

    
            Chapter One





			Alora Anders slowed her Maserati to pull into the parting gate of her neighborhood subdivision. She smiled up at the rearview mirror and eyed the Toyota Corolla following her, carrying one fine specimen of a beautiful woman, if she did say so herself.

			The sherbert colors of another beautiful sunset burst forth from the ridges of Camelback Mountain ahead of her as she drove slowly through the gate. What a sight. God, how she loved the desert and a good sunset. But the view was short-lived as the ridges of the mountain blurred and grew wavy. She rubbed her eyes, blinked, and turned onto her street. The waviness dissipated and she breathed a sigh of relief. Though the vision trouble was happening more and more frequently, it always eventually went away.

			She’d considered seeing an eye doctor, but she’d put it off, hoping the trouble would right itself for good. But the blurriness kept returning, and this was the third time today it had happened. A new record. Maybe she really should see someone. She’d set a reminder to call first thing on Monday. She couldn’t have anything interfering with her work, and the impaired vision was starting to. She’d had to stop painting twice already just this past week because she’d had trouble seeing and that was just unacceptable.

			She pulled onto her circular drive and eased to a stop across from her front door. Normally, she’d pull into one of her three garages, but she knew from experience that her guest might get caught up in the presence of her other luxury cars. So to keep things simple, and the ball rolling, she made it a point to just go through the front door when she had someone over.

			The Corolla stopped behind her and Alora killed her engine and crawled from her car. She smiled as she watched her nightly guest emerge from her vehicle.

			“Nice place,” the woman said. Her name was Diane. Or Denise. One of the two. They’d only just met at a coffee shop in Paradise Valley, thanks to a popular hookup app. “You rich or something?” She flicked her auburn locks and slinked toward her, the tight black dress she had on hugging her curves like the Maserati did the road. 

			“Something,” Alora said, lightly gripping her waist to tug her close.

			“Really? Does that mean I can go for a ride in your car?”

			“Wouldn’t you rather see the house first?”

			Her green irises, which looked even more brilliant in the light of the sunset, shifted beyond Alora to the house. “Sure.”

			Alora took her hand and led her to the rustic Tuscan-style door where she quickly inserted her key and turned the lock. She pushed her way inside, pulling Diane or Denise along behind her. Spanish music blared from the house speakers, nearly drowning out the door chime announcing their entry, causing Alora to sigh. “Shit, it’s Fatima’s night to clean.”

			“What?” Diane or Denise said. “Who’s Fatima?”

			“My—housekeeper.” Truthfully, she was a lot more than that. But Alora didn’t want to explain. They hurried farther into the house, to the kitchen, where Fatima was singing and wiping down the counters. 

			“Fatima!” Alora shouted. 

			Fatima jerked and covered her heart with her hand. “Aye, dios mio. You scared me.”

			“Sorry.” Alora released Diane or Denise’s hand to cross to the panel where the volume of the music was controlled. She quickly lowered the sound and changed the setting to soft, vocal jazz. “There, that’s better.” She turned to face Fatima, who was giving Diane or Denise a close once-over.

			“Fatima, this is, er, Diane?”

			“Denise.”

			“Ah, right. Denise, this is Fatima. My right-hand woman around here. And she was just finishing up.”

			Fatima hung the dishcloth over the arched faucet and quickly gathered her water bottle and purse. “Yes, I finished.” She knew the routine. When Alora had an evening guest, Fatima made herself scarce. “I made some enchiladas, mija. They’re in the oven.”

			“Sour cream and chicken?”

			“Sí. Your favorite.”

			“Thanks, Fatima.” Alora planted a kiss on her cheek and inhaled her deep lavender scent. 

			“De nada. I see you later, no?”

			“Yes, later.”

			Fatima gave Denise one last quick look and headed for the door. Alora listened as she closed it behind her.

			“Now, we’re all alone,” Alora said, rounding the counter to once again grab Denise’s hand. But Denise’s gaze was on her surroundings. 

			“You really are rich.”

			Alora dropped her hand. “Can we move on from that, please?” Why, oh why, did she keep bringing women to her home when it was always the same thing? Because I like to wake up in my own bed, that’s why.

			“What do you do?” Denise asked. 

			“I paint.”

			“Seriously?” She finally focused on her.

			“I’m an artist.”

			“Damn, maybe I should pick up a brush.”

			“Yeah, well, it’s not that easy.” If she only knew the hours she put into each piece, she’d think differently. Alora plopped down onto the couch, deciding to give up on the immediate seduction of Denise. The woman was going to have to get over the allure of her home first. With its high-end finishings, ten-foot ceilings, and accordion-style doors leading out to her elaborate patio with a panoramic view of that sunset, she could see how her home was a bit awe-inspiring to some. Nevertheless, she wished, for once, that her overnight guests weren’t so overly impressed. It only detracted from the sport of lovemaking. Her sport of choice.

			“Is that a spa?” Denise asked, standing at the threshold to the open travertine patio. Filipa always loved to open the patio doors when she was there. Especially since it was March and the weather was more than accommodating with mild, sunny temperatures and a lovely evening blooming desert breeze.

			“Would you like to go for a soak? It’s already heated.” Alora had turned that feature on before she’d left, hoping for a dip with her date.

			“I don’t have a suit.”

			Alora laughed. “Who needs one?” She stood and slipped out of her silk shirt, tossing it aside. She stood unabashedly in front of Denise in her bra and slacks. “Well, what do you say?”

			A smile came across Denise’s lips. “I say, you’re on.” 

			“Excellent.” Alora unfastened her pants, kicked off her leather loafers and slid out of her pants. She led the way to the bubbling hot tub. 

			“Won’t people see?” Denise asked as she slowly peeled out of her tight-fitting dress.

			“Do you care?” 

			The patio was virtually exposed with see-through barriers, but she’d never had any trouble with onlookers before. Most of the golfers on the surrounding golf course were too focused on their handicap to squint at her and her guests in the spa.

			Denise allowed the dress to drop around her feet, exposing her delectable curves covered in black lacy lingerie. 

			“Very nice,” Alora said as she eased into the hot water. “Come here.” She held out her hand and helped her step into the tub.

			“Oh, this feels good.” She settled in next to Alora and closed her eyes.

			“You like?”

			“Mm, do I ever.”

			“Then you’ll really like this.” Alora leaned back and opened the cooler to pull out a chilled bottle of champagne along with two glass flutes. 

			“Champagne? You’re kidding.” She eagerly took a glass and held it for Alora to fill. “You’re spoiling me,” she said before taking a sip. “And I could get used to this.”

			Alora laughed softly and sipped from her own glass. She didn’t mention the fact that it was highly unlikely that Denise would ever set foot in her place again. Alora liked keeping one-night stands to just that. One night. The few times she’d tried it any other way had ended in disaster. Women just wanted more than she did and she couldn’t offer them anything more than just one brilliant evening. But what was so wrong with that? 

			“Just relax and enjoy,” Alora said, setting her glass aside to move closer to her guest. She took Denise’s flute and lightly kissed her lips. “Mm, you taste better than I imagined.”

			“Do I?” She reached up and grazed her fingers through Alora’s scalp. “I love your haircut. The way you have it shaved close on this side. It makes you look so stylish, so modern and hip.”

			“Thank you.” Alora grinned. “I don’t think I’ve ever been called hip before.”

			“No?” Denise cocked her head. “You are though. I mean for your age.”

			“For my age?” She slowly backed away.

			“You know, what are you, like fifty?”

			Alora had had many overnight guests at her place over the years and yet none of them, not one, had brought up her age. Most were too caught up in her wealthy lifestyle and the pampering to even ponder the fact that she was older than them.

			“No,” Alora spat, suddenly very turned off. “I’m not fifty.” She was pushing fifty-four to be exact, but she wasn’t about to share that. 

			Denise shrugged like the whole conversation was no big deal and gulped down the rest of her champagne. “Whatever. I mean you look great. However old you are.”

			Alora stared beyond her at the disappearing sun. The sherbert colors of the sunset were giving way to deeper hues like magenta and purple. It was breathtaking, but the beauty was lost on her as a dark spot entered her vision, ruining the mood worse than Denise already had. She tried to blink it away, but unlike the blurriness, it wasn’t vanishing. 

			“Something wrong?” Denise asked. Alora rubbed her eye, trying desperately to erase the darkness. 

			“Just my eye. It’s nothing.” She blinked some more, but the spot remained, right in the center of her vision. Then floaters drifted into view and she panicked. “I need to get out.” She found her way to the steps. She slipped as she tried to emerge.

			“Whoa,” Denise said, grabbing her sides. “Careful.”

			“I’m fine.” She managed to climb out to lean against the spa in her bra and panties, dripping wet in the cool evening breeze. But she ignored the chill and spread her eyelids apart with her fingers, hoping that would help, but it didn’t. 

			“Did you get something in your eye?” Denise was peeking over at her with her arms resting on the rim of the tub. “I hate it when that happens.”

			“No. Yes. Just—it’s nothing.” But it wasn’t nothing. It was definitely something, and now she could no longer ignore her vision problems like she had been doing the past couple of weeks. “I think you’d better go.”

			“Aw, really? We were just getting started.”

			“I’m not—feeling well.” She started to head back into the house but stubbed her toe on a lounge chair. She yelped and cursed and hopped on one leg only to slip and fall. “Damn it!” She lay flat on her back, looking up into the darkening sky, her tailbone on fire. Denise came into view above her.

			“You okay?” She held out her hand and pulled her up.

			“Thanks.” Alora gripped her lower back and eased down onto the lounge. She winced from the growing pain in her backside and clenched her eyes closed, still trying to rid herself of the black hole in her vision. 

			“You sure you’re okay? I mean I don’t want to leave you here alone if you’re not.”

			“I’m fine,” Alora said, a little harsher sounding than she’d intended. She opened her eyes. “Look, I’m sorry. I just don’t feel well.”

			“Do you need anything? Should I call someone?”

			“No. Yes.” She pointed. “My phone is in my slacks. Can you get it?”

			Denise went inside the house where she dug the phone out of the back pocket of her pants. She brought it to her and Alora held it up to her face to unlock it. She pressed a button and dialed Tabby, her best friend. She held the phone to her ear as she watched Denise slink back into her dress, after first slipping out of her wet lingerie. That’s a beautiful body I won’t be feeling beneath me tonight. Not that I can even see it properly. Christ, what is wrong with my fucking eyes?

			Tabby answered on the third ring. “Heya, hot stuff, what’s up? I thought you had a date tonight?”

			“I do. I did. Look, can you come over?”

			“Right now?”

			“Yeah.”

			“Has something happened?”

			“You could say that.”

			“You okay?”

			“Mm, not really.”

			“You hurt?”

			“I’m not dying, but yeah, something’s definitely wrong.”

			“Okay. Give me a half hour to get the kids settled with David and I’ll be right over.”

			“Thanks.”

			Alora ended the call and Denise stood awkwardly before her, holding her wadded up underwear in her hand.

			“Can we do this again sometime?”

			Alora dropped her head into her hands. “Sure. I’ll call you.”

			Denise was silent. Then Alora heard her walking away. She looked up to see her enter the house to pick up her heels and head to the front door. A moment later, she heard the distant chime alerting her that the door had opened and closed, despite the soft jazz still playing over the speakers. 

			Alora sighed, stood carefully, and made her way inside. After switching off the music, she fumbled down the hallway to her bedroom where she stripped out of her bra and panties to slide into her soft pajamas. Then she made her way into the master bath to look into the mirror. She leaned forward and peeled her eye open, searching desperately for the cause of her distorted vision, but she saw nothing abnormal. “What the fuck is going on?” 

			She took a step back and ran her hand through her hair, pushing it over to one side, like she preferred to wear it. Denise’s words about her age replayed in her mind.

			“I am not old,” she said to her reflection. “Am I?”

			She blinked again and when the dark spot still lingered, she turned and walked away.

			





    
            Chapter Ten





			After watching Alora slowly make her way down the hall, Bodie quietly unpacked and tried to get settled. Her room was nice, beyond nice, but it just didn’t feel like home. Everything was perfectly placed and each piece carefully chosen, probably by a designer who made more in a month than she made in a year at the bakery. It didn’t feel cozy like the sunken TV room. 

			She wasn’t sure how she’d be comfortable there. Even the bedding seemed brand new. The comforter and pillow shams felt rough and stiff, like they’d had just been pulled from the packaging. She supposed that was better than sleeping in bedding that wasn’t clean. She was staying at one hell of a house after all and even though it was different for her, she was rather fortunate.

			She put the last of her belongings in the empty dresser drawer and sifted through the three paperbacks she’d brought. She chose one, a new sci-fi she’d picked up at the local used book store she frequented and, seeking comfort that was more like home, headed for the TV room. She made herself comfy on the roomy couch and cracked open her book, grateful the spine had already been broken. Beyond her, down the hall, and behind the closed door of Alora’s studio, she heard music playing. She also heard shuffling and items being moved about, and she considered knocking on the door to check on Alora, to make sure she didn’t need any help getting set up. But she recalled the warning to stay out of the studio and Alora’s refusal for most help in general and she decided to leave her be.

			“If she needs help bad enough, she’ll call for me.”

			But would she? She was rather stubborn.

			Bodie glanced down the hall, listening keenly for any sounds of frustration or distress. When she heard none, she relaxed and began reading again. Her eyes threatened to fall closed after the second chapter and she had to fight to stay awake. Nights at the bakery were doing her in, though she usually would be asleep by now at home after such a long shift. She settled farther into the couch, sipped some cold water, and continued reading. She had just started in on chapter six when she heard a crash that made her freeze. At first, she thought she’d imagined it. But with ears perked, she listened closely for more, trying to discern sounds from the music. That’s when she heard a voice. Distant, muffled, but definitely a voice. It was crying out for help.

			Bodie tossed her book aside and sprinted down the hallway. Heart hammering, she skidded to a stop at the studio door and hesitated as again the warnings to stay out of the studio played across her mind. More music came from the room, but the cries had stopped. She raised a fist to knock on the door and heard the voice again. It was muffled and curse- and profanity-laced, but it wasn’t calling for help. Bodie’s fist connected with the door, rapping.

			“Alora? You okay?”

			“No, I’m not okay! I need help, goddammit!”

			Bodie turned the knob and opened the door. She squinted against the bright sunlight shining in through the large arched windows as she scanned the room desperately for Alora. 

			“Over here.”

			Bodie followed the voice and found Alora on the left side of the room, in a tangled heap on the floor with paint smeared all over her. Bodie rushed to her, trying to make sense of the scene. 

			“Are you hurt?” Bodie asked, kneeling by her side. She searched her for signs of blood, but it was difficult to tell if she was bleeding with all the paint marking her skin and clothes.

			“Yes, I’m hurt. Get me out of here.” She tried to move, but she was caught in broken bits of what used to be an easel.

			“Do I need to call an ambulance?” 

			“No, dammit. Just help me. And don’t look at the painting.”

			Bodie saw the blood, oozing down her forehead and ignored whatever the hell she was referring to. She tried not to panic. “Okay, I’m going to move the easel first, so we can get you free.” She gently extracted the broken pieces of wood, freeing them from around and beneath Alora, who groaned as she shifted her weight on the wet canvas beneath her. “Okay, here we go,” Bodie said, gripping her arm. She lifted as best she could to get Alora started, and slid her free hand around her waist to help her the rest of the way up. Alora slipped on some paint but managed to right herself and stand. She brushed her hair back with her palm and stumbled over to what appeared to be a small speaker and threw it against the wall, killing the music.

			“There, that’s better,” she said, swaying a little on her feet. She palmed her head again and brought her hand down for inspection. It was red.

			“You’re bleeding,” Bodie said as her concern grew. It looked as though the staples on her forehead had opened up.

			“Seems so.”

			“I should call someone.”

			“No. Don’t. I’m fine.”

			“But you’re injured. Bleeding.”

			“I said no.”

			Bodie wanted to say more but she decided against it.

			“Just get me to the bathroom where I can get cleaned up,” Alora said.

			Bodie led her to the hall to head toward the master bedroom, but Alora stopped suddenly and glanced down at her feet. “Shit, we’re tracking paint along the floor.”

			“I’ll clean it up.”

			“It’s Brazilian walnut, Bodie.”

			“It’ll come up.”

			“Not without ruining the floor. Oh, my God.” She kicked off her shoes and rubbed her temple as she studied Bodie. “Well? Take your shoes off. I don’t want the paint tracked anywhere else.”

			“Right.” Bodie knelt and untied her shoes and slipped them off. Then she guided Alora through her bedroom and into the bathroom where she began to strip.

			Bodie turned away, unsure as to what to do.

			“Now’s not the time to be shy,” Alora said. “Can you turn on the shower?”

			Bodie switched on the multi-head shower and adjusted the water accordingly. When she faced Alora again, she was completely and unabashedly nude. Bodie stared at her in disbelief as her heart lodged in her throat. She was breathtakingly beautiful, slightly curved, and seriously toned in all the right places. Her olive skin nearly glowed in the bathroom light, and her small, taut breasts puckered in the cool air. 

			“If you blink you’ll miss the show,” Alora said as she bypassed her to step into the glass-walled shower.

			Bodie did blink then, rapidly. She flushed fiercely and attempted to clear her throat.

			“Do you—uh—need anything else?” she asked as she focused on the swirl in the marble of the bathroom counter. 

			“A towel. They’re in the closet.”

			Bodie got her a towel, ignoring the rows and rows of color-coded clothes hanging in the closet, along with the vast array of shoes. She hung the towel on the rack next to the shower.

			“You don’t have a robe, or something?” Bodie asked, thinking of her nude form once again.

			“Don’t use it.”

			Of course not.

			“Anything else? Or should I just wait for you in the bedroom?”

			“No, you can stay. I’m almost finished. Damn, my head is still bleeding.”

			Bodie turned, concerned, and caught sight of her glistening body beneath the streams of water. She faced front again.

			How can I help this woman if I’m so caught up in her looks?

			“Are you sure I shouldn’t call for help?”

			“I’m done with hospitals.”

			“Yes, but if you have a head injury—”

			“It’s just the staples. I didn’t hit my head that hard.”

			Bodie didn’t like the sound of that and she quickly slid out her phone and texted Tabby. At the very least, her friend should know.

			Tabby didn’t respond and Bodie tucked her phone back into her pocket. The shower cut off and the door opened. Bodie saw Alora reach for the towel in the foggy mirror. She turned and handed it to her.

			“Thanks.” She dried herself and stepped from the shower uncovered and headed for her closet. Bodie waited while hangers scraped across rods and items sounded as if they were being tossed about. Shoes, thumping against carpet.

			“Need any help?”

			“Nope.” Alora emerged, freshly scrubbed and freshly dressed in khaki shorts and a light pink T-shirt. She stood at the counter and carefully pressed a dry washcloth she’d brought with her from the closet against her forehead. She combed her hair before turning to head into the bedroom. “The first aid kit is beneath the sink on the right.”

			Bodie retrieved the first aid kit to follow Alora to the padded bench at the foot of the bed. Alora sat very straight, hands in her lap as if she were waiting patiently for a ride at a bus stop.

			“There should be some latex gloves in there,” Alora said.

			Bodie checked herself for any wet paint before sitting next to her. Then she opened the kit and snapped on the gloves. She leaned in to inspect the staple line near her scalp and caught the fragrant, flowery scent of her shampoo. It stirred her insides and she clenched her jaw to fight against it. She had to focus. Alora was hurt and her charge. This was no time to be thinking about desire. “It’s still bleeding a bit.” 

			Bodie dabbed the wound with some gauze which caused Alora to wince. “Am I hurting you?” Bodie asked.

			“I’ll live.”

			Bodie held the gauze to her head and managed to stifle the bleeding. She set in on cleaning the wound. “Sorry,” she said as she knew she was causing her pain. “But we’ve got to get it clean.”

			Alora gazed at her and wet her lips before speaking. “It’s okay,” she breathed. “I’m rather enjoying the view.”

			Bodie paused. “Pardon me?”

			“You’re a very beautiful woman, Bodie Banks.” When Bodie did nothing but blush profusely, she cocked her head. “What’s the matter? Not used to hearing such compliments?”

			“No.”

			“What a shame.” She eyed the butterfly bandage in Bodie’s hand. “You about done?”

			Bodie swallowed against a dry throat and applied the bandage over the staples. Alora lightly touched it and ran her hands down her arms. “Damn it, I’m scraped up here too.”

			Bodie noticed the faint red scratches and tended to those wounds as well. When she finished, Alora stood. “I’m assuming by the way you reacted to my nudity that you’re a lesbian.”

			Bodie was speechless. 

			“No need to worry. I am as well. So you’re in good company.” She padded toward the hallway, still touching her head wound. “But we should probably have a rule.” She stopped at the doorway. “No sex.” She turned and pinned Bodie with a hard stare. “We can both have sex of course. Just not with each other.”

			Bodie peeled off the gloves, trying to ignore how sweaty her palms were. “Agreed.” Did Alora really think she would have sex with her? Had she reacted that obviously in the bathroom? Get control of yourself, Bodie. For God’s sake.

			“Good. Glad we got that settled. Oh, and…don’t bring women to the house. If you want to date, do it elsewhere on your time off.”

			“Time off?” They hadn’t discussed her getting any time off.

			“I assume you’ll be wanting some time to decompress, won’t you? Get out and about, see your people, etc? You do have people, don’t you? Most folks do.”

			“Yes. Do you?”

			She frowned but recovered quickly to speak. “I’ll have Fatima clean up the studio.”

			“Are you sure? Because I don’t mind, and you said the flooring was—”

			“The flooring in there is different. Cheaper. Obviously, with it being where I paint and all. And you don’t need to be in there. It’s private. My workspace. You didn’t…see anything did you?”

			“Like what?” Bodie had no idea what she could possibly mean.

			“Like the painting.”

			“The one you fell on?”

			“No, the one next to it. On the easel.”

			“I didn’t even get a chance to look.” Why did that matter?

			Alora seemed satisfied with that answer and the matter seemed closed.

			“What about the paint in the hallway?” Bodie asked.

			Alora sighed. She turned as a chime sounded letting them know the front door was opened. Tabby’s voice resounded through, asking if everyone was okay.

			Alora faced Bodie once again. “You called Tabby?”

			“I texted her. I thought she should know.”

			“Damn it. She didn’t need to know.” She pressed a finger to her forehead. “Next time, ask me, okay? Before you do that?”

			Bodie nodded and Alora left the room, answering Tabby with a light, carefree voice, letting her know that she was just fine.

			Bodie stood and deposited the gauze and the gloves in the bathroom garbage. She stared at herself in the mirror.

			What in the hell have you gotten yourself into?

			





    
            Chapter Eleven





			“I’m fine, Tabby, honestly,” Alora said swatting her searching hand away.

			“You should be seen. Have a CAT scan.”

			“No.”

			“Alora, you could have a brain bleed.”

			“I didn’t hit my head that hard. Good God.”

			Tabby thumbed the screen on her phone. “I’m calling the paramedics. At least have it looked at.”

			Alora reached out and gently covered her phone. “Tabby. Stop. I’m fine.”

			Tabby finally relented and lowered her phone. “You’re going to be the death of me, woman.”

			Alora squeezed her arm. “Stop worrying so much. Bodie was here. She helped and everything is good. Everything except my floor.”

			“Your floor?”

			“There’s paint in the hallway. On the Brazilian walnut.”

			“Oh, no.”

			“I can clean it,” Bodie said from her position against the kitchen counter.

			“You don’t know how.”

			Bodie held up her phone. “Actually, I just looked it up. You just need a little water and some dish detergent.”

			“It’s paint. And it’s already dried on.”

			“It says to use a credit card or something similar to scrape it off with after you try cleaning it with the soap and water.”

			Alora studied her, surprised. “Well, aren’t you resourceful?”

			Bodie smiled. “Should I give it a shot?”

			“I suppose. But be careful. Don’t ruin my floor.”

			Bodie began gathering supplies, asking for a bucket and a soft cloth which Tabby helped her to locate. Then she disappeared down the hall.

			“She’s wonderful.” Tabby said, lightly brushing Alora’s hair away from her bandaged wound. “I’m glad we found her.”

			“She’s gay,” Alora said, dodging her touch.

			“So?”

			“So, it could be a problem.”

			“How so?”

			Alora checked the hallway to make sure Bodie was still out of earshot. “Have you seen her? She’s gorgeous. And…I think she thinks the same about me.”

			“How could you possibly know that?”

			“She saw me naked and she about passed out from blushing alone.”

			“So, cover yourself up. Not everyone is as comfortable with nudity as you are.”

			“Obviously. Especially not my young lesbian friend down there.”

			“You don’t know for sure she’s gay, Alora. She was probably just shocked at seeing her new boss naked.”

			“I told her that I assumed by her reaction that she was gay and she didn’t disagree.”

			“Maybe she’s scared to. You are very intimidating. And even if she is a lesbian, so what? Just keep your paws to yourself and everything will be fine.”

			“You make me sound like some sort of sex-crazed older woman.”

			“You are, aren’t you?”

			Alora rolled her eyes. “She agreed to give it a week. So we’ll see how things go.” She headed toward the hallway.

			“Where are you going?” Tabby asked.

			“To see how she’s doing with the flooring.”

			Tabby hurried along after her.

			“How’s it going?” Alora asked as she glanced down at Bodie who was gently wiping the floor with the damp cloth. 

			Bodie smiled up at her. “It’s coming up. See?” She moved her hand to show off the spotless wood.

			“No kidding?” Alora knelt next to her and ran her finger over the floor. “Well, how about that?”

			“You should have more faith,” Tabby said. “Bodie knows what she’s doing.”

			“I guess so.” Alora returned the smile, so relieved that her flooring wasn’t ruined. “Thank you.”

			“You’re welcome. I can start on the studio next.”

			“No,” Alora said quickly. “I don’t want you going in there.”

			“Why?”

			How could she tell her that she didn’t want her to see her unfinished painting? The one that was supposed to already be completed. The one she couldn’t seem to paint any longer. The one she’d fucked up.

			“It’s private.”

			“But you’ll let Fatima in?” Bodie said.

			Alora straightened. “Fatima’s different. She’s…like family.”

			For a brief second, Bodie appeared hurt, but she refocused on the floor, wiping up what was left of the track marks. Alora let her be and pushed open the door to the studio. She felt Tabby at her back. “Give me a minute?” She went to where she’d fallen. The broken easel lay in pieces and the canvas was crushed and smeared with paint, which had gotten onto the floor. She recalled the way she’d tripped and saw the small rag she’d likely stumbled over. 

			I was so mad I was careless.

			She pushed out a breath and looked to the unfinished canvas on her left. She couldn’t bear for anyone to see it. It was a huge beacon of her current failings. She carefully stepped around the mess on the floor and covered the painting once again. Then she angled the easel the opposite direction, not even wanting it facing her. Maybe she should just toss it once and for all. But then where would she be? She needed to figure out how to finish it and quickly.

			“Lor?” Tabby was at the doorway. “You okay?”

			“Yeah. Just tidying up a bit.”

			“Need some help?”

			“No, I’m good.” She walked toward her, saw Bodie standing with the bucket and cleaning supplies, and called out to her.

			“You can leave that bucket and soap for me, thanks.”

			Bodie, who had a flash of confusion, lowered the bucket and handed over the wet cloth. Alora took both and turned to go back into the studio. “I’ll be out in a few minutes. Just going to clean up in here.”

			“Alora, you shouldn’t do that,” Tabby said. “Wait for Fatima if you don’t want me or Bodie doing it.”

			“It’s okay,” Alora said over her shoulder. “It’s my mess. I can do it.”

			Serves me right for my temper tantrum.

			She set the bucket and cloth on the table and grabbed a black garbage bag from the roll on one of her shelves. She plucked out the pieces of broken easel and slid them inside the bag, one at a time. When she had the bag nearly full with wood and the wet canvas, she set it aside and started in on the flooring. She worked slowly, wiping up the paint gently and taking the time to rinse her rag in the warm water in the bucket. She made her way back to the door, cleaning up more track marks along the way. The paint was coming up nicely, but it was thicker there on the studio floor so it took longer before she had it clean. Finally satisfied, she rinsed and wrung out the rag and stood at the door. She pulled it closed behind her and went into the laundry room where she emptied the bucket, tossed the rag in the bag, and set the bag at the rear door to be taken out to the trash. She headed for the kitchen to wash her hands.

			“Did it come up?” Tabby asked from her position on the barstool. She was watching Bodie, who was kneading what appeared to be dough on the kitchen counter.

			“It did. What’s going on here?”

			“Bodie’s baking.”

			“I thought we needed yeast?”

			“I found some in the pantry,” Bodie said.

			Alora grinned. “Good old Fatima. She never lets me down.”

			“Yeah,” Tabby said. “So Bodie is showing me how to make a quick loaf of fresh bread.”

			“Excellent.” Alora slid onto the stool next to Tabby to watch. Bodie worked the dough expertly, like she’d been doing it for years. She had such strong, yet gracefully beautiful hands. Alora had always been fond of hands, even sketching some from time to time. And the hands of a beautiful woman? They made her weak in the knees more often than not. That however, could not happen with Bodie. 

			Her phone rang and she grimaced as she recognized the number.

			“Who is it?” Tabby asked, looking concerned.

			“Peter.”

			“Oh, no.”

			Alora pressed the phone to her ear and took the call, leaving for the TV room.

			“Peter, how’s it going?” Her heart beat in her throat, creating a strain to her voice. She knew the reason for the call and she’d considered not even answering, but she’d avoided him for a while now and his messages were sounding more and more desperate. It was time to bite the bullet.

			“Alora, what the hell? Where have you been? I’ve been calling and calling. Leaving you messages.”

			“I know, Peter, and I apologize. I’m just—dealing with a lot here.”

			He sighed. “I know and I feel for you, I really do, but I need an update on that painting. Any ETA? The clients are getting antsy.”

			She perched on the edge of her favorite chair and pinched the bridge of her nose. 

			“It’s coming along.” But she knew she didn’t sound convincing and she just couldn’t bring herself to speak with a more positive tone to her voice. She was failing and it was difficult to hide. She wasn’t used to imperfection. She didn’t know how to handle it, much less admit it. Especially not when people were depending on her. 

			“And?”

			“You’ll have it soon.”

			“How soon?”

			“You know I can’t tell you that. It’ll be finished when it’s finished.”

			“You’ve always been able to give me an accurate estimate before.”

			“Things have changed, Peter. I’m having to…adjust.”

			“And how is that going? You said you could still paint, right? And that you still want to work.”

			She hesitated. “It’s taking some time. But I’m figuring it out.”

			“Well, make sure you do. This is an important piece and your buyers are chomping at the bit to see it.”

			“I’m on it.”

			“Great. And, Alora, sweetheart? Answer my calls.”

			She hung up and sat rubbing her forehead. What was she going to do? Admit defeat? Crawl under a rock and die?

			Fuck.

			This was not good. Not good at all.

			She returned to the kitchen where she slid back onto the barstool next to Tabby. She offered a smile, and hoped it would pass as genuine. But Tabby saw right through it.

			“Tough call?”

			“I don’t want to talk about it.” The last thing she wanted to do was discuss it in front of Bodie. Her new employee did not need to hear about her failings. It was bad enough she knew about her deteriorating vision and had had to help her after an embarrassing fall. She didn’t want to add anything else to the pile of embarrassments.

			“That bad, eh?” Tabby touched her shoulder and looked at her with great empathy. She knew Peter wanted the painting and she assumed Alora was having trouble in finishing it, though Alora hadn’t said as much. She’d just been putting off working on it. But Tabby knew her well and she was wicked intuitive. Alora wouldn’t put it past her discerning the reason why she’d put off working on it. 

			Tabby lowered her hand and presumably gave up trying to get Alora to talk. Instead they both watched as Bodie placed the dough in a bowl and covered it with cling wrap.

			“Just need to let that rise,” she said. “It’ll take about an hour.” She looked to Alora. “How about some lunch?”

			“I’m not very hungry.” The phone call had distressed her considerably and she had nothing on her mind other than the painting and how she was going to finish it.

			“Let’s order in,” Tabby said. “And eat on the patio.” She touched Alora’s shoulder again. “You have to eat, Alora. Please. For me?”

			Alora shrugged. She was in no mood to argue. “Fine.”

			Tabby whipped out her phone. “How’s Wildflower sound?”

			“It’s fine,” Alora said. They frequented the establishment at least once a week and Tabby knew what to order. 

			“Bodie, you want to look over the menu?” Tabby asked.

			Bodie took the phone and scanned the screen, scrolling with her finger. Finally, she chose and Tabby placed the order. Alora wandered out to the patio without them and sat beneath the umbrella at the table near the pool. The sun was high and bright and it hurt her eyes, but she welcomed the slight discomfort, at the moment unable to care.

			Her phone pinged from her pocket and she withdrew it to view the screen. One of her colleagues was texting her, asking how the painting was going since her diagnosis. She slammed the phone face down on the glass tabletop and reclined in her chair. She just wanted to be left alone to figure this shit out. But she knew that wouldn’t happen. People were people. Some were genuinely concerned, and others…well, curious. And some, no doubt, wanted to see her fail.

			But what could she do? Ignore them all?

			Yes. That’s what she’d been doing and it was what she’d continue to do. Besides, she didn’t know what she’d say even if she did have the desire to talk to them.

			“You need these?” Bodie said from behind as she approached holding out Alora’s Prada sunglasses. 

			“Thanks.” She slid them on and continued to stare out at the craggy mountains.

			Bodie eased into the chair next to her and sat in silence, as if sensing her need for quiet reflection. She appreciated that and thought about saying so, but she refrained. Bodie really was turning out to be a good choice. She seemed to be as kind and as intuitive with her as Tabby. And Alora knew that that was something money could not buy.

			After a few long moments, Alora spoke. “I’m sorry about the nondisclosure clause. I guess I’m just not someone who trusts very easily.”

			Bodie glanced over at her, squinting in the sunlight. Her dark eyes had lightened to an amber molasses in the sun, making her all the more breathtaking.

			“I can understand that.”

			Alora chuckled. “I know you think you can, but you really can’t. I’ve been—hurt by someone before.”

			“I’m sorry to hear that.”

			Alora said nothing. 

			Bodie spoke. “I have no ill will toward you, Alora. None at all. If something should happen to where this isn’t working out, well, I’ll just leave. I won’t cause trouble for you.”

			Alora stared up at the light blue sky. “I appreciate that.”

			In the distance, Alora heard the doorbell, followed by the chime of the front door opening. A few moments later, Tabby emerged carrying a large paper tote.

			“One southwest superfood salad for you,” she said, placing the bag on the table to dig out the contents. She set Alora’s salad in front of her, along with a fork and some napkins. She dug in the bag again. “And one almond tuna for you,” she said as she handed Bodie her container with her sandwich.

			“What did you get?” Bodie asked her.

			“I got…” She pulled out another container. “My favorite. The chipotle chicken melt.” She placed hers on the table and then held up a finger. “Drinks.”

			Bodie stood. “I’ll get them. What does everyone want?”

			“Water’s fine,” Tabby said.

			Alora nodded in agreement.

			Bodie left them to head inside to the fridge for the bottled water.

			Tabby sat and smiled. “I’m telling you, she was a good choice.”

			Alora glanced back toward the open patio doors. She looked back at Tabby.

			“I think you’re right.”

			“What? You agree with me?”

			Alora almost grinned. “Don’t push it.”

			“Oh, like I always say, I wouldn’t dream of it.”

			Alora opened her salad and smiled fully. At least one thing was working out for her. 

			And her name was Bodie Banks.

			





    
            Chapter Twelve





			The bedroom was too dark and Bodie couldn’t sleep. She tossed and turned on the overly thick mattress, disliking the way it contoured to her body. The damn thing was too nice, too fancy. She was used to her plain old hard mattress, along with the light from the moon and street lamps shining in through her blinds, creating shadows on the wall. Shadows she could stare at, form shapes with in her mind until she fell asleep. But there was nothing like that here. Just the pitch-black of night.

			The house was also freezing. Alora kept her temperature set way below Bodie’s comfort zone. She was used to sleeping with the windows open in the mild Arizona spring, and the air set at eighty degrees during the summer. Utility bills ran high in the Phoenix area, so she and her mother had had to get used to keeping the house warmer, and after years of living that way, she was now acclimated. She burritoed herself into the covers and forced her eyes closed. She had to sleep. She was dead tired after working all night the previous evening and then being awake with Alora all day.

			She listened keenly for her, hoping she was settling in nicely and was already asleep. She thought she’d heard something earlier, but a quick check of the hallway had revealed nothing. The house seemed quiet, peaceful. No dogs barking, no sounds of the neighbor’s clanging wind chimes. Just the occasional sound of the AC kicking on to further cool the house. And once, a distant coyote howling to its compadres. 

			She opened her eyes, nearly frozen solid beneath the stiff comforter and starched sheets. She unwound and sat up, swinging her feet off the tall bed to dangle in the darkness. She wondered briefly if Alora’s room was this dark. Surely not. Surely she left on a light or two.

			She glanced back at the windows and noted the blackout drapes. After reaching for her phone, on the night table, she awakened the screen and turned on the flashlight. She crept to the windows and drew the curtains apart to open the blinds behind them. Some light filtered in from the patio light that burned above the wide glass doors, but it wasn’t much. Not enough to appease her. So she headed for the bathroom and switched on the light there and pulled the door almost completely closed. 

			It was better, but she was still cold. She searched the closet for extra blankets but found none. She padded across the floor and gently opened the door to the bedroom. Again, she listened for Alora. Quietly, and still using her phone as a flashlight, she headed out into the hall searching for the laundry room where there was a sizable linen closet. She inched along the shiny wood floors, which were frigid on her bare feet. When she reached the TV room a voice called to her and
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