
Elaine considered the advisability of discussing her personal problems with Myra. After all, they were coworkers. She tried not to notice when Myra crossed her shapely legs. In a moment of flitting curiosity, she wondered what she would be like in bed. Horrified by the thought, she sat forward in her chair and began to play with the pen on her desk again. “No, everything is actually rather quiet here today. I’m a little concerned about Laurel.” 

“Did something happen?” Myra leaned forward, a worried look on her face. 

Elaine was touched that she cared. “I don’t know. It’s . . .” She wavered. Laurel would have a cow if she ever found out that she was telling anyone about the store’s problems, but Elaine needed to talk to someone. She was tired of not being able to confide her worries. “You know that Laurel owns the Lavender Page and it’s having financial difficulties.” 

“It’s those horrible chain stores,” Myra said and waved her hand. 

“Precisely. Small businesses like Laurel’s can’t compete, but she is so stubborn. She’ll never give up.” 

“What can I do to help, darling? I’m ashamed to say I don’t read much, but I could go over and buy gift certificates for all my friends.” 

Elaine felt a sudden rush of warmth for this woman’s generous heart. 
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Chapter One


Laurel Becker pushed away from the computer and rubbed her tired eyes. The muscles in her neck and back cramped from the long hours of sitting. She leaned back into the chair and focused her attention on the Halloween mobile that hung over her desk. The holiday was still almost a week away, but Allie had insisted on putting the decorations up early. Laurel didn’t find dancing goblins and gaping skulls nearly as scary as the financial data that she had spent the evening reviewing. She might be able to con herself in moments of weakness, but the glaring red numbers on the electronic income statement couldn’t be disputed. Profits for the Lavender Page bookstore were down for the third consecutive quarter. The store’s customer base had started on a steady downward spiral eighteen months ago when one of the mega-chain bookstores opened less than eight blocks away. Her small store was no match for their well-stocked women’s studies and lesbian fiction sections and the hefty discounts they offered. 

In a desperate attempt to challenge the bigger store, she’d given the Lavender Page a fresh look by repainting the interior and revamping displays. When that failed she offered special repeat shopping incentives and increased the number of store events, but sales continued to slip. Last year, in an attempt to capitalize on the holiday sales, she had emptied out her personal savings account to pay for the printing of a full-color brochure. She used it in the largest advertising blitz of the store’s history and then cried herself to sleep for a week after the meager increase in sales failed to recoup her expenses. Even with all the extra efforts, end-of-year totals showed sales down by thirty percent. 

For the first time in its nearly twenty-five-year history, the Lavender Page teetered on the brink of failure. The only hope of recovery was the rapidly approaching holiday season. Unfortunately, in order to capitalize on it the store needed another infusion of cash, something she no longer possessed. 

Tired of the never-ending vicious cycle, she wrenched open the bottom drawer of Chris’s battered old oak desk. From the back of the drawer she removed a nearly empty bottle of amaretto. The bottle had been a birthday present from her friend Lou, who also happened to be one of her best customers. Laurel poured a splash of the amber liquid into a ceramic cup that was missing its handle. The simple act brought with it a host of memories of her and Chris sharing a drink after closing the store for the day—back when women still supported the store, before the chain stores bulldozed their way into the market. Now a two-dollar discount was all that was necessary to lure the customers away. 

“Stop it,” she scolded herself. Times were hard for everyone. Books were outrageously expensive. Customers should go where they could get the best deals. Why should she blame them for her ineptitude? If Chris had lived, she would know exactly what to do to save the store. Laurel sipped her drink and welcomed the slight burn that it left behind. With Chris in charge, the Lavender Page would never have gotten into this position. 

She glanced around the modest office. Additional furniture included a plastic-topped work table, two gray metal file cabinets, a scruffy-looking brown tweed sofa, a couple of straight-backed chairs and a small bookcase filled with catalogs. Nothing much had changed from when Chris had used this room. In fact, the only real change Laurel had made was the computer now sitting on the desk. It was connected to the computer on the sales counter. She had added it six years ago, along with modern point-of-sale software, which allowed her to replace the cantankerous old cash register. The tedious chore of the physical inventory virtually disappeared, thanks to the new computerized system that tracked inventory and sales. 

Her gaze drifted back to the monitor and the damning income statement. With some careful planning and a little luck, she would be able to make the payroll through the end of the year, but there wouldn’t be enough left to pay down the current balances to her creditors. Since all of the accounts carried past-due balances, requesting an increase on her credit limits didn’t seem like a viable option. The only remaining option was to use her second line of distributors. She rarely used these accounts. They offered much smaller discounts and charged more for shipping. The additional costs led to smaller profits and on and on and on. Frustrated to the point of screaming, she punched the power button on the computer without properly closing out of the documents. Instantly, she regretted her rash decision. She couldn’t afford the time it would take to rebuild the data. She considered turning the machine back on to ensure that her childish impulse hadn’t caused any damage, but she lacked the willpower to do so. Instead, she closed her eyes. 

“Chris, I really need to have a good holiday season,” she whispered. The thought of possibly having to declare bankruptcy caused a shiver to crawl down her back. To chase away the thought she opened her eyes and sipped her drink again before reaching farther back into the drawer and removing a framed photo. Time dulled the wave of pain that washed through her. Chris had been dead for almost ten years. The image of the short, sturdy woman with the pale blue eyes and sandy-colored hair was the complete opposite of Laurel’s current lover, Elaine Alexander, who had long muscled legs, warm green eyes and short auburn hair. 

Chris had possessed an extraordinary memory and could talk to customers about any book in the store. There had been a natural warmth and calmness about her that drew people to her. She loved being in the thick of things, whether it was something to do with the lesbian community or her homeowner’s association. 

Elaine, on the other hand, loved the outdoors. She spent her free time hiking in one of the local parks, or she would head to the coast. She loved to fish almost as much as Laurel did. 

Laurel ran her thumb over the photo. Chris, I need you. I don’t know what to do to save your store. Chris’s talents as a businesswoman far exceeded her own, and she’d possessed an almost uncanny ability to read people. She’d always known what to say or do to help the women who came to the store seeking information. 

After starting to work at the Lavender Page, Laurel had quickly discovered that sixty percent of the job of running a bookstore was being a psychologist of sorts. Many of the women who drifted in were searching for answers on how to start a relationship, maintain a relationship, end one or recover from one gone sour. They were looking for answers on how to deal with God, family and coworkers. Some came seeking information on health issues that they didn’t feel comfortable discussing with their doctors. Over the years, books dealing with adoption, artificial insemination and other child-related issues found their way into the store. Smiling couples came in asking for help with planning their commitment ceremonies. Young women and occasionally not-so-young women inched their way around the shelves and tried to blend in with the wall while they searched through the books dealing with sexuality. 

Chris had known exactly what to do to help all these women. She’d listened to their stories, made more cups of tea and held more hands than Laurel cared to remember. In the years since Chris’s death, Laurel had tried brewing tea and handholding, but she never felt comfortable with it. For years after Chris died, Laurel would have nightmares that the women would stop coming to the store when they discovered that her own life was a bigger mess than theirs was. 

She didn’t date anyone for three years after Chris’s death, although there were plenty of offers. The number of women who approached her for a date in the first few weeks after Chris’s funeral still shocked her. 

After three years, Laurel began to venture out on an occasional dinner date, but she seldom accepted the offer of a second date. Then four years ago while on a rare weekend trip to the coast, she met Elaine. Laurel had been fishing beneath the dull glow of one of the lights on the Copano Bay Bridge late Friday night. The speckled trout were hitting fast and furious when a young woman stepped from the darkness and asked if she could share Laurel’s light. They started talking as they hauled in fish after fish and discovered that besides fishing they shared a love for the outdoors and for traveling. Both women practiced catch-and-release fishing, so when the sun began to paint the eastern sky with warm streaks of pink and blue, all they had to do was clean their gear and pack it away. Exhilarated by the fantastic night of fishing, they agreed to meet for breakfast later that morning. Laurel raced back to her room to shower and catch a quick nap, but found she was too excited to sleep. She hadn’t felt that way since before Chris died. 

After breakfast, they drove to the Aransas Wildlife Refuge and spent the day exploring several of the short hiking trails. Later, when they went back to Elaine’s hotel room on the pretext of resting before going out to dinner, Elaine kissed her and dinner was forgotten. 

At the time, Elaine lived in Houston where she worked as an events manager for a major hotel chain. During the next several weeks, Elaine and Laurel traded off making the trip between Houston and San Antonio. If they were short on time, they would meet halfway and occasionally they would return to Rockport for a weekend of fishing. When a vacancy occurred at one of the downtown locations in San Antonio, Elaine submitted her application and was selected for the position of events manager. At the time it seemed logical that she move in with Laurel. 

The first two years were wonderful, but then the store began having financial problems. Laurel tried to overcome them by extending the store’s hours, which left her working longer days. The drop in business forced her to cut her staff of four full-time and two part-time sales clerks by half. To compensate for the loss of employees she again extended her own hours. She now worked Monday through Saturday from nine in the morning until ten or eleven each night. The store closed at nine, but there was always something left to do afterward. Officially, Sunday was her day off, but it was rare that she didn’t make an appearance at the store, and even when she didn’t there were so many other things at home to catch up on that she seldom had a free moment. 

With a sigh, Laurel pushed away the memories and lightly kissed the photo of Chris before returning it to the desk drawer. She needed to get home. It was already after eleven; Elaine would be upset with her if she arrived home much later. She drained her drink and went to rinse the cup. As she dried it, she thought about stopping by the market to grab a bottle of wine and some flowers for Elaine. She couldn’t remember the last time she had taken her flowers. Maybe they could relax and make love later. 

“Yeah, right,” she muttered as she tossed the dishtowel aside. It had been months since they had made love. There never seemed to be time, or else Laurel was too exhausted from worrying about the store. Besides, she didn’t have the money to spend on flowers and wine. 

The phone rang as she was gathering her keys and a stack of catalogs she needed to go through. That was probably Elaine calling to check on her. 

The caller was Adam Sanchez, who owned a small mystery bookstore. He and Laurel had met at the Alamo Street Book Fair where they had shared adjoining booths. As part of the fair, several writers were scheduled to read. Each time a reading was in session, business would come to a virtual standstill. It was during one of these lulls that she and Adam had started talking. When he discovered she was the owner of the Lavender Page, he told her his brother was gay. She in turn told him her brother was straight. After a brief awkward silence, he started to laugh. By the time the event was over, they were friends. Now they talked several times a month and occasionally had lunch together to console each other over the woes of owning a small business. 

“Sorry to call so late,” he said. “I expected to get your machine.” 

“I stayed to catch up on some bookkeeping.” 

He groaned. “I put it off as long as I can. How was your third quarter?” 

She rubbed her jaw. She was the only person who knew exactly how badly the store was doing, even though it was starting to show. Just from her occasional visits, Elaine had commented on the less than fully stocked shelves and the decrease in customers, but Laurel had brushed off her comments. Of course, the women who worked there might have noticed that sales were dropping off, but no one knew Laurel had sunk practically every cent she possessed into trying to save the store. This was not something she would confide to anyone else, not even Elaine. 

Her parents, especially her father, had been strict. Their philosophy of life was simple. You worked hard, never gave in or admitted to any weakness and kept your business to yourself. She and her brother had grown up with their father pushing them to excel, because nobody liked a loser. The slightest sign of weakness was an open invitation for the jackals of the world to attack. Maybe she hadn’t become the financial success that Daniel had, but she had become an expert in hiding her feelings and fears. She knew that if word got out the store was hurting, even her steady customers would start slipping away. 

“Not too bad,” she lied. 

“That’s great. I’ve seen a small boost in sales during the past month and the holidays are coming. I live for holiday sales.” 

Recalling the previous year’s lackluster holiday sales, Laurel kept quiet. 

“Listen,” he said. “I’m calling to tell you about an estate sale I went to today. They had several books, some of them feminist or lesbian-related. They were all in excellent condition and the majority of the ones I looked at were first editions. I bought eight boxes of mysteries and they were practically giving them away, so I thought I’d give you a heads-up.” 

“Thanks. I’ll drive by tomorrow and look them over.” 

Laurel jotted down the address of the estate sale and again thanked him for thinking of her. Before leaving, she considered calling Elaine to let her know she was on her way home but decided against it. Elaine would start nagging her about staying so late, and Laurel didn’t have the energy to listen. 



Chapter Two 


Elaine was sitting on the bed reading a travel magazine when Laurel went into their bedroom. She hadn’t crawled beneath the bedcovers yet and Laurel couldn’t help but notice the long tan legs that extended from beneath the oversized T-shirt Elaine wore. Elaine was one of the few women she knew who was slightly taller than her own five feet ten inches. Her height had been one of the first things that attracted her. 

Elaine glanced up. “You’re later than usual,” she said as she flipped the page of the magazine. 

“I needed to catch up on the bookkeeping.” She braced herself for the impending question and was taken aback slightly when Elaine kept reading. When she didn’t ask how the store was doing, Laurel experienced a slight ripple of hurt. Confused by her reaction, she went into the bathroom and showered. When she returned to the bedroom, the light was out and Elaine was asleep. 

Laurel stood by the bed wearing nothing but a T-shirt. The publishers’ catalogs were in the living room waiting to be reviewed, but the energy required to try and second-guess which books would be the most popular this holiday season left her feeling sick. She didn’t want to watch television. Reading might help her fall asleep, but she didn’t really feel like reading either. Since Chris’s death, she seldom slept more than four or five hours a night anyway. As she slipped into bed, Elaine rolled over and cuddled against her. 

“I know the store is in a slump,” she mumbled, still half asleep. “I wish you’d let me help.” 

Laurel stifled a sigh. A slump. She wished that was all it amounted to. She waited a few moments for Elaine to fall back asleep before she eased out of bed. Why couldn’t Elaine understand that she didn’t want to take her money? It was Chris’s store. It wasn’t right for Elaine to help support it. Besides, it was her responsibility to keep it operational. Chris had entrusted the store to her. Although a part of her appreciated Elaine’s offer, she also resented it because it served as a continuous reminder of her inadequate business skills. 

Elaine would have a stroke if she ever found out that Laurel had poured all of her personal savings into the store, as well as Chris’s life insurance money. During the last two years, she had slashed her salary to the bare minimum needed to pay her share of the household bills and her few personal expenses. After moving in, Elaine started paying half of all the household expenses. There was no longer a mortgage on the house, but she offered to help pay the property taxes and insurance. At first, Laurel refused because the house wasn’t Elaine’s responsibility, but Elaine argued that she couldn’t simply live there without taking on some of the financial burden. Laurel finally saw the rationality of the argument and gave in. 

On many nights, Laurel would wake up in a cold sweat wondering what was going to become of her. How long could she go on with no personal savings and next to no income? Her car was twelve years old, and recently a strange pecking sound had begun in the motor. Worse than all of those things was the possibility of having to declare bankruptcy, because then everyone would know she had failed Chris. 

Laurel slipped on a thin robe and made her way to the kitchen. The rich oak floor glowed when she flipped on the light. She removed a glass from behind an etched-glass cabinet door and poured herself some milk before turning off the light. The faint glow of streetlights guided her past the dining room and into the family room. Without turning on a lamp, she curled up on the red leather sofa that used to sit in her parents’ den until her father died a few years back. Her mother had died the year before Chris. 

After their father’s death, Laurel and her brother, Daniel, sorted through the decades of accumulated items in their parents’ home. After taking what they wanted, they sold or donated the remainder of the things before selling the house. It hurt to sell the place, but they both owned homes and neither wanted to move back there. 

Laurel used her share of the proceeds to pay off the remainder of the mortgage on this house—Chris’s house, a modest ranch-style painted white with black trim. Chris had purchased the place a few years before they met. The first mortgage had been on the verge of being paid off when Chris decided to refinance her mortgage to renovate the store, which had once been a home. With the new renovations, all the interior walls were torn out and support pillars were installed to replace weight-bearing walls. Sections of the front walls were torn out to make room for display windows and to make the entrance handicapped-accessible. An addition was added to the back for the new office and a larger restroom. A new roof and a more efficient air conditioning unit rounded out the work. Chris died less than a year after the renovations were completed and left almost eleven years of payments remaining on the loan. 

Laurel flipped on the television and found some mindless sitcom rerun. As she sipped her milk, she tuned out the droning voices and tried to devise a new advertising twist or an event that would draw customers into the store. She found it hard to concentrate. Her thoughts kept returning to the way Elaine’s body felt snuggled against her. She considered going back to the bedroom and kissing Elaine awake, but Elaine might bring up the offer of financial help again, which would more than likely lead to an argument. That possibility kept her on the sofa. 

She twisted into a more comfortable position. There must be some way to breathe new life into the store. Chris had made it look so easy. Under her management, the store prospered and continued to grow for fifteen years. After Chris died, red ink had begun bleeding onto the ledger within six years. With the recent appearance of the other bookstore, the nick in the financial artery had ruptured. 

Laurel set the glass down and covered her face with her hands. “Oh, Chris, I’m destroying everything you worked so hard for.” What could she do to stimulate sales? Surely there was some way to lure the customers back. She dropped her hands from her face and leaned her head against the back of the sofa. As she gazed at the ceiling, a popular jingle for a sandwich commercial began to play on the television. 

She sat up slowly as a memory began to surface. She and Chris had been in Dallas for some conference and while they were there, they visited a bookstore that had included a small coffee/sandwich shop. All the way home, Chris kept talking about paying off the loan as quickly as possible so that she could refinance again to build an addition onto the store and open a small coffee bar. 

A wave of hope shot through Laurel. “I could do that,” she whispered. The local women’s organizations were always searching for a place to hold their various luncheons. A small shop that offered a specialized selection of coffee and teas along with a few sandwiches and salads would surely pull in more business. “It’s perfect.” 

She jumped up and began to pace. There were only a couple of openly gay-owned food establishments in San Antonio. They actually catered more to the blue-haired Sunday morning church women than they did to the gay and lesbian community. She could expand the shop and add a few tables and chairs. She would have to hire two or three new people. She stopped suddenly as reality seeped in and shattered her excitement. There was no money to do any of that. She sat down and tried to think. There must be some way she could get the money. She owned the building housing the store. There was plenty of space for an addition, if she used the side parking lot. She could remortgage the building, but if the coffee bar didn’t catch on, she wouldn’t be able to make the payments. With her reduced salary, she certainly couldn’t afford to pay for it personally. The house was also paid for. It could be remortgaged, but that still didn’t solve the matter of repaying the loan. There was always Elaine’s offer to help. She quickly dismissed the idea. It was one thing to lose her own money, quite another to lose Elaine’s. 

She could try to find an outside job, but even if she had the time, she only had an associate’s degree and, in a few weeks, she would be turning forty. She had worked as a secretary for a law firm for about six years. Maybe she could call them and see if they would hire her. She gave an exhausted sigh. What difference would it make if someone hired her or not? It would take her years to save enough to finance the renovations. The store would fold long before she could accumulate that kind of money. Besides, if she stopped working at the store she would have to hire someone else and she couldn’t afford that. She scrubbed her hands over her face. Why was it always a no-win situation with the store? Frustrated, she grabbed the remote control and started flipping through the channels. With over two hundred channels to choose from, there was bound to be at least one program on that could distract her. 



Chapter Three 


Elaine turned off the alarm and rolled over and reached out an arm for Laurel. All she found was an empty cold bed. She stretched and rubbed the sleep from her eyes. During the past year, she had watched helplessly as Laurel pulled further and further away from her. It was obvious to her that the relationship was falling apart. The pain was worsened by the fact that Laurel didn’t seem to care. At times, Elaine found herself wondering why she kept trying. Laurel had never gotten over Chris, and Elaine couldn’t compete with a dead woman or a dying store. Sometimes she wondered if Laurel wouldn’t be happier alone with her memories. 

Elaine tried to imagine how it must be to lose a lover so suddenly. How would she feel if a stranger called her at work today and told her Laurel was dead? Devastated seemed too inadequate. Even with the problems they were having, she honestly couldn’t imagine her life without Laurel. Sure, Laurel was rarely home, but when she was, there was a comforting sense of rightness in Elaine’s world. 

She threw off the covers, climbed out of bed and tucked her feet into her much loved but battered old corduroy house slippers. They had once been navy blue, but numerous washings and years of use had faded them to a muted mid-tone of blue. There were two pairs of new slippers in her closet, but they weren’t nearly as comfortable and were seldom worn. She pulled her overly large T-shirt into some semblance of order and went in search of Laurel, certain she would find her asleep in front of the television, where she slept more and more often. She stopped in the kitchen long enough to start the coffee and water the sad little ivy that sat in the kitchen window overlooking the backyard. 

Myra Reardon, a coworker, had given her the ivy for her birthday. Elaine stood staring at the plant as the water began to seep out of the bottom of the pot and pool into the plastic dish beneath. Myra was in charge of the housekeeping and landscaping staff at the hotel. She was forever bringing Elaine some little gift. She suspected that Myra might have a slight crush on her. At first she tried to ignore it, thinking it would run its course and disappear without incident, but recently she found herself seeking Myra out at work. They started having a cup of coffee together. Then they began going to lunch. That was when they began talking more and Elaine eventually told her about the long hours Laurel was putting in at the bookstore. Myra listened and was very sympathetic but never said or did anything that was inappropriate. Then yesterday, Myra had invited her to a movie on Friday night. The offer wasn’t improper, but the small thrill of excitement Elaine experienced from the invitation might be considered so. She had left the invitation open, claiming she needed to see if Laurel required help with anything before making a commitment. In truth, Laurel never wanted her help. She was the most independent woman she had ever known. She was, in fact, irritatingly independent. Elaine moved away from the sink and went to find Laurel. As she made her way past the dining room, she could see the flickering light of the television screen reflecting off the hallway wall. The sound was so low she didn’t hear it until she actually came into the room. Laurel was curled up on the end of the sofa with an afghan pulled over her. The dim glow from the screen cast a soft light over her. 

Elaine sat on the edge of the massive coffee table and stared down at the woman she loved beyond her wildest imagination. The intensity of her feelings for Laurel had frightened her for a long time. Surely it couldn’t be good to love someone so much. 

As Elaine sat watching, Laurel moved slightly and moaned. The movement caused a lock of curly, black hair to fall across her face. Elaine swallowed the knot that suddenly crowded her throat. Laurel was dreaming. If she didn’t wake her, she would soon start calling for Chris. Unable to bear hearing Laurel call out for someone else again, Elaine shook her awake. 

“Baby, wake up.” 

Laurel opened her eyes with a slight smile on her face. 

Elaine watched even though she knew what would happen. Why couldn’t she look away and save herself the pain? 

As it had so many times before, as soon as reality returned to Laurel, the light in her eyes dimmed and her smile slowly faded. She pushed herself upright and grimaced as she rubbed her neck and shoulder. 

“Why did you spend the night in here?” Elaine asked. 

Laurel swung her feet to the floor and continued rubbing her neck. “I guess I fell asleep watching the television.” 

“You were dreaming when I woke you up.” Elaine sat down beside her. She had never told Laurel that she called out to Chris in her dreams. There were times when she wanted to, but something held her back. Maybe she was afraid to admit how much Laurel still loved Chris. 

Laurel stiffened when Elaine mentioned the dream. “How do you know I was dreaming?” 

Elaine hesitated before standing. She couldn’t bring herself to speak Chris’s name. “You were restless. The coffee should be ready if you’d like a cup.” 

Laurel followed her into the kitchen. 

“Myra asked me to go to a movie with her on Friday night.” 

Laurel’s response seemed to surprise them both. “I’m thinking about adding on to the store,” she blurted out. 

Myra was forgotten as Elaine looked at her and saw the spark of hope in Laurel’s eyes. It had been so long since she’d seen that look. “Can you afford to?” she asked without thinking. 

Laurel’s shoulders sagged. “No.” She took two cups from the cabinet and set them beside the coffeepot. 

Even though she knew it was useless, Elaine wanted desperately to put that spark back in her lover’s eyes. “You know,” she said as she began filling their cups, “I have the money Grandma Devers left me.” 

“Stop it,” Laurel snapped. 

Elaine flinched at the harshness of her tone and fought the sting of tears it brought. 

“I’m sorry I was abrupt,” Laurel said as she reached out a hand. 

Elaine pulled away. “Forget it.” She set the coffeepot down and quickly left the room. She didn’t want to let Laurel see her cry. After rushing back to the bedroom, she stripped off her clothes and stepped into the shower. A few minutes later, she heard Laurel come into the bathroom. She held her breath, praying that Laurel would join her, but she knew she wouldn’t. It was too hard for them to be with each other. She watched the blurred image of Laurel’s body through the shower doors as she closed the lid on the commode and sat down. 

“I’m going to an estate sale today,” Laurel called out. “Adam Sanchez called last night and told me about it. He said there were several books that might be perfect for the store.” 

Elaine shut the shower off. She felt defeated. “That’s great.” She slid the shower door open and took the towel Laurel handed her. 

“Elaine, I’m sorry.” She glanced away as Elaine stepped out. 

“I know,” Elaine replied as she covered herself with the towel. Maybe Laurel simply didn’t find her attractive anymore. 

“Why don’t we go to the coast this weekend?” Laurel asked before quickly standing up. 

A spark of hope ignited. It had been so long since they had gone anywhere or done anything together, but how could Laurel afford to get away, with the store doing so badly now? “I could call and make the reservations. It would be my treat.” 

“I don’t need charity!” 

Elaine flinched before a stab of anger born from frustration shook her. “That’s good. For the record, I wasn’t offering any.” She forced herself to take a deep breath, but the anger wouldn’t let go. “You know what? I don’t need this now. I have to get ready for work.” 

“Elaine, I’m sorry.” Laurel reached out and touched her arm. 

She pulled free and turned away. “Would you mind closing the door when you leave? It’s a little cool in here this morning.” 

Laurel left, gently closing the door behind her. 

Elaine twisted the thumb lock on the door and turned the vanity faucet on before sitting down on the closed commode and crying. It was time to stop kidding herself. Laurel didn’t love her. They should simply accept the inevitable and go their separate ways. She dried her tears on the towel and took a deep breath. Maybe Laurel couldn’t afford to get away, but she could. She would tell Myra she couldn’t go to the movie and instead she would go to Rockport and spend the weekend fishing and relaxing. Besides, the last thing she needed in her life now was another woman. 
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