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        Love is our true destiny. We do not find the meaning of life by ourselves alone. We find it with another.

        THOMAS MERTON
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      “Are you sure this is the right bar?” Melanie grimaced as she scanned the camp tiki bar that was adorned with phallic, rainbow-colored Christmas decorations. “I definitely sense a gay energy in here, but not of the female kind.”

      Nora checked the address on her phone again and nodded, her eyes darting to the sign above the bar that said I love anal. “Hmm.” She chuckled. “Yes, it’s here, according to my email, but it does seem like a strange choice of venue.” A man in a cowboy hat was sleeping on a stool, his head resting on the bar next to an empty glass. A group of men clad in sparkly purple tank tops were crammed into one of the booths, and male couples were scattered around the standing tables. Apart from them, she counted three women who all looked equally lost. “Women-only speed-dating event. Seven-thirty p.m.,” she read out loud. Jumping at the excuse to get out of it, she turned back to the door. “It looks like there’s not much happening. Shall we go for a drink somewhere else?”

      Melanie took her wrist when she turned to the door. “No. You promised me speed dating and I want speed dating. This was your idea, not mine. You got me all excited and now you want to leave?”

      “But I don’t see any women, and anyway, I’m not feeling it anymore.” Nora groaned. “I should never have told you about the invitation. It was a stupid idea.”

      “Nonsense. You need the distraction, not me. It’s Thanksgiving, after all, so what better way to say fuck you to your ex than go speed dating on the night you were supposed to meet her family?” Melanie clapped her hands together when four women entered the bar. “See? Women. We were just early.”

      Nora regarded the women with little interest. She wasn’t in a place to date yet, she knew that, but Melanie was right. She did need the distraction tonight. Two months ago, Barbara, her ex in Seattle, had ended their long-distance relationship. Apart from the fact that they were living on separate continents, she’d used just about every excuse under the sun to break up with her. Difference in interests, age, life stages… Nora didn’t blame her, but that didn’t make it any less painful. Some days were filled with hurt and regret, and she so desperately wanted to feel normal again. After she’d cancelled her flight to the US, Thanksgiving felt like a cursed date looming before her, so when she had gotten the invite for a speed-dating event taking place on that very same day, she’d taken it as a sign, even if it was only to stop her from thinking about her ex for a couple of hours.

      “These guys seem to know where they’re going.” Melanie took Nora’s hand and followed the women to the back of the bar, where a semi-closed-off area sloped down into a cozy, long, and narrow makeshift living room with a fireplace, a big sofa, and small tables and stools scattered around. “Come on.”

      “Hi, guys. Are you here for the speed-dating event?” A woman with a flipchart walked up to them. “I’m Sally. Sorry about the last-minute change in venue. The original bar flooded, so we had to find an alternative.” She pointed to the huge, wooden penis statue next to the fireplace. “Just ignore all the dicks. This is a men’s bar, and we didn’t have time to redecorate our little nook.”

      Despite her sudden change of mood, Nora couldn’t help but laugh. “That’s okay. I didn’t even know there was a change in venue. Is this the Cupid event?”

      “You could call it that if you like.” Sally smiled widely. “What’s your name?”

      “Nora. Nora Bloom. And I’ve brought a plus-one. Melanie McDermott.”

      “Nora Bloom…” Sally frowned as she scanned the list of names. “I don’t have you on the list. Can I see the confirmation email, please?”

      Nora opened the email and handed her phone to the woman. “I received this yesterday.”

      “Hmmm. The Cupid Event? I thought you were joking when you said that. That’s definitely not from us. We’re called LGBTQ Speed Dating London.” Sally shrugged. “It looks like a mix-up, but since we’re a little low on numbers tonight, we’d be delighted if you both joined. We’re expecting about twenty women, and we generally like to have a few more than that.”

      “Sounds good to me,” Melanie said, taking the clipboard the woman handed her before Nora had time to change her mind again.

      “Perfect. I just need your name, number, and email.” Sally pulled a sheet of blank labels out of her shoulder bag and scribbled their names on them. “You’re number twenty-one,” she said, sticking one of the labels onto the chest of Melanie’s top. “And last but not least…Nora, you are number twenty-two. Are you ready to find love?”

      Nora let out a sarcastic chuckle as she stuck the label onto her shoulder. “Sure.”

      “Hey, you need to take this seriously,” Melanie whispered when it was Nora’s turn to fill in her details. “Who knows, you might meet The One.”

      Nora stopped what she was doing for a moment and stared at her friend. “Mel, I’m not here to find love. I’m done with that. I’m here to have a drink and talk to strangers so I can stop my mind from churning. We might as well go bowling or see a movie, it’s all the same to me.”

      “Whatever. But we’re not going bowling and we’re not watching a movie. Tonight, we’re going to flirt.” Melanie’s eyes darted to a woman by the bar. “See that blonde over there? She’s totally my type. A little tough, natural, good smile, nice teeth… What about you?”

      “I don’t have a type,” Nora said.

      “I know that, but isn’t there anyone here you find attractive?”

      Nora looked around and shook her head. “No. But as I said, that’s not the point. I’m sure we’ll have a good time.”

      “That’s the spirit.” Melanie tapped her purse. “Now, first things first. I’ll get a round of drinks if you grab that couch by the fireplace.”
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      Cupid observed the crowd, amused by the ignorance of the women in the pub. If only they knew what was coming. Were they ready? Some were, but others would need more time. For them, this was just the initial encounter, the catalyst of many encounters that would lead them to the right person eventually, because like love, heartache was part of life. The mistakes people made, and their failed relationships taught them valuable lessons and prepared them for meeting The One. Happily ever after wasn’t meant to be easy; it had to be earned, and Cupid’s interference was the ultimate reward.

      Ranking directly under The Almighty—the maker of the universe and holder of higher powers that controlled destiny—Cupid followed orders and spread the love. Cupid wasn’t a cherub with a bow and arrow, and they weren’t male nor female. They didn’t have any physical form for that matter, but they were able to infinitely multiply and morph into any creature to help earthlings find love. They manifested in many ways, and tonight, in this obscure bar in South London, they were a chubby, ginger cat called Toby. The name was engraved on a silver tag attached to their sparkling, blue collar, and they looked too comfortable and well fed for anyone to worry about them just yet. The guests assumed Toby belonged to the pub owners, and the staff, who had never seen them before, were delighted to have some furry company. They’d discussed finding the owner but there was no phone number on Toby’s tag, so they’d left them to it for now. By the time the event was over, they would probably try to find their rightful owner, but by that time, Cupid—or Toby as they knew him—would be gone.

      Cupid liked being a cat, and they were having fun with it. Out of all creatures, cats were the most comfortable skin to live in. They’d tried them all—dogs, insects, birds, and reptiles—but more often than not, they came back as a cat. Cats were able to adapt and blend in, so they could get close to people. They didn’t need to be in the presence of an “owner,” like dogs, and they were fast, agile, and experts at climbing trees and jumping walls.

      Toby was purring, delighted with the premium spot on the sofa by the fireplace, and the petting was nice too, especially the scratching behind their ears. Cupid didn’t need to take on a form: they could simply be nothing; but earthlings needed help, and apart from being excellent conversation starters, animals tended to make them feel comfortable. Besides that, the old cliché was true. Lesbians loved cats, and this was a women-only speed-dating event.

      “Oh, look at you. You are so cute,” a blonde woman cooed as she sat next to them. She leaned in to read their name on the tag. “Toby. You’re such a pretty boy. Yes, you are a very, very handsome boy.”

      And you are about to have a very, very meaningful encounter, Nora. Toby purred louder, thoroughly enjoying the soft strokes of her hand. It was funny how women always put on high-pitched voices when talking to animals. They were perfectly able to understand them without the drama.

      Nora was wearing jeans, a black sweater, and white Nikes, and her long hair was pulled into a messy top knot. People didn’t tend to “dress up” for speed-dating events, but they did spend hours in front of the mirror attempting to look like they’d made no effort at all. Earthlings were strange creatures; no one dared admit this was important to them, but Nora was an exception. She’d come straight from work to meet her friend here, and looking her best genuinely wasn’t important tonight because she had no desire to find love. None of that mattered, though, because The Almighty had spoken, and free will was debatable. So here she was, unknowingly ready for someone to leave a lasting impression on her.

      Toby turned to the door as Yael walked in. As expected, she didn’t look too keen either. Tall, lean, dark-haired, with striking, almost black eyes, many heads turned her way, but she was on her phone and had no idea all attention was upon her. Following her friend to the registration table, she was still on the call as she scribbled down her details. Nora looked up at her but only for a second. She was too busy fussing over Toby to really notice her, and that was fine. They would soon have their three minutes of conversation; the catalyst that would change their lives forever.

      “Have you made a new friend?” Nora’s friend Melanie, put two large gin and tonics on the table and joined them on the couch. “Oh my God, you’re so fluffy.” Again, the high-pitched voice, but Melanie was a good scratcher, so she was forgiven.

      “His name is Toby,” Nora said.

      “Toby, you are a chubby little boy. I just want to eat you.”

      Please don’t. Your friend needs me. Toby licked her, then stopped themselves when they tasted the bitter liquid Melanie had spilt over her hand. Yuck. Gin. Why do people like alcohol? Their attention turned to the bar, where two men shared a portion of chicken wings. That would be nice, though. Or a bit of cream or some steamed salmon.

      “What a good boy. Yes, you are the best, best, bestest boy,” Melanie continued, stroking Toby’s tummy when they turned on their side.

      You have no idea how good I’ll be to you, Melanie. But your time has not come yet.

      “It’s strange…” Melanie furrowed her brows as she studied Toby. “From the way he looks at me, I’d almost think he understands me.”

      Nora chuckled. “Have you already downed one of those by the bar by any chance?” She pointed to their drinks. “They’re huge.”

      “Animals understand more than you think, and no, I didn’t. But I did order a triple shot for liquid courage.” Melanie picked up her glass and took a sip. “Better have some before the first round starts.”
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      “We received your down payment, I’ll get back to you tomorrow with a delivery date.” Yael hung up on her client, then glanced at the women around her as she ordered beers at the bar. Her friend Jess had gone to the bathroom to check her hair for the second time since they’d arrived, and Yael suspected she was more nervous than she was letting on. But that was why she was here; for moral support. She’d practically dragged Jess along, insisting it was time she put herself out there after being single for three years.

      “There you are,” she said when Jess reappeared. “Stop hiding and smile at people. Make eye contact.”

      “That’s easy for you to say. You’re just my wing woman.” Jess looked terrified as she took a sip from her beer and followed Yael down into the lion’s den, as she called it. “I think I’ve forgotten how to look women in the eyes.”

      “How about those two on the couch by the fireplace? They look friendly and approachable. And they’re fussing over a cat. You like cats, so that’s already one thing you have in common.” As if she could feel Yael’s eyes on her, the blonde looked in her direction, and so did the cat. The two heads turning simultaneously was such a comical sight it made Yael chuckle, and the blonde, who assumed she was smiling at her, smiled back.

      “Everyone likes cats. It hardly classes as common ground.” Jess pursed her lips, then let out a long sigh. “Fuck, I’m so nervous.”

      “Don’t be. You’re the most interesting person I know, Jess, so just be yourself,” Yael said. Again, the blonde’s attention turned to her, and their eyes locked. Hers were light, almost icy gray.

      “Hey, the buzzer just went.” Jess nudged her.

      “What?” Yael turned to her friend. “Oh. So, what do we do now?”

      “We go to our allocated starting table, and we circle around. Three minutes each.” Jess looked at the list on the wall. “You’re number four, so you start by talking to number five, over there at that table.” She took a long sip of her drink and squared her shoulders. “Okay, wish me luck.”

      “You can do it, charmer.” Yael grabbed her drink, stood up, and patted Jess’s shoulder, then went to her table to meet a petite woman with shoulder-length gray hair. Although the woman was already sitting down, Yael guessed she’d probably reach up to her chest with their difference in height. She was also the only one wearing a mask, and it was hard to read people’s expression when their mouths were covered. Not that it mattered; Yael wasn’t here to find a date, but perhaps she’d make some new friends. She didn’t feel like she was doing anything wrong by being here. A lot of people went to speed-dating events to support their friends, and the woman she was currently seeing knew where she was tonight.

      “Hi, I’m Yael,” she said, reaching out to shake the woman’s hand as she took a seat.

      “Sorry, I don’t touch,” the woman said in a strong German accent, leaning back before she adjusted her mask over her mouth. “Emma.”

      “Hi, Emma. Sorry about that. How are you tonight?”

      “I’m good.”

      Yael waited for Emma to elaborate, but she remained silent. Okay. This is a bit of a rusty start. “Where are you from?”

      “I live in London,” Emma said, staring at her stoically.

      If she’s trying to be charming, she’s not going to have much luck tonight. “I mean your accent,” Yael said. “Are you German?”

      “Yes.”

      “Okay. I’m from Israel, but I’ve lived in London for twelve years. What about you?”

      Emma mumbled something Yael couldn’t understand. It wasn’t her accent but rather her whispering way of speaking that made it close to impossible to work out what she was saying, and with the mask, she couldn’t lip read either.

      “I’m sorry, what did you say?”

      Again, something vague, but Yael was pretty sure Emma was asking about her age.

      “Oh, okay,” she said. “I’m thirty-four. How old are you?”

      “Does it matter how old I am?” Emma said, loud enough for Yael to hear her this time, and she sounded irritated. “Because it shouldn’t matter.”

      Oh boy, this isn’t going well. Yael braced herself for a long night, and she was relieved when the buzzer went. “Well, it was lovely to meet you, Emma. Have a good night.” She slid off her stool without waiting for a reply and headed for the next table, where a butch-looking woman was waiting for her. Eyeing her hungrily, the woman introduced herself, and Yael felt mildly uncomfortable as she held on to her hand for way longer than necessary.

      “I’m Jackson.” She looked Yael up and down. “Aren’t you a sight for sore eyes? I think we’re going to get along.”

      “Uhm…I’m sure we will,” Yael said, shifting on her stool. “So, tell me about yourself.”

      “Why don’t you start?” Jackson suggested. “That way, I’ll know where to find you in case I blabber on too much and our three minutes run out. Where do you live? Where do you work? Where do you hang out?”

      “Oh, I’m actually quite private, so I’d rather not go into specifics, but I live in London and I’m in the jewelry business,” Yael said, trying to keep her information as vague as possible. Already regretting coming here, she reminded herself that she was here for Jess, and that she would just have to suck it up.
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      Stepping outside for some fresh air during their second break, Nora mentally counted the mini dates she was yet to have. Only five left. The night was dragging on, and although she’d met some nice women, she was starting to get tired of the same conversations. Where are you from? How old are you? What do you do for a living? What are you looking for? As expected at a speed-dating event, most women were looking for something serious, and she wasn’t. She didn’t mind a meaningless fling that might provide some distraction, but there was no one here she even felt an ounce of attraction to. That wasn’t strange, though, as she was still mourning her previous relationship, and she told herself to clear her mind of the past, just for a few hours. This was probably what people meant when they said they “weren’t ready.” She’d always thought it was an excuse, but she knew better now.

      “Did you meet anyone interesting?” Melanie asked, lighting a cigarette as she joined her.

      “One or two. I like the older woman, the one with the red shirt, but only because she was hilarious. I’d love to have a drink with her sometime, nothing more. You?”

      “I liked Sue, the last one. And I think she likes me too.”

      “Mel, that’s great.” Nora smiled. “I remember her. She seemed really nice. So, you’re meeting up?”

      “I hope so. Still a few to go, though, so she might meet someone else she likes more.”

      “I doubt that.” Nora turned as someone walked out. It was the tall, dark-haired woman she’d spotted earlier. She was on her phone again, talking in a language she suspected was Hebrew. She wore jeans, sneakers, a leather jacket, and a big scarf that was draped around her neck several times. Her hair was pulled back into a loose ponytail, and she moved with a certain nonchalance that only tall people could pull off. “Have you spoken to her yet?” she asked Melanie.

      “Not yet, but she’s not my type. She’d make me feel even shorter than I am.”

      “Hmm…” There was something about the woman that caught Nora’s attention. Perhaps it was just that, like herself, she didn’t seem to care much about being here. “Yes,” she agreed. “You’d probably reach up to her armpits.”

      “She’s very attractive, though,” Melanie said. “But she’s a player, for sure.”

      “Why do you think that?”

      Melanie raised a brow. “Oh, come on. Are you blind? She’s a total heartbreaker. Everything about her screams cocky.” She walked back and forth, mimicking the woman. “Look at me, I’m too cool to care.”

      “Stop it! She might see you,” Nora hissed.

      “Nah. She’s too busy with her phone to give a shit.” Melanie shrugged. “She’s obviously popular with the ladies, so she doesn’t feel like she needs to bother at all. I wouldn’t be surprised if she’s got a girlfriend, maybe even a couple. Maybe she’s just here to see if there’s any chance she can upgrade.”

      “I think you’re being a bit harsh…” Nora looked at the woman again and decided Melanie had a point. Yes, she did seem to carry a bit of an attitude, and “too cool to care” was probably a fitting description, even though there wasn’t much to base that on. “But I see what you mean.”

      “I’m good at reading people,” Melanie said.

      Nora laughed. “I’m sorry. You know I love you, but I don’t agree with that. You weren’t exactly the best at reading your exes.”

      “Touché.” Melanie laughed too. “But that changes today. I’ve learned from my mistakes, and so have you.” She stubbed out her cigarette and held her glass up in a toast. “To love to come. And until it comes, I’ll always be your wifey.”

      “You’re the best wifey in the world.” Nora pulled her friend in and gave her a peck on the cheek. Melanie wasn’t her oldest friend, but she’d become her closest over the years, and since they’d moved in together, their lives were so intertwined that she couldn’t imagine not having her around. They rarely argued, and when they did, it was innocent and over silly things like who got to use the shower first in the morning or who got to pick the movie for the night. If they were the slightest bit attracted to each other, they’d probably be happily married too, but there was no chance anything physical would ever happen between them. Their friendship meant more to Nora than any relationship, and they’d helped each other through difficult times. If it wasn’t for Melanie, Nora was sure she’d still be moping in bed, feeling sorry for herself after being dumped over the phone. Melanie was the one who had forced her to pull herself together, and Nora appreciated the sweet but often fruitless attempts to cheer her up. She’d recovered from relationships before, and she would recover again. It just took time and lots of support from her bestie.

      A little tipsy already, Melanie hugged her, and when the buzzer went inside, she gave Nora a playful slap on her behind. “Time to go back,” she said cheerfully. “Just a few more—you can do it,” she added when Nora showed little enthusiasm.

      “Okay, let’s go.” From the corner of her eye, Nora saw the tall woman, who had been walking back and forth while she was on the phone, return.

      “I’ve got to go back. Thank God I’m almost done here,” Nora heard her say. “I won’t be long.” She looked startled when she hung up and realized Nora had heard her. “Fuck, I’m sorry. That sounded rude, and I swear I’m not normally rude.”

      “Hey, don’t worry about it,” Nora said. “I get it. I wouldn’t mind being elsewhere either.” She smiled as Melanie pulled her inside. “I’ll see you in there, it’s almost over,” she joked.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            5

          

          
            NORA

          

        

      

    

    
      “Hey, I’m Yael.” The tall woman took a seat opposite Nora and leaned in as she read her name on the sticker. “Nora… It’s nice to meet you, and again, I’m sorry about earlier. You must think this is totally pointless after you heard me.”

      “Pointless, yes, but for me, this event was pointless to begin with, so there’s no need to apologize.” Now that she was sitting so close, Nora studied her with interest. Dark-brown hair and dark, almost-black eyes. Pale skin, sharp eyebrows, no makeup. Not necessarily super feminine looking but not androgynous either. She looked elegant,” Nora decided. Yael possessed a contemporary elegance that was all natural and no-nonsense. A thin silver necklace with a single sparkling stone graced her long neck, and she wore a simple black cashmere top over her jeans. Nora was self-aware around this woman and suddenly wished she’d made more of an effort. “It’s nice to meet you too, and don’t worry. I won’t ask for your number or give you mine, and I won’t ask you if you’re having a good night either.”

      Yael laughed. “Well, it’s interesting. I’ve never been to a speed-dating night before. Have you?”

      “No, it’s my first time, and I agree. It’s certainly interesting. A little repetitive and a bit sterile, don’t you think?”

      “Exactly my thoughts.” Yael shot her an amused look. “Are you American?”

      “Yes, I’m from Seattle, but we really don’t have to go through the standard questions,” Nora said, a little startled by Yael’s eyes. She hadn’t expected the woman’s gaze to be so intense. For the past twenty dates, she hadn’t really been that interested, but now she was talking to someone who didn’t even want to be here, she was curious.

      “Okay…” Yael pursed her lips and paused. “What makes you happy?”

      “What makes me happy?” Nora frowned.

      “Yeah. Like you said, let’s skip the formalities and the career and relationship talk. Tell me what makes you feel alive.”

      Aware of Yael’s eyes focused on her, Nora needed a moment to think about that. “Traveling,” she finally said. “Exploring and experiencing new things.” There was no need to elaborate: they only had about two minutes left. “What about you?”

      “Funny I was the one asking the question but I’m not really sure.” Yael laughed. “I’m a happy person in general, but like you, I love to travel. And I love sunrises. They make me happy. I’m an early riser.”

      Nora liked Yael’s laugh, and her voice and tone were pleasant. “I love sunrises too. And sunsets.”

      “Are you a romantic?”

      “I wouldn’t call myself that.” Nora realized they hadn’t broken eye contact since they’d sat down, and she was also aware that Yael was intensely focused on her. Player alert. God, I’m falling for it already. “Are you a romantic?”

      “I think I am. With the right person.”

      Yeah, right. I doubt that. “Do you live alone?” Nora asked. Most gay women she’d met on the dating app she used in between relationships lived with their exes because London was too expensive to start over easily. And because of those exes, it was hard to find privacy while dating.

      “Yes. I live on my own, in Barnes,” Yael said. “Are you London based?”

      Barnes. Fancy. “Yes, I’m in Bayswater. I live with my best friend, Melanie.” Nora pointed to her. “That shortie over there.”

      “Okay. I think she’s my next date. Probably not the best match for me in terms of height,” Yael joked. “But if she’s your friend, I’m sure she’ll be fun to talk to because you are.”

      She thinks I’m fun? I didn’t say anything fun. Nora blushed, cursing herself for even feeling a tiny bit interested, and changed the subject. “Sorry about the standard question, but where are you from? You sound American too, but you have a slight accent.”

      “I’m from Israel,” Yael said. “I went to an International school in Tel Aviv before I studied in California, and then I moved here for a job twelve years ago and never left.”

      “Oh. Cool.” Nora wanted to tell her that she’d been there and loved it. She wanted to ask Yael what she’d studied and why she’d chosen London to settle down, but the buzzer went, and it was time to move on.

      “This date feels awfully short,” Yael said as if reading her mind. She was still fixated on Nora, her dark eyes staring directly into her blues.

      “Yes. Are you staying for a drink after?”

      “No, I’m actually meeting someone.” Yael winced. “It’s a date, and I have to leave straight away. I’m sorry, I should have probably mentioned that. I only came here to support my friend, but…”

      But what? “That’s totally fine, I’m doing the same,” Nora lied when Yael didn’t elaborate. “Well, it was really, really nice meeting you, Yael. I genuinely mean that.”

      “Likewise.” Yael laughed when the ginger cat from the sofa jumped on the table and started rubbing itself against Nora. “What’s happening here? That is so incredibly sweet.”

      “His name is Toby,” Nora said. Her eyes widened in surprise when Toby went on his back legs and steadied his front paws against her chest. “Do you really want me to pick you up?” she asked. She did so, and Toby put his paws around her neck, then rested his head on her shoulder as if he was intentionally trying to be dramatic. “Aww. He wanted a hug.”

      Yael clutched her hands to her chest. “I’ve never seen a cat do that. It’s funny—he almost looks human, don’t you think?” She took her phone out of her back pocket. “Not to be weird, but do you mind if I take a picture? It’s just too adorable not to.”

      “Sure, go ahead.” Nora turned her head to give Toby a kiss on his forehead, and he purred loudly and rubbed his face against her cheek. “I think I’m in love,” she said.

      “You may be the first to find love at a speed-dating event.” Yael took a picture and shot her a wink.

      “Ladies, come on. It’s time to move to your next date,” Sally yelled, looking specifically at them. “You can always stay for a drink after if you want to continue your conversation.”

      Yael shrugged and gave Toby a scratch behind his ears. “Have a great night, Nora. I hope to see you again sometime.” She lingered by the table as if she wanted to say something more, then finally turned and headed for the next table, where Melanie was waiting.

      Nora went to her next date too, but no matter how hard she tried, she had trouble engaging, as her eyes kept darting to Yael, who was talking to Melanie. She could have sworn she caught Yael glancing back at her a few times, but she wasn’t sure if that was her imagination. When the last buzzer went, Yael gave her a quick wave and a smile before she left with her friend, and just like that, the night was over. It was unlikely Nora would ever see any of these women again, and that was okay. She’d lived through another night and tomorrow would be a little bit better because Thanksgiving was over.
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      “Do I have to come?” Jess asked, looking like a deer in headlights for the second time that night.

      “Yes. You wanted to meet women, so I’m helping you meet women.” Yael stopped in front of the club and turned to Jess, placing her hands on her shoulders. “Look at me, Jess, and remember what you said last week. You told me online dating doesn’t work for you and that you need to speak to people in person. What better way to do that than speed dating and a gay birthday party in one night?” Loud music was blasting from the busy Soho venue, but it was late, so at least the queue had died down. “I know you’re shy, but you’ve done so well already.”

      “But it’s a private party and I don’t know anyone here,” Jess protested.

      “Me either.” Not taking no for an answer, Yael took Jess’s hand and pulled her through the door and the red velvet curtains. “I only know Tamara, but she invited me and you’re with me, so we’re good.” It didn’t take long for her to spot Tamara—her casual girlfriend or whatever she was to her—at the bar, looking sexy as always in a little black dress, her immaculately straightened black bob, and her signature red lipstick. Shaking her hips to the music while she waited for the bartender to make her cocktail, Yael could tell she’d had quite a few drinks already. There was a drag show on the stage, and people were dancing in front of two queens performing “Cabaret.” With everyone hugging, kissing, and singing along, there was a great vibe tonight.

      “Yael! Finally.” Tamara took her drink, walked up to her, and gave her a long and lingering kiss that no doubt left lipstick marks on her face. “It’s so good to see you again.” Her arm curled around Yael’s waist as she turned to Jess. “Hi, I’m Tamara. So nice that you came along.” She spilled half of her cocktail over her hand as she pointed to a group of women on the dance floor. “Come with me, I’ll introduce you to the birthday girl.”

      Yael hadn’t met any of Tamara’s friends before, but they’d only been dating for three weeks. “Looks like a good party,” she said.

      “Even better now you’re here.” Tamara squeezed her hand. “I’ve missed you.”

      Yael shot her a sweet smile. “I’ve missed you too.” Deep down, she wished that was true, but what else could she say? She hadn’t missed Tamara and it was unlikely she ever would, but for now, it was simply a bit of fun and what she needed after a long-term, turbulent relationship. Besides, Tamara was funny, smart, and fun to hang out with as long as she wasn’t too intoxicated.

      They joined Tamara’s friends and introduced themselves, and Jess got roped into a conversation with two women who had also tagged on for the night. Yael didn’t feel like drinking anymore, but Tamara was quick to order her something, so she kindly accepted the cocktail that was way too sweet and strong for her liking.

      “How was the speed dating?” Tamara asked, sneaking a hand under Yael’s top to caress her back. “I bet they were all swooning over you.”

      Yael laughed and shook her head. “I promise you there was none of that. It was quite weird, actually, even uncomfortable at times.” She paused, her mind going back to Nora for a split second. The woman was still swimming around in her conscious, and Yael quickly shook it off. “But there were a couple of nice women, and Jess clicked with someone, so I’m glad I dragged her there. Let’s hope they’re a match.”

      “Good. And I’m glad you came here after. Otherwise, I’d be worried someone had snatched you away,” Tamara said. Although she laughed it off, Yael had a feeling she wasn’t joking. Tamara was getting a little too close, and she wasn’t sure how to deal with that.

      “I don’t sleep around, you know that.” Yael kept half an eye on Jess to make sure she was okay, but she was already looking comfortable and chatting away with a drink in her hand.

      “Can I stay at yours tonight?” Tamara asked, grinding herself into Yael. She always got turned on after a few drinks, and Yael could tell she only had one thing on her mind right now. Tamara lived with a friend, so she preferred to sleep over at Yael’s. Besides the privacy, she liked the comfort of Yael’s apartment and her big bathtub in which she soaked for hours.

      “Tonight isn’t great,” Yael heard herself say for the first time in weeks. “I have to get up early for a meeting tomorrow.”

      “But it’s Saturday,” Tamara protested, batting her lashes. “Can’t people just shop for diamonds on a weekday?”

      “It doesn’t work like that,” Yael said. “It’s a long process, and the rich and famous don’t do nine-to-five. I’ve been on the phone to someone’s PA several times tonight, and she insisted I make time for her boss tomorrow morning.”

      “I can be quiet. I won’t disturb you, I promise.”

      Yael hesitated for a moment, then nodded, because really, there was no excuse. She could easily jump on the call while Tamara was sleeping. The real reason for her hesitation was that she wanted her Saturday to herself. Tamara had stayed over the last two weekends, and Yael missed her quiet mornings with Bruce—her dog.

      “Okay. Sure,” she said, mustering as much enthusiasm as she could. “I’d love to have you over.”

      “Yay!” Tamara got on her tiptoes, cupped Yael’s face, and kissed her. “I can’t wait to get you naked.”

      “Same here, babe.” Sipping her drink, Yael winced and suddenly craved water. “Anyway, where are my manners? What are your friends drinking? Let me get a round.”

      “Tequila!” Tamara still had her arms around Yael’s waist and yelled so loud it made her ears hurt. “Six for my mates and your friend over there, two for me, and two for you.”
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      “Sue messaged me!” Melanie shrieked and jumped out of her bedroom as Nora passed on the way to the bathroom. She was grinning like she’d just won the lottery. “She wants to go for drinks this week.”

      “That’s fantastic, Mel. You didn’t tell me you matched up.”

      “They only just sent out the matches. I got the email with her details an hour ago, so I contacted her, and she got back to me straight away.” Melanie sighed in delight, clutching her phone to her chest. “I really like her.”

      “Then it was a good thing we went. I’m really happy for you.”

      “I’m happy for me too,” Melanie said with a chuckle. “Did you get a match?” She shook her head. “Sorry, I forgot you didn’t tick anyone.”

      “I actually did tick someone, but I didn’t tell you because I knew you’d make a big deal out of it.” Nora checked her phone and felt strangely disappointed when she saw the email from the speed-dating company. “No. Nothing. I only filled in one person on the like list, and I didn’t get a match.”

      “The older woman in the red shirt?” Melanie asked.

      “No, Yael, the tall one. Or the ‘player,’ as you called her,” she said, making quote marks in the air.

      “I clearly recall you agreed with me on that.” Melanie frowned as she looked Nora over. “Really? I thought we said we learned from our mistakes.”

      “I know, but I’d had a few drinks and I filled the form in without thinking.” Nora shrugged. “She said she was meeting her date right after the event and that she was just there to support her friend, but I could have sworn we had chemistry, so I thought I’d check her name anyway. It clearly wasn’t mutual.”

      “You don’t know that. If she’s dating someone, it was the right thing to do, even if she did like you. Anyway, you said you never wanted to date again,” Melanie said in a teasing tone. “Did she make you change your mind? I swear that woman is nothing but trouble.”

      “I’m not so sure about that anymore. The trouble part, I mean. She seemed nice and we clicked, so I was curious about her, that’s all.” Nora hesitated. “What did she tell you? What does she do for a living?”

      Melanie narrowed her eyes as she dug through her memory. “I don’t remember, I’m afraid. I wasn’t really interested so I didn’t store the information up here.” She tapped her head.

      “Okay…well, can you think harder?” Nora placed a hand on her friend’s shoulder. “Please, anything you can remember. Favorite pub? Company? Industry? Her last name would be amazing, but that might be a stretch…”

      “Sorry.” Melanie shook her head. “I honestly didn’t take much in. It was her height that made me zone out.”

      “Right.” Nora sighed and leaned against the bathroom door.

      “You really liked her, didn’t you?” Melanie’s voice was almost accusing, like Nora had betrayed her by making the wrong choice. “Why are you so interested in her?”

      “Like I said, I’m just curious.” Nora didn’t tell her friend she’d been thinking about Yael all week. She couldn’t seem to get the woman out of her head. Yes, she thought there was a chance Yael was a womanizer, and it was true that she wasn’t ready to date. Yael’s “date” might have been a serious girlfriend; Nora had no way of knowing how honest she’d been. Frankly, everything about it was pointless and it would be best if she forgot about her altogether.

      “Interested, curious… That’s the same thing,” Melanie said, crossing her arms. “And why didn’t you just ask her those questions yourself? She was late for me because she kept hanging around you and that cat, so it’s not like there was a lack of conversation between you.”

      “Of course we talked, but I didn’t learn much apart from that she lives in Barnes and that she’s originally from Israel.” Nora shrugged. “Anyway, it doesn’t matter. Serious or not, she’s dating someone, and she didn’t like me back and that’s that.”

      “You dodged a bullet there if you ask me,” Melanie said.

      “Maybe.” Nora painted on a smile. “But enough about me. I’m super happy for you that you matched. When are you seeing Sue?”

      “Not sure. She asked me when I was available.” Melanie scrolled through her messages. “Should I suggest tonight or tomorrow, or pretend I’m busy in the coming days?”

      Nora laughed. “Mel, you’re thirty-four. You don’t need to play games. Just tell her you want to see her tonight if that’s what you want.”

      “Hmm…I suppose you’re right.” Melanie was about to type a reply, then shook her head. “You know what? I think I’m going to wait for a bit. I don’t want to seem overly keen.”

      “I knew you’d say that, but I’m warning you—it’s the wrong approach.” Nora rolled her eyes. “Don’t come to me if you’ve ruined it.”

      “Don’t worry, I know what I’m doing. This strategy has always worked for me.”

      “I can see it’s worked very well considering your highly successful dating past,” Nora shot back at her sarcastically.

      “I could say the same for you, Miss Still-going-for the-bad-girls.” Melanie held up her hand and chuckled. “Okay, let’s agree to disagree before this goes off the rails.”

      “Good plan.” Nora shot her a goofy grin. “Are you done with work for today?”

      “Yes, I logged out early. It’s always quiet on Fridays in my department. What about you?”

      “Same. Well, not the quiet part. It was actually quite busy on my side, but I’ll make up for it with a few hours tomorrow.” Even though their lives were seamlessly entwined and they were constantly in each other’s space, Nora loved living with Melanie. They worked as project managers for the same real-estate company, shared a two-bedroom apartment and the same group of friends, and Nora was close to Melanie’s family. When they had to start working from home during the pandemic, they’d been worried it might be too much, but they’d gotten so used to each other’s company that it felt entirely natural now. The home-office arrangement had proven to work just fine, and so their company had decided they could continue doing so three to four days a week. “But let’s talk weekend,” Nora continued. “If you’re not going on a date tonight, do you want to do something? I thought maybe we could invite some friends over for dinner? I’ll cook.”

      “Yes! Will there be a theme?” Melanie asked with a grin. “You know I love a good theme.”

      “Why not? How about Mexican? We still have those decorations from your birthday party. I can make tacos and a rainbow salad.”

      “Excellent. If you get the groceries, I’ll get the tequila.” Melanie spun around to assess her appearance in the mirror on the landing. “Can I go out like this?” She was wearing tracksuit pants tucked into long, woolen socks and a crisp, white shirt to look presentable for her online meetings.

      “Totally. What about me?” Nora let out a roaring laugh as she turned, showing off her white T-shirt, black blazer, and black panties. “Give me five minutes to cover my ass and make a shopping list, and then I’ll be ready to go.”
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