of these thoughts pushed everything else out of her head. She set her wineglass on the nightstand, not taking even a moment to stop and take in the room, which was what she normally would’ve done. Look at the furniture, the colors, the style, all of which would tell her more about Ellis.

			But there was no time.

			Because if she didn’t touch Ellis in the next few seconds, she was pretty sure she’d just burst into flames right there. Leave nothing more than a pile of ash on her bedroom floor.

			Ellis stepped into the room, and the first thing Cherry noticed was that her bright blue eyes had gone dark. Hooded. When she blinked, it was slowly, her gaze never leaving Cherry’s, and she took two more steps until there were mere inches between them. Ellis lifted her hand and brushed Cherry’s hair off her forehead, tucked it behind her ear. They were very nearly the same height, Cherry only the slightest bit taller.

			“God, you’re beautiful,” Ellis whispered, and the words sent a pleasant shiver through Cherry’s body. Before she could reply—or even think about replying—Ellis’s mouth was on hers. Instead of words, she made a sound. A whimper.

			And then they were kissing. Hard. Making out. Deeply. Desperately. Yeah, that was the most accurate word. Desperately. It was like she couldn’t get enough. She wanted more of Ellis. She wanted to get closer. To go deeper. To have more. She grasped Ellis’s head with both hands and pushed herself as close as she could, dove in, pushed her tongue into Ellis’s mouth, and this time, it was Ellis who whimpered.

			That sound did things to her. Sexy things. Sexy, naughty things. And then she didn’t think about anything else. She couldn’t think about anything else. She merely acted, let her body lead the way. Her hands. Her mouth. She had no recollection of actually undressing Ellis, but she knew she did it because Ellis was suddenly naked, her bra dropping from Cherry’s fingers to the floor. And oh my God, was she stunning. Cherry faltered then because the sight of her…the sight of her. Smooth pale skin and gentle curves and tousled blond hair and small, perfect breasts. The sudden feeling that hit her was a surprise: honor. It was actual honor, and she felt it in a wave. Honor and privilege washed over her as she reached out a hand to touch this gorgeous woman.

			But Ellis caught her hand in midair, and the expression on her face was both sexy and playful as she waved one finger up and down in front of her. “Mm-mm. One of us is very overdressed. Hint—it’s not me.”

			There was something indescribably sexy about undressing in front of Ellis in that moment. Cherry wanted to simply rip her own clothes off and throw Ellis onto the bed, but she forced herself to slow down. She pulled her sweater up over her head, then unfastened her jeans and left both items on the floor. Reaching behind, she unhooked her bra, intensely aware of Ellis watching her as she did so, and then her breasts were bare, and she swore to God she could feel Ellis’s eyes on them. Roaming. Stroking. She swallowed hard and hooked her thumbs into the waistband of her underwear, slid it down her legs, and stepped out of it.

			Both of them naked now, they stood quietly, looking at each other. This was new to Cherry as well. She’d had plenty of sex with her three partners, but it had always been right to the bed or the couch or the floor. There’d never been any standing naked in front of each other, so turned on you were sure you might spontaneously combust, your entire body aching to be touched. There’d never been any pausing to look. Just look. But that’s where she was in that moment. On fire and desperate to have Ellis’s hands on her, and there was that word again. Desperate.

			Ellis was feeling it, too. Somehow, she knew that. A moment passed as they traveled each other’s bodies with their eyes, but once their gazes met, it was as if something unlocked, as if the pause button was clicked off, and suddenly, they were on each other. Mouths crashed together and bodies pressed and breathing became ragged. Cherry didn’t even realize they’d been moving until the backs of her thighs hit the bed and she tumbled backward onto the mattress, Ellis on top of her, the most delicious of weights. Her legs spread on their own, accommodating Ellis’s hips, and when Ellis’s stomach pressed into her center, Cherry understood how completely, almost embarrassingly wet she was.

			“Oh my God,” Ellis said, clearly also noticing. Her eyes met Cherry’s and she asked, in the sweetest, most reverent tone Cherry had ever heard, “Do I do that to you?”

			“You have no idea,” Cherry said, then pulled her into a searing kiss as she wrapped her legs around Ellis’s hips tightly.

			Had it ever been this easy? This effortless? Because, while being with Ellis this way was exciting and erotic and sensual and completely blowing her mind, her crazy nervousness had all but abandoned her. Vanished like a thief in the night. She was exactly where she was supposed to be in that moment. And she knew it. She felt it. Somehow.

			It became difficult to feel where she ended and Ellis began. It was like they were one being. Her hands were warm on Ellis’s soft skin, and her tongue was waging a sensual battle with Ellis’s in their kiss, and she was pretty sure that was Ellis’s hand on her hip, her inner thigh, her—

			She gasped as Ellis pushed into her. And then there was eye contact, hot and intimate, and Ellis’s gaze never left hers as she set up a rhythm, slowly at first. Erotic. Cherry’s hips started to move on their own, rocking, lifting into Ellis’s hand, and it was like she had no say, no control. They just moved by instinct. She gasped when Ellis used her thumb to hit just the right spot, the rhythm picking up, and Cherry felt the orgasm careening toward her like a runaway freight train, barreling right for her, nothing she could do to get out of the way, not that she wanted to, and then it hit.

			Oh God, did it hit.

			Sparks and colors and sounds. Muscle tension. Arched back. Hips up off the bed. And sound. Sound. Cries. Moans. Whimpers. God, when did she become so vocal in bed? That was her, right? She barely recognized herself.

			She came down slowly, needed time to recover. Her breathing was ragged, and her heart felt like it might pound itself right through her ribcage. And the entire time she was trying to regain control of herself, those blue eyes were trained on her, and Ellis was smiling like she’d just won the lottery.

			“Wow,” Ellis said quietly. “That was something else.”

			“Yeah? You should’ve been on this side of it.” And Ellis’s smile widened, and that did it. Cherry was suddenly recovered, at least enough to flip them—much to Ellis’s surprise—so she was on top, Ellis looking startled and sexy beneath her. “In fact, let me demonstrate…”

			* * *

			It was four a.m.

			Ellis was awake. Awake, but sated. Warm. Thrilled. Smiling in the dark in the middle of the night like a weirdo. Cherry’s breathing was deep and even. Had been for the better part of two hours now. She shifted in her sleep, winding herself even more around Ellis’s body—which Ellis didn’t think was possible—and snuggling her head in under her chin. Ellis tightened her grip and tried hard to remember the last time she’d been this physical with anybody. Ever. Once they’d begun, they’d had their hands on each other endlessly. Endlessly. Since Cherry had arrived, there’d barely been a moment that they hadn’t been touching in some way. And it wasn’t weird. It wasn’t uncomfortable. It was perfect.

			And then she was flashing back. This was how things had gone for her since Cherry fell asleep. She’d think about how different-slash-incredible-slash-inexplicably wonderful the night had been, and then her brain would toss her images of the previous hours and she’d relive them. And round and round and round.

			The eye contact, though.

			Yeah, the eye contact was a thing. A major thing for her. Ellis wasn’t great at eye contact. It made her squirmy. Uncomfortable. She could do it, sure. She’d had job interviews and dates and such. She knew how important it was to look a person in the eye. But with Cherry? And in the midst of sex? It was easy. Natural. And kind of awesome. There was something so incredibly intimate about looking in another person’s eyes while touching them in such an intimate way, and she realized that she’d never done that before. She hadn’t had a ton of sexual partners in her life—a good-sized handful, maybe—but she’d never felt so connected to the other person. Not like she had with Cherry. Not like she still did with Cherry, and she pressed a gentle kiss to her forehead.

			She must have drifted off at some point because the next thing she was aware of was the sliver of sun peeking over the horizon, viewable out her bedroom window. She was on her side now, and Cherry was snuggled tightly up against her back. Nugget purred loudly somewhere nearby, but she couldn’t see him. She straightened her leg slightly—he was near the foot of the bed, and she nuzzled her toes up against him.

			Comfortable was an understatement here.

			Warmth. Safety. Comfort. She was experiencing all of it and didn’t want to move. Like, ever. At the same time, she felt Nugget get up and pick his steps carefully until he was standing near her chest and touched his nose to hers.

			“Oh, hey,” she whispered to him, and he bumped her chin with his head. He meowed once to let her know it was time for breakfast, and she didn’t want him to wake Cherry up, so she carefully slipped out from under her arm and then from under the sheets and stood, surprised and proud of herself for having managed such a feat.

			Still naked, she grabbed a pair of joggers and an Old Navy T-shirt, dressed quickly, grabbed her phone, and herded Nugget out of the bedroom, closing the door behind them.

			Spring in Upstate New York could be hit or miss, especially in the beginning. But it was already shaping up to be a beautiful day. The morning sky was a bright blue, white wisps the only signs of clouds. Out the living room window, she could see where Mrs. Carver, the woman who lived below her, had recently filled up her bird feeder. Chickadees sang happily as they ate, and a gang of sparrows were on the ground, cleaning up the leftovers, along with a pair of hefty gray squirrels. She lifted the window and watched for a moment, enjoying their cheer, and wondered if Nugget would want to sit on the windowsill later to stare at them. Or would that just be mean?

			With a shrug, she headed into the kitchen to get him his food.

			She set his bowl on the floor, filled the Keurig with water, and gave her phone a quick check, scanning the overnight report Hearts and Hands texted each morning. As usual, Michaela’s night had been uneventful. Even though that had been the case every morning since settling her sister in, Ellis always had a brief moment of worry when she clicked open the text. It was a little silly, but it was regular.

			“Morning,” came a very sleepy voice from the bedroom doorway. Cherry stood there in a pair of Ellis’s gym shorts and a white Nike T-shirt that was worn so thin, it left zero to the imagination, Cherry’s nipples
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