
  
  
      
        
          The Luminosity of Loriana Harper

          Love in Cedar Valley Book 1

		      
          Gabbi Powell

        

        
          
          
        

      

    


  
  
Copyright © 2023 Gabbi Powell. 
All rights reserved.
No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.
This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination, or are used fictitiously.
References to real people, events, organizations, establishments, or locations are intended to provide a sense of authenticity and are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locations, organizations, or persons living or dead, is entirely coincidental.
Cover art by Dee J Holmes, Bad Unicorn Design
Edits by ELF






  
  Dedication






Steena 

Elena








  
    
      Contents

    

    
      
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        1.
        
        Chapter One
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        2.
        
        Chapter Two
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        3.
        
        Chapter Three
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        4.
        
        Chapter Four
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        5.
        
        Chapter Five
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        6.
        
        Chapter Six
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        7.
        
        Chapter Seven
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        8.
        
        Chapter Eight
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        9.
        
        Chapter Nine
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        10.
        
        Chapter Ten
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        11.
        
        Chapter Eleven
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        12.
        
        Chapter Twelve
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        13.
        
        Chapter Thirteen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        14.
        
        Chapter Fourteen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        15.
        
        Chapter Fifteen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        16.
        
        Chapter Sixteen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        17.
        
        Chapter Seventeen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        18.
        
        Chapter Eighteen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        19.
        
        Chapter Nineteen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        20.
        
        Chapter Twenty
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        21.
        
        Chapter Twenty-One
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        22.
        
        Chapter Twenty-Two
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        23.
        
        Chapter Twenty-Three
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        24.
        
        Epilogue
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        25.
        
        Love in Cedar Valley
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
      

    
  


  
  Chapter One


“I’m going to a cuddle party tonight.” 
Loriana Harper liked to make declarations for both their shock value and so she wouldn’t back out. She didn’t enjoy admitting later to not doing something because she chickened out.
Her co-worker Marnie Jones gaped. The young woman glanced around the library where they worked, confirming they were mostly alone, and she drew closer to her boss. As close as they ever got. While Loriana was free with her physical affections, Marnie was guarded. Almost standoffish. 
I wonder why? 
None of your business.
“Is it…I mean, is it safe?” Marnie’s vivid green eyes shone with concern. “Are you at least going with someone? And this is, um, not…sexual, right?” She said sexual like she was a matron of sixty-four and not a woman of twenty-four.
Trust Marnie to be safety conscious. She didn’t even like anyone going to the parking lot alone after dark during the winter months. Distrustful despite the fact the lot was located in downtown Mission City, a busy bus stop was nearby, and the lights were so bright and effective that it felt like midday.
Night came early in December in southern British Columbia. This close to the coast, the weather was also a crapshoot. Often rain, but sometimes snow.
The Christmas parade was in two days, and the women had created a display for the front of the library.
“Of course it’s safe.” Loriana longed to reach out to touch her colleague while offering the reassurance but knew better.
Said colleague didn’t look convinced.
“Cuddles Galore is a group on Facebook. They have platonic parties on the first Thursday of every month. I meant to go last month, but Miss Edna needed me to fix her television. By the time she was finished talking, the party’d long started.”
Marnie nodded solemnly. “You were very generous in doing that.” Then she snickered. “Dead batteries in the remote.” She caught herself, placing her fingers to her lips. Her eyes widened as if she couldn’t believe her impudence.
Loriana reveled in the simple action. Marnie’s skittishness always bothered her, and any time the woman loosened up, Loriana was thrilled. They had a no-gossip rule in the library. A rule they often broke.
Yes, a disappointment to miss the party, but Miss Edna was a fixture at the library, and Loriana was only too happy to help the old woman who never admitted she was lonely but clearly was.
Miss Edna taught in Mission City for almost fifty years before retiring fifteen years ago. She’d instilled the love of books and the drive toward community service.
When Loriana attended the woman’s third-grade class back three decades ago, the teacher had encouraged acts of kindness in a way an eight-year-old could understand. Those lessons stuck with her pupils. Well, some more than others. Loriana was a success story. At least one of her cohort’d served time in juvie. So not always on the straight and narrow.
“Back to this party.” Marnie wouldn’t be diverted. “What do you really know about these people?” No masking of the disdain in people.
“Excuse me, ladies, sorry to interrupt.”
Loriana pivoted, and her breath caught. The Black man stood tall above her own just-over-five-foot-eight height. More than five inches taller than Marnie. She tucked a lock of her long, light-auburn hair behind her ear. “Are you looking for something in particular?” I’ve never met him before. He was memorable. And not just because of his appearance. He exuded kindness in a way that made her instantly comfortable.
The gentleman raised an eyebrow.
“Loriana, Mitch is installing the new computers.” Marnie fluttered her hand. “You remember, I told you about this. He arrived while you were at lunch.”
Must’ve been working on the farthest machine, or I’d have noticed him. 
The man held out his hand. “Mitch Alexander.”
She held out her hand in return and got the firm shake she was expecting. What she didn’t expect was the jolt of electricity. Or what felt like electricity. Something ran through her and knocked her right out of her complacency. The man’s fingers were callused, but his palms were soft. A noticeable contrast. “Nice to meet you, Mr. Alexander.”
“Please, call me Mitch.”
She didn’t miss the hint of amusement in his dark-brown eyes. Eyes just a shade darker than her own, she figured. “Okay, Mitch. I’m glad you’re here, but a little confused why. Is there something wrong with the computer? I’m pretty handy at figuring them out.”
“Miss Harper—”
“Loriana.”
He acknowledged her correction with a nod. “Loriana…”
He said her name softly and in a way that made butterflies flap in her stomach.
“You’re correct, there’s nothing wrong with the computers. But they are, frankly, old. You’ve done a great job of keeping up with software updates, but the machines themselves are antiquated.”
“I won’t argue that point. I’m just not certain why you’re here.”
Mitch’s brow furrowed, creating a little v between his eyebrows.
Adorable. Wait. What?
“I have a work order to replace all ten computers. Your name’s on it.” He held her gaze. “At least you said you were Loriana Harper. I assume there’s only one.”
“I am.” But that didn’t clear up the confusion. “May I see the work order?”
“For sure.” He held up a finger. “I’ll be right back.” He held her gaze for one moment longer before heading to the back of the library.
Loriana turned to Marnie. “I don’t understand. We requested the computers three months ago, but the city council turned us down because they considered it a large capital expenditure. We were going to try to replace one machine at a time by cutting other costs.” Budgeting was her least-favorite part of the job, but a necessity as head librarian. If she cut into their book-buying budget, then she could replace the computers more quickly, but books were always the last thing on her list to go. If not for books, the library wouldn’t exist.
Marnie shrugged. “Maybe they changed their minds?”
“And didn’t tell me?” Loriana scoffed. “Not likely. Regan Lystrom would be lording this over me if that were the case.” She tried to like everyone, but Regan always rubbed her the wrong way.
The woman had been on the city council since the last election, and although young, she was also ambitious.
Normally Loriana admired that trait, but she found it repulsive in Regan, who was as likely to tread on some poor hapless person on her way up as she was to stab that person in the back, given half a chance.
Mitch reappeared, carrying a clipboard. He handed it to her.
Loriana scanned it quickly, noting not only were there no prices but that the document was marked paid in full. She handed the clipboard back to Mitch. “Who paid you?”
He looked surprised, then twisted his lips.
Why do I find this man so adorable?
“I received an e-transfer. For the entire amount. About a week ago. I put together all the equipment and came in today. It’s going to take me several days to install everything. Excuse me, but have I done something wrong?”
“Of course not.”
Well, look at that. Marnie was offering the assurances. “If you received payment, then I’m sure there’s a logical explanation. Or maybe somebody donated the equipment. I mean, you haven’t been quiet about your requests.” She directed that last comment at Loriana.
She was right, of course. Loriana’d been clear about her view that the library needed new computers to meet the needs of Mission City’s growing population. Still, this turn of events stunned her. She hadn’t seen this coming. With reluctance, she returned the clipboard.
Mitch took it and first met Marnie’s gaze, then hers. “I, uh, offered a discount. Whoever paid me rejected the offer, which was considerate, but I’m always supportive of my community. I understand you have laptops you lend out to patrons who need them.”
“We do.” Loriana frowned. Where was this going?
“I’m adding two netbooks to the order, free of charge.” He ducked his head. “I didn’t want to say anything, but you’re bound to notice when you compare the work order to the equipment. You seem like an observant woman. I doubt anything gets past you.”
“Well, the purchase of the computers seems to have.” What in the world? Who would do such a thing? She shook off the feeling. “You came here to ask a question. I apologize for derailing you. Obviously you’re busy.”
“Never too busy when presented with the opportunity to speak to two lovely women.” He focused on folding and unfolding a corner of the paper on his clipboard, then glanced up at Loriana. “Begging your pardon.”
She grinned. “I never mind being called lovely. As long as intelligent follows soon after.”
“Without hesitation.” He swung the clipboard, indicating toward the back. “I need someone to help me create a login and to test the software installation.”
“I’ll do it.”
Huh. What a surprise for Marnie to volunteer, since the young woman was usually hesitant to be in close proximity to men. Especially men she didn’t know. On the other hand, Mitch’s gentleness and compassion were readily apparent. Loriana smiled. “That’s kind of you to offer. I’ll let you and Mitch get to work while I try to track down what’s going on.”
“Oh, no, don’t do that.”
The vehemence in Marnie’s voice shocked Loriana. She couldn’t remember the woman ever being so adamant.
Obviously Marnie was shocked as well as her cheeks turned crimson. “I just…maybe in this instance, you can accept someone’s generosity? Maybe they want to remain anonymous.”
Loriana hadn’t even considered this. That thought opened up a whole new realm of possibilities. The library had plenty of wealthy patrons, some of whom made significant contributions. She couldn’t be sure any of them would show such largesse, but she’d do well to be gracious.
“Fair enough.” She smiled at both Mitch and Marnie. “I’ll leave you to it. I have some ordering to do anyway. I think my inbox needs some serious attention. That being said, I’ll keep an eye on the front counter.”
Toddlers and Books had run this morning, and Thursday afternoons were slower than other times of the week.
“Great, then lead the way, Mr. Alexander.”
Marnie’s smile seemed genuine, but Loriana could never be sure. Sometimes the expressions seemed forced, and other times those smiles came more easily. Certainly, things had improved from when the woman first arrived three years ago. Ah, her associate put some decorous distance between herself and the tall man as they headed to the back of the library.
Maybe… No, not going to go there. At least for today. She hadn’t yet responded to the cuddle party invitation, and she intended to do so now. And must remember to call Marnie when she got home after the event.






  
  Chapter Two


Mitch waited patiently for Marnie to enter the login information. He was giving her a wide berth—and not just because he didn’t want to see the password information for the internal library system. No, he had no trouble reading the body language asking for everyone to keep their distance. And as much as he was curious about the young woman with ebony-black hair and green eyes, he didn’t dare ask. 
Many people were intimidated by his height. Often his skin color was the next thing they noticed. Mission City wasn’t as racist as some places he’d lived, but he still got sidelong stares. Nonetheless, a delightful mix of ethnicities abounded in the small town, so he wasn’t alone in being the other.
“I think it’s ready.”
Her quiet voice pulled him from his ruminations. And although the young librarian was striking, he was already thinking about her older colleague again. He hadn’t meant to say the rather cheesy lovely ladies, but he hoped the compliment was received in the spirit with which it’d been given.
Marnie rose so he could sit at the computer. He’d preinstalled the software, so all he had to do was run it to be sure the licenses were working properly. Excellent, they did. “Do you mind trying out a few things to make sure everything’s okay? I’ll go out to the van and get the next machine.” He rose, hunching to minimize the foot difference in height between them.
Marnie gave him a small smile. “I really appreciate you helping us out.” A flush stole across her cheeks.
“You wouldn’t happen to know about this?” He pointed to the work order.
Her large green eyes blinked several times.
Good, I haven’t lost my touch.
At one time, he’d prided himself on being able to read people. After what happened at the firm, he no longer held the same confidence.
Still, she held his gaze. “You can’t say anything.” She yanked on her ponytail. “You promised anonymity.”
He didn’t actually recall making that promise, but this woman was spending a small fortune on the equipment, and had refused the discount he’d offered.
“And I appreciate the offer of the netbooks, but it’s unnecessary.”
Might as well be honest. “I bought them as part of a deal specifically for this purpose. To give as a thank you for the bulk purchases.”
She didn’t appear impressed with his reasoning. Yet, after an endless pause, she nodded. “Just so long as you don’t tell Loriana. Or anyone else.”
He had about a million questions, but curiosity led to serious consequences, and he didn’t want to risk this contract. Too much riding on it, and he needed the funds, especially this close to Christmas. “Your secret is safe with me, Marnie.”
Her smile grew. “I knew you were the right person to ask.”
Despite wanting to know how she’d found him, he again suppressed the desire to know. Didn’t matter. Her generous gift was the boost he needed. This job would give his fledgling business some credibility. Which reminded him… “Do you mind if I put this job on my website as a completed project once I’m done?”
She tilted her head. “Definitely. I’m sure I can get Loriana to write a reference.”
“If she’s happy with the work.”
“Of course.” She laughed softly. “Yes, that was a given.” She scratched her nose. “Let me know when you have the next one ready to go.”
He checked his watch. “I should be able to do two more today, four tomorrow, and the rest on Monday.”
That Cheshire-cat smile was back. “That would be wonderful.” She eased into the chair and clicked the mouse several times before typing.
Interesting. The woman not only touch-typed, she was damn proficient at it. At the height of his programming days, Mitch’s fingers had flown across the keyboard as the ideas bombarded him. He sighed. Those days were long gone. And given he was only twenty-nine, wasn’t that a depressing thought?
He waved to Loriana as he passed the circulation desk, where she was checking out some books for a young man.
The brisk air and the low, gray clouds gave the promise of snow. It would be nice for the kids at the parade tomorrow night if snow covered the ground, but tonight it’d make for treacherous driving.
And speaking of tonight. He sat in the front seat and yanked out his phone.
Mission City Locals.
Ah yes, a singles group. He’d scoped it out when he first arrived in town, but had written it off. He clicked on the join button and was about to put the phone away when his application to the group was accepted. Okay, then, obviously not discerning. He’d shut off the geolocator on his phone as a privacy matter, so they—whoever they were—had no way of confirming he was even a resident of the town.
The rules of the group were in a pinned post, and as he scrolled, he quickly found the cuddle party. He clicked, and the information came up. A private address, with a start time of eight tonight. He scanned the rules, and they all seemed innocuous. A few comments extolled the fun of the event, and a few people tagged others with invitations. Overall, almost twenty people had signed up.
His finger hovered above the attending button. RSVPing wasn’t a requirement. Just show up, the post said. He scanned the list of attendees. Hey, Loriana Harper. He’d never heard of a cuddle party before, but the name probably explained everything. Of course, this might be a cover for an orgy, but he didn’t get that vibe. If the address was available for anyone in the group, then it’d be easy for the cops to drop by. They probably had better things to do than to break up an orgy anyway, and why was his mind going there?
Possibly because his mind kept wandering to the slender chief librarian. What did she hide beneath those plain clothes? A bright-blue sweater paired with jeans. Boring, perhaps, except her body had him sitting up and paying attention. Her smile was what attracted him, though. While Marnie’s was tentative, and coaxing one from her gave him joy, Loriana’s wide grin hit him in the gut. The woman was radiant when she beamed. Even when she frowned, she was striking.
And he had the same concerns about her safety as Marnie expressed. He hadn’t meant to eavesdrop. Okay, maybe he had. Marnie had guided him to the computer and said a few halting words, so he’d recognized her voice. The second voice, though, had caught his attention. Deeper and rich. Like a good scotch.
Accept.
He could always change his mind, but somehow he knew he wouldn’t.
A couple of hours later, he stood in the local men’s big-and-tall store. He’d love to be able to buy clothes off the rack, but that rarely worked. He selected a pair of plaid pajamas and headed to the dressing room. Fortunately, the installation of the other computers had gone as seamlessly as the first and he’d finished about an hour before he’d planned—leaving him time to run over to Abbotsford to pick up clothes for tonight. The suggested dress was nightwear. And although Mitch owned a pair of worn sleep pants and a distressed T-shirt, he wanted something new and, frankly, attractive. He wanted it clear he’d put some effort into this.
Heck, no guarantee Loriana would be there, let alone that she’d give him the time of day. Might she even think he was stalking her?
Am I stalking her?
The pajamas fit perfectly, long enough to cover his legs completely. The top was a bit loose across the chest, but nothing unacceptable. He was on the slender side, although he had a few muscles. He worked out on occasion, but preferred cardio over weights, so tended to run more than pumping iron. And since he didn’t have anyone he needed to impress, he didn’t give it much thought.
So why am I thinking about it now?
After changing back into his street clothes, he headed to the register and didn’t cringe when the salesperson rang up the purchase. Well, didn’t cringe as much as he might’ve before landing the library contract.
Marnie Jones.
Okay, so the woman was enigmatic and obviously hiding something. But what? She didn’t want credit? Ah, her largesse might affect her relationship with her boss. The dynamics might shift. Co-workers might treat her differently. Of course, none of this was really his business. Except, where had she come up with the dough? Ten brand-new high-end computers with curved monitors and several ergonomic keyboards and mouses cost a fortune. Certainly more than a librarian would make in a year. Unless librarians were quietly raking in the dough.
Ha. Paid by city hall? Not likely.
Maybe an inheritance? Savvy stock sales?
None of your goddamn business.
She was paying, and he was grateful. Nothing more to be said about it.
Once across the Mission-Abby bridge, he headed to the A&W for a burger and onion rings. He rarely indulged, but he wanted to get home to wash the pajamas as well as take a shower. And his beard could use a little trim. He wasn’t vain, but grooming was important. True in the corporate world, and just as important in the small-business world. His appearance represented his fledgling company.
The greasy smell of onion rings filled his car after he’d gone through the drive-thru, and he headed home. The condo on Second Avenue might be small, but he owned it. Well, he and the bank—with the bank owning the lion’s share. Still, each month he chipped away at that mortgage, and he’d own the place before he was fifty, so that counted for something.
Far less impressive than the place he’d rented in Mountain View. He’d saved plenty, but much of those savings had been depleted when he’d been forced to give up his green card and head back to Canada. Tail between his legs, he’d taken up residence in the small town of Mission City, just over an hour outside of his beloved Vancouver. Far enough to stay under the radar, but close enough he could visit his old haunts if he wanted.
And he wanted. Wanted to see the old neighborhood. Spend time with the friends who still lived in Strathcona. Some had reached great heights of success, while others toiled away in less-impressive jobs. But his buddies’d always been tight, and they’d been thrilled when he’d been offered the job with one of the major companies in Silicon Valley. The company’d headhunted him right off the campus at the British Columbia Institute of Technology and wooed him with the promise of a great salary, fantastic benefits, as well as the lure and prestige of moving to the States. Some of his friends had been derisive, while others were happy for him.
None of them knew he’d moved back to Canada several months ago.
He should find the courage to come clean. He’d scrubbed his social media and had been keeping a low profile. That included keeping the locator off. He’d put planet Earth as his location. Cute—and not likely to raise too many alarm bells. Plenty of people wanted to be on social media for various reasons while wanting to keep their location private. He maintained a presence for his store, but hadn’t attached his full name or any pictures of himself.
All this wasn’t likely to hold. Some of his best friends were also programmers. If they wanted to find him, they could. They didn’t, because they all believed he was happily living south of the border.
He backed his van into his assigned parking spot, then he grabbed his dinner and his laptop case. Exiting the vehicle, he set the alarm and headed for the elevator. One of the reasons he’d chosen the building was for its great security. Cameras in all common areas, including one aimed directly at his van. He also had his own surveillance set up, although he rarely kept anything of value in his vehicle. Most of his equipment was either piled in his spare bedroom or in his rented storage locker. The unit also had great security, and he’d added a few things.
That, plus the solid insurance, helped him sleep at night.
The elevator was blessedly empty, and he made it quickly from the basement to the third floor without interruption. He loved several of his elderly neighbours, but they did tend to prattle on. Another few people in the building gave him the cold shoulder, so what? Not worth my time.
He unlocked the door, plopped the food onto the counter, shed his jacket, and headed straight for the washing machine. He had enough dirty clothes to do an entire load, so that was good. Putting the blue-and-green plaid pajamas in the machine, he set it to cold water and threw in the scent-free laundry soap. Although not overly sensitive himself, he was cautious of those who were. He always respected them—not wanting to cause undue pain.
His food was still warm as he sat on a bar stool by the counter to eat it. He hadn’t grabbed the community paper today, so hopefully there’d be one left in the lobby tomorrow morning. Slowly, he was making this town his home, and that meant reading about it whenever he got the chance. Plus, he liked Spring Dixon. The reporter always had a turn of phrase that caught his attention. Creatively reporting the latest news from city hall was a talent.
Done eating, he sorted the containers and eyed the washing machine. He glanced at his watch. He’d made good time with his errands, so had a few minutes to spare. Heading into the living room, he settled in for an episode of Schitt’s Creek. He’d shower after he tossed his laundry into the dryer.
Meanwhile, he’d try not to obsess about the woman who peppered his thoughts—with her long, softly curled hair, large expressive eyes, and a smile that would warm him for many a night to come.






  
  Chapter Three


You can do this. 
And she could. If she could just fight off the nerves. She wanted to chastise herself for the worries, but they were totally legitimate. Every time she embarked on something new, those little butterflies appeared in her belly. She could tell herself a million times that nothing bad was going to happen—because it wasn’t—but that small niggle in her brain wouldn’t quit.
Todd hadn’t planned for anything bad to happen either.
Wrong thought.
She didn’t know anyone at the party tonight, but probably would recognize a few by sight. Having worked in the library her entire adult life meant she knew many of the people from town—even if names escaped her.
With determination, she exited her car and crossed the street. The house was decorated spectacularly with an inflatable Santa, reindeer on the roof, a fully decked-out pine tree, and too many lights to count. On another night, it might’ve felt garish, but tonight it beckoned her in.
Before she could knock, the door opened and a short, stout woman gestured. Her blonde curls bounced as she bobbed. “So glad you made it.”
Loriana didn’t know the woman. Did everyone get such a warm welcome?
“May I hug you?”
What? Loriana nodded.
The shorter woman pulled her in for a bone-crushing hug.
Once over the initial shock, Loriana sagged into the woman’s embrace. She often offered comfort while at work, but rarely did that involve any kind of physical affection. In fact, she couldn’t remember the last time she’d been held.
Way too long.
Finally, the woman pulled back.
“I don’t know your name.”
The woman grinned. “Sorry, so busy hugging people I forget to introduce myself. I’m Patsy, the Hugging Queen. My husband is Vance. He’s around here somewhere.”
As if she were able to conjure him, a man appeared.
“Perfect, sweetie, good timing. This nice lady is new. Could you give her a tour?”
Vance was also short, although very slender. He looked like a stiff breeze might knock him over, and his light-brown hair held definite strands of gray. Easily fifteen years older than the young and vibrant Patsy. He held out his hand to indicate the way.
Loriana followed him into the large home. After toeing off her boots, she trailed the older man up a short flight of stairs in the split-level home.
He pointed to an open door. “You can put your coat in there, and there’s a bathroom just beyond where you can get changed. Just holler when you’re ready.”
Showtime.
Her pale-lavender flannel pajama set featured little white snowflakes. Very modest. Removing her coat took mere moments. Moments she used to center herself. She hadn’t brought a purse, opting only for her license and twenty bucks tucked into an inside pocket. She added her keys to the little stash and then laid the coat on the bed with the others. About fifteen, if her quick count was accurate. She snuck into the bathroom and quickly changed into her pj’s. Then she returned to the bedroom, where she tucked her cloth bag under her coat.
She exited the room to find her host waiting for her.
Beset by nerves, she shadowed him back down the stairs to the main living area, where Patsy enthusiastically greeted an older couple. Okay, so at least she wasn’t going to be the oldest one here. She was still in the early half of her life—she hoped—but more often these days, she was finding herself the oldest in the room. Except when Miss Edna was around, of course.
Vance took a sharp left, leading to another set of stairs. Those ended in a family room with a big-screen television and numerous reclining chairs. Another sharp turn down another set of stairs and finally they arrived at their destination. The floor was littered with mattresses covered in flannel sheets, with blankets strewn about. Around the perimeter of the room were a huge number of folding chairs, stuffed couches, and bean-bag chairs. Almost every seat was full. Ah, nearly twenty people. She’d seen that many RSVP for events in the group, but rarely did everyone turn up. Maybe they did for this event.
Vance pointed to one of the empty chairs.
Loriana was about to take him up on his offer, but she spotted a familiar face next to another empty seat. “Do you mind if I sit there?”
He squinted, then nodded. “You can sit wherever you like.” He patted her arm. “We just want you to have fun tonight.”
Something told her things were, at the very least, about to get more interesting.
She edged her way around the mattresses, nearly trampling on several toes, before finally making it to the far side of the room and the empty chair. “May I?”
Mitch nodded.
Sitting was easy enough. Figuring out what to do with her hands was a whole other thing. She had a habit of twisting her fingers in her hair when she was nervous. Thankfully, in her dull and staid life, that didn’t happen often or she might have bald patches. “Uh, funny seeing you here.” Yet funny wasn’t quite the right word. She had a sneaking suspicion their running into each other wasn’t a coincidence.
“Lovely to see you again, Loriana.” 
His voice was soft and smooth and did all kinds of nice things to her insides. “I don’t remember seeing you on the RSVP list.” She hadn’t memorized the guest list, but the look on his face confirmed his name hadn’t been there when she’d added hers.
“I’ve always been curious, and I’ll admit, when I overheard you speaking to Marnie, my interest was piqued. I decided to check out tonight. I’d hoped to do it unobtrusively, but that doesn’t seem like an option.”
“Participation is voluntary.” She wracked her brain for the exact wording. “You don’t have to cuddle if you don’t want to.”
“I’m not sure they want voyeurs.”
She tilted her head. “I hadn’t thought of that. No, I guess not. But surely if you’re a first-timer then you can sit back and observe.” She’d read that, right? At least she was pretty sure she had. “And if you’re uncomfortable, you can always leave. Nothing says you have to stay.”
He gave her an inscrutable look. “I plan to stay.”
Well, all right then.
The door at the top of the stairs closed and Patsy came down with a huge grin on her face. “I think this is the best turnout we’ve ever had, and I see several unfamiliar faces tonight. All very exciting.” She made her way to the center of the room. “Those who want to may come and join me while we go over ground rules.”
Most of the participants eagerly clambered off their chairs and sat in a circle with Patsy at the perceived head.
Might as well go all in.
She turned to Mitch. “Join me?”
“Glad to.”
In a rather undignified manner, they crawled across several mattresses to join the circle. Several people held hands while others sat still.
“I’m a cuddle facilitator.” Patsy’s grin was wide. “And, as you know, my husband Vance is my partner. We’re here to make sure you have a good time and get the most out of the evening.” She slapped her hands on her thighs. “Everyone has a different reason for coming out tonight. Some of you are repeat flyers, and we’re thrilled to have you. Some of you are new to this, and the only thing you might want to reflect on is why you’re here and what you hope to get out of it.
“Ground rules are pretty basic. You have to ask before you touch. Each and every time. You need to receive an enthusiastic verbal yes before you proceed. That person has the right to say no, and you have to respect their wishes. You have the same rights. You don’t have to agree to anything, and if you’re feeling uncertain—if it’s a maybe—say no. You can always change your mind. You’re always allowed to change your mind.”
Everything Patsy said echoed the literature Loriana’d read, but her mind still churned. Could she actually go through with this? And was it easier because she knew Mitch, or harder because she knew they’d be facing each other in the morning? Her brain was running at such a high intensity, she almost missed the next piece of advice.
“You might become aroused. That’s quite normal. It’ll pass, I promise you. We don’t act on that arousal, and pajamas stay on at all times.”
Mitch shifted subtly.
Was he worried about this? It’d been a while for her, that she didn’t figure this’d be anything to worry about. Of course she was flattered when men asked her out. And especially touched when a younger woman had. She’d marshalled her surprise and turned her gentle rejection into an offer of friendship. That young woman was getting married next month to a lovely older woman, and here Loriana was, still single. Still yearning. Still unsatisfied.
“…puppy pile.”
What the hell?
Mitch leaned over to whisper in her ear, “I’d like to watch that, but I think I’ll restrain from jumping in since it’s my first time.”
Again, she’d read something about puppy piles, but the memory was slipping away. All she could focus on was how close Mitch was to her. He smelled vaguely of, well, man. No chemicals, just a lingering scent she associated with masculinity.
Patsy slapped her hands again. “And, finally, remember that tears and laughter are both welcome. Cuddling brings forth some powerful emotions. Let them wash over you. Take a break if you need to, ask for help if that’s what will help you through. Just remember tonight is fun.”
Fun.
Huh.
Patsy rose, and immediately people turned to each other. Some whispered while others spoke at normal volume. Loriana caught the discussion with three people to her right. Questions asked, enthusiastic answers provided, and soon the trio were crawling onto one of the many mattresses. She was about to turn to Mitch when a young man approached her. He couldn’t be more than twenty-two, and she didn’t recognize him.
“I’m Geoff. With a g.” He laughed. Not nervously, but not comfortably either. “I’m from Maple Ridge, but I drive over here because Patsy gives the best parties in the Lower Mainland.” He pointed to a spot in front of Loriana. “May I sit?”
She might not feel an enthusiastic yes, but something about the young man spoke to her inner teacher. “Yes, of course.” She offered a genuine smile, only belatedly realizing Mitch still lingered. She turned to him. “Are you staying?” Was that hope, desperation, or both?
“I thought I’d wander a bit.”
Not everyone had formed groups yet, and perhaps he wanted to make other connections. Although he’d come to see her, maybe he didn’t intend to actually cuddle with her. He’d said he was feeling more like a voyeur tonight. After Patsy’s reminder that anyone could say no at any time, Loriana suspected Mitch would be under no pressure to participate.
Before she could say anything, he rose. He offered her another enigmatic smile before wandering away.
Okay, then.
She turned her attention back to Geoff who’d settled before her. “I’m a newbie. Which, at my age, is really saying something.”
He cocked his head. “I’m not good at guessing people’s ages. I kind of suspected you were new, and I wanted to welcome you. Your friend would’ve been welcome to stay. I’m an equal-opportunity cuddler.”
Was he gay? Or bi?
Doesn’t matter.
“May I hold your hand?” His question was asked softly.
“Of course.” No forced enthusiasm here. Geoff gently took her hand in his. Not as a handshake but with a gentleness that spoke to her heart.
His left hand supported her right while he stroked gently from her fingers to her wrist. 
She wasn’t turned on, but she was intrigued. Soon she was leaning into the touch.
“I love your pj’s.” Again, quiet words.
She couldn’t hold back the grin. Her pajamas were plain compared to Geoff’s Spiderman onesie. It made him look even younger, and also harmless. She sensed only genuine goodness from him.
“I like yours too.”
He pinkened. “I have several superhero ones. I like to rotate.”
“Well, they are different. And I like different.” She was quick to add that, lest he think she was making fun of him.
His disarming grin assured her he didn’t interpret her comment as anything other than a compliment. “May I touch your arm?”
A question she’d never thought to hear. “Yes.” She almost added please. Something about this young man disarmed her. She was fighting a losing battle to keep her defenses up.
He scooted closer and ran his hand up and down her arm with long gentle strokes.
Part of her was tempted to look around to see what everyone else was doing, but she didn’t want to take her focus away from him. He’d so generously offered, and his touch soothed.
“Would you like a neck massage? You seem tense, which is totally understandable. Or we could lie down. Or I can just keep this up.”
All sounded like great options. This time she looked up and caught Mitch in her peripheral vision. He sat across from an older woman, and although they were engaged in what appeared to be a very intense discussion, they weren’t touching.
Pay attention.
“Uh, lying down sounds nice.”
He grinned again. A perpetual and sunny disposition. “Do you prefer to be the big spoon or the little spoon?”
Another question she’d never thought to be asked. She’d assumed she’d be the little spoon, but something in the hitch of his voice had her rethinking that. Plus, it’d give her some element of control. And, finally, she’d never been the big spoon in her life. Few were the times she’d been the little spoon as well, but she wouldn’t focus on that now. “Big, please.”
He clapped his hands together softly and rubbed them as if in glee. He pointed to one of the beds and she followed him, crawling on her hands and knees. He positioned himself on the edge facing away from the group. Part of Loriana was disappointed because she wanted to see what was going on—especially with Mitch—but in this position she’d be focused on Geoff, and wasn’t that the point?
Gently she eased in behind him. Although the temperature in the room was quite warm, she shivered.
“We can use a blanket if you want. I didn’t want to suggest it because you might not be comfortable, but it’s definitely more fun.”
And obviously warmer. She snagged a comforter and drew it over them. She lay her head on the pillow and placed her hand tentatively on Geoff’s arm.
“I like that. You can do more if you like or just keep doing that. Anything you’re comfortable with.”
You can do this. It’s why you came.
She wriggled closer so their bodies were aligned. Geoff was about her height so they fit well together. She tentatively moved her arm under his and placed her hand against his sternum. He gently rested his hand on top of hers, offering unspoken assurance he was happy with what she was doing.
“So, uh, do we talk?” She giggled. Actually giggled. After a moment, she sensed his smile. 
“We can do whatever you like. I’m good with twenty questions, a discussion of geopolitics, or just laying here and soaking up some of your positive energy.” He sighed. “From the moment I saw you, I just knew you’d be good at this.”
“Not sure how to interpret that comment.”
“As a compliment. Everyone has a unique aura and gives off a different vibe. Yours is
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