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Always and forever


Chapter 1

Starting over
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With my new key tucked safely in the palm of my hand, I made my way down the street with a smile on my face.  Today was the start of something new.  It was the day I opened my new business...my dream...my destiny.  It had been years in the making, but I was finally there.

With happiness blooming in my chest, I let myself in and closed the door behind me.  The large, open room was blooming with colour, and I smiled at what I had created. I had been working so hard over the past three months to create something special and finally the day had come when I could unveil it to the public.  

I went to the back of the room and through to a private section at the back.  There I stored my bag and got the float for the day out of the safe.  After putting the money in the till and fiddling with a few arrangements, I stopped deliberating over everything and went to open up.

I pushed the door open and turned my brand-new sign to read ‘Open.’ I then placed a board outside which advertised my new florist shop for people walking by.  As I was placing it out on the street, I glanced up and saw a woman approaching.  She captured my attention immediately as she walked with an easy stride and an enticing sway of her hips.  It was her face which had me most enraptured though.  She had wide, intelligent eyes which were framed by fashionable glasses.  Her skin was pale with rosy cheeks, and her lips were perfectly formed for kissing. Her fair hair was cropped short and framed her face perfectly.  She was gorgeous, and as our eyes met, she smiled.

I smiled back, surprised at my reaction to the woman.  I hadn’t felt such a tug of attraction well...ever!

‘Morning,’ she said cheerfully as she made her way along the pavement.

‘Morning,’ I said, smiling back, noting that she was even more beautiful up close.

I watched as she glanced at the board I was assembling and then saw her frown.  Her gaze quickly shifted from the board to my shop and stopped in her tracks.  Her mouth fell open and her eyes widened.

‘No...’ she muttered, not at all happy now.

‘What?’ I questioned, confused by the change in attitude all of a sudden.  I then watched as she walked to the window and stared into my new shop with her hands on her hips.  When she turned to me, she looked downright annoyed.

‘What’s the problem?’ I asked again.  

‘I’ll show you what the problem is!’ she exclaimed, marching over to the next shop along.  

I watched as she unlocked the door and then began to lift the metal safety barriers which were in place.  As they lifted, they slowly unveiled another shop.  Another very familiar looking shop.  It was my turn to gape.

I stared open-mouthed.  It was a flower shop.  Another flower shop...and right next door to mine.  I couldn’t have been more surprised and was suddenly as angry as she was.

‘Oh, for goodness sake!’ I exclaimed.  ‘You have got to be kidding me!’

‘No, I’m not...and let me just say, I’m not very happy about this.’

‘You’re not very happy about this? I’m not very happy about this! It’s the last thing I need! I need this business to work!’ I told her passionately.

‘So do I! Well, looks like we’re in competition,’ she muttered.

‘Brilliant!’ I replied sarcastically. ‘As if this is all isn’t hard enough anyway!’

The woman shook her head looking disgusted with the whole situation and without a backwards glance, stalked away and into her shop.  I let out the breath I hadn’t realised I was holding and sighed.  Things were getting difficult quickly.  This really was a problem that I didn’t need.

I stood outside for long moments staring at her shop.  My eyes lifted to the sign which read ‘Forever.’ It looked nice, I mused.  I then stared at her window displays and saw that she was a very talented florist.  The displays were beautiful.  They seemed to make mine seem more amateurish.  

How was I meant to compete now? I had been working towards the point of opening my own shop and business for nearly ten years now.  Surely it was time for all my hard work to pay off?

I went back inside my shop and felt like crying.  Of all the back luck I could have possibly had...the misfortune was ridiculous.  I had opened up a flower shop without knowing that another was opening next door.  The entire situation was ridiculous.  I heard the bell on my front door tinkling as it opened and turned in hope that it was a customer.  Unfortunately not...it was the woman from next door.

‘You’re back,’ I said, stupidly, unable to ignore how stunningly attractive she looked when she was angry.

‘Clearly,’ she replied bitterly.  ‘So, is this place yours?’

‘Yes.’

‘What’s your name?’ she said, frowning at me deeply.

‘Ally.  And yours?’

‘Laurie.’

I nodded.  ‘Well, nice to meet you might be a bit of a stretch considering the circumstances...’

‘I’ll say...’ she muttered, crossly.

‘This situation isn’t ideal...’

‘You think?’ she said, crossing her arms over her chest.

I frowned at her, annoyed in an instant.  ‘Hey...I was going to say maybe we try and make the best of the situation but if you’re going to be like that then I won’t bother.  I’d like you to leave please.’

‘You’d...what?’

‘You heard me...out please,’ I demanded, walking to the door and holding it open.

She walked towards me, looking very displeased.  ‘You haven’t heard the last from me...’

‘Oh, whatever you say,’ I muttered, waving her off.  ‘Excuse me, I have a business to run.’

The woman frowned again and then stomped off.  I watched her go feeling a myriad of emotions. I was annoyed, frustrated yet also intrigued and slightly fascinated by her.  She was interesting to me, even though I wished she wasn’t.  

I walked back to the counter and tried to regain a steady breathing pattern. The confrontation had shaken me, and I didn’t know what I was going to do.  I needed this business to work.  Nothing and no-one was going to stand in my way.

I straightened my shoulders and marched over to the door, pinning it open with a doorstop.  I would carry on with my plans as before and be as successful as I could.  It had taken a lot of effort to get to this stage of my business, so I wasn’t going to let anyone stop me from succeeding.

The phone rang and I headed over to pick it up.  When I looked at the mobile caller ID, I felt my heart drop a little.  It was Roxy.

‘Hello?’

‘Where are you?’ she asked, sounding annoyed.

‘I’m at my new shop! I’m opening today-remember?’ 

‘Oh...’ she said, sounding miserable.  ‘No, I’d forgotten...well, when are you back?’

‘Not until about six probably,’ I told her.  ‘I’m hoping for a good day of sales, so I’ll stay open as long as possible.’

‘I thought we were having dinner today?’ she grumbled.

‘We can! Maybe we could meet at seven?’

‘Only if you’re not too busy!’ she said a little bitterly.

‘Roxy! This is my first day being open! I need to stay open to make sales! Surely you understand that?’ I asked.

‘I suppose so...mind you, I never understood why you needed to open the place at all! I thought your previous job was fine!’

I sighed and held back the torrent of explanation that I could have given her once again.  My reasons for making the changes in my life were personal, and I was glad I was doing it.  Her lack of support was frustrating though and made me question for the hundredth time if I might be making a mistake pursuing a relationship with her.

‘Roxy, look, I have a customer,’ I lied.  ‘Where do you want to meet later?’

‘Oh okay...well how about ‘Searchers?’ she asked.

‘Okay,’ I replied, inwardly sighing at the thought of the noisy and busy restaurant.  ‘Meet you there at seven?’

‘Yeah...dress up for it,’ she instructed.

I almost groaned aloud.  ‘Will do.  Bye Roxy!’

‘Bye,’ she said and hung up.

I pressed ‘End call’ and then placed the phone down on the desk.  Roxy.  She was hard work and sometimes I wondered if I was doing the right thing by keeping in touch with her.  She wouldn’t commit to me, and she wouldn’t change so I knew it would ultimately end in a negative way.

I decided to forget about her for the time being and focus on my shop.  I began a new floral bouquet and lost myself in the creation.  When I heard the jingle of bells, I smiled at my first customer.

‘Hello,’ I said, politely.

‘Hello,’ the older woman replied.  ‘This is a new place, right?’

I nodded. ‘Yes. I’ve just opened today.’

‘Ah I see...well, I just need one of those pots of daffodils please.’

‘Of course,’ I said, heading over to pick one up.  I carried it to the counter and wrapped it up before placing it in a bag she could carry.

‘Thank you.’

‘You’re welcome.  £5.99 please.’

‘Here you are...’

‘Lovely. Thanks very much,’ I said, ringing the purchase through the till.

‘I must say I think you’re very brave.’

‘Brave?’ I questioned.

She nodded, ‘Yes...well, opening up a flower shop next to another flower shop.  I can imagine you’re in direct competition for business!’

I almost sighed aloud.  ‘Well, I didn’t know it was going to be a flower shop until she opened today.’

‘Oh, I see...I suppose customers will get a choice though.’

‘Yes...but that choice may halve my sales...’ I said, unable to prevent the sigh I let out.

‘Well, I wish you luck, my dear.  I hope you do well!’

‘Thank you very much,’ I smiled.  ‘Do come back anytime.’

‘Oh, I will.  Many thanks!’ the woman said as she left.

I watched her go, smiling.  She had been nice, but also right...I was in direct competition with my neighbouring business, and I didn’t like it one bit.  My sales would be halved, and I doubted that I could afford that drop in my incomings.  I sat down on my stool and sighed heavily.  What was I going to do?

Much later that afternoon, I stared out the window feeling deflated.  For the fourth time during the day, I was witnessing a member of the public look in my window, walk past and then go into the shop next door.  It was driving me crazy and making me worried beyond measure.  If I didn’t make this work, I really had run out of options.

I stalked back to the desk and counted up my takings for the day.  Just shy of £100.  An absolutely awful beginning.  I was just beginning to panic when I heard the door open again.  Expecting a customer, I stood up.  When I saw who it was though, I felt my heart sink even lower.  The woman next door.  My competition.

‘We need to talk,’ she stated, flatly.

‘We do?’ I asked moodily.

She nodded.  She gestured at the room around her. ‘This isn’t going to work...’

‘What isn’t? Because if you mean my business, it has to work...it absolutely has to.  I have no other options, and I have put everything into making this happen.  It has to work! I can’t not do this!’ I said, shaking my head and feeling myself tremble with emotion.

‘I mean us in competition with each other...Ally? Is it Ally?’ she questioned.

I nodded.  ‘Yes.’

‘Okay then...so Ally...I have a suggestion.’

‘You do? About what?’

‘About the situation we find ourselves in...about this!’ she exclaimed.

‘Okay...what is it?’

‘Well...I was thinking about it, and all I kept thinking is-it’s not going to work! We’re going to be in direct competition with each other all the time and we will both make half of what we would have because of each other!’

‘I know all that!’ I vented.  ‘So, what are we going to do about it?’

‘We join forces,’ she said quietly.

‘What?’ I exclaimed, shocked.

‘I think we should go in to this together...if you can’t beat them, join them...we open up that wall and club together into one big shop.  We work together to make it bigger and better than either of us ever dreamed it would be.  You’re called ‘Always’ and I am called ‘Forever’ so we become ‘Always and Forever.’ It’s the perfect solution.’

I stared at her in stunned silence.  She had just shaken me to the very core.  Join together in business? Was it brilliant? Or was it madness?  I wasn’t sure.
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Chapter 2

Joining forces
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‘That’s crazy...’ I almost whispered.

‘Is it?’

I stared at her.

‘Think about it for a minute.’

‘I am! I don’t know you! You don’t know me! Go into business together? That’s crazy talk!’

‘Possibly...or it’s the most sensible thing we can do in this situation.  Think about it.’

‘I am! And I think it’s insane!’

‘Well, think about it some more...how else are we going to turn a profit around here?’ she questioned.

‘I don’t know. I won’t say I have it all figured out but to say after one day that we should go into business together...well, that does seem a little crazy.  How on earth would we even go about that?’

‘Did you buy this place or rent?’ she asked.

‘I’ve bought it.’

‘Me too,’ she nodded.  ‘So, no-one to ask permission to...we would knock that wall down and open it up into one, large shop.’

‘But...’ I spluttered, but trailed off, unable to collect my thoughts.

‘Look, I need my business to be a success,’ she told me gravely.  ‘I have put everything into it and don’t have much left.  I’m assuming it’s the same for you?’ 

I nodded.

‘The offer is there...we join forces, put our individual expertise together to create something bigger and better than we already have.’

‘And you’d do that with me...someone you met earlier today?’

‘Well, you’re the only one looking to run a successful flower business.’

‘What if we don’t get on?’ I asked.

‘This is about business.’

‘But we would be spending every day in each other’s company.’

She gave me a strange look, and I saw her gaze flicker over my face briefly.  ‘Would that be such a bad thing?’ she asked.

I felt a flutter of awareness, deep in my stomach.  ‘I uh...I don’t know you.’

‘You keep saying that...’ she murmured quietly.

I looked at her.

‘Well, get to know me then.  I’m not saying make a decision this second.  Just consider it.’

‘Okay,’ I agreed.

‘Okay?’ she said, looking surprised.

‘Yes...that I’ll consider it...that’s all I meant,’ I told her.

‘I know.  Good.  Well, good night, Ally.  I’m guessing you’re closing up now.’

‘Yeah...I’ve got to go out tonight,’ I said, looking away distracted.

‘Oh yeah? What are you up to?’

‘I’m...going out to dinner,’ I said, looking back at her.

‘With your girlfriend?’ she questioned.

I frowned at her. ‘What?’

‘Oh sorry...was I being presumptuous?’

I glared at her.

‘Boyfriend then?’

I sighed, feeling tired.  ‘No...right first time.  I’m going out with a woman but she’s not my girlfriend.’

‘Oh, I see...first date?’

‘No,’ I said, shaking my head.

‘What then?’

‘You ask a lot of questions,’ I said, studying her with interest.

‘Just trying to get to know you.  We may as well seeing as we’re going to be neighbours.’

‘I suppose so...’

‘So? Who is she?’

‘She’s...it’s complicated to explain,’ I told her.

‘Try,’ she encouraged with a smile.

‘Well, we’ve been dating for a long time, but she doesn’t want us to be considered as ‘girlfriends.’

‘Oh right! How long have you been dating?’

‘Uh...about ten months...’

‘Ten months! And she doesn’t want to be your girlfriend?’ she exclaimed.

‘Yeah alright! Look, I better go...’ I said, feeling a little upset by what she had said.

‘Hey, Ally...what I meant by that was I couldn’t imagine how she wouldn’t have snapped you up the moment she laid eyes on you.  I mean you’re drop dead gorgeous for one and you also have a body to die for.  I don’t know you yet but I’m betting you’re a lovely person too.  So, I meant nothing horrible at all...I just meant...well, that I think you’re gorgeous.  If it were me, I would have snapped you up in a shot.’

I smiled at her. ‘Really?’

She nodded.  ‘Absolutely.’

‘You’re gay?’ I asked her, curiously.

She nodded.

‘Are you in a relationship?’

‘No, I’m not now...I’m recently on my own again.’

‘Oh right...I’m sorry...’

‘Thanks.  Long story...I won’t bore you with it now.  I’ll tell you this though,’ she said with a cheeky smile, ‘she wasn’t as damn gorgeous as you.’

I grinned at her.  ‘You flatterer.’

She shrugged.  ‘Just honest.’

I glanced at my watch. ‘I’m sorry Laurie, but I better go.’

She nodded and then smiled to herself.  

‘What?’ I asked, curious to what she was smiling about.

‘You remembered my name...’

‘Of course!’ I told her.

She nodded.  ‘I’ll let you get on...see you tomorrow?’

‘Bright and early!’ I agreed.

‘Bye Ally.’

‘Bye Laurie.  Thanks for coming by.’

‘Have a good evening.’

‘I’ll try,’ I smiled.

I waved as she left and then turned back to the task at hand-cashing up and getting everything tidied up and put away.  It didn’t take me long and when I was finished, I grabbed my bag and headed out of the shop.

I walked home quickly, determined not to be late.  Roxy didn’t like it when I was late, and she was easier to deal with when she was happy and not pissed off with me.  At my small flat, I let myself in and headed into the bathroom quickly.  I showered and then dressed before leaving again.  The day had been non-stop, and it wasn’t over yet.

I made my way to the local taxi rank and climbed into the first available taxi.  Ten minutes later, I was dropped off at the busy and heaving restaurant in the centre of the town-‘Searchers.’

Inside, I made my way through the busy throng of people to find Roxy already seated at a table.

‘Hey,’ I smiled as I reached the table.

‘You’re late,’ she muttered.

I glanced at my watch.  It was 7.04pm.  ‘Sorry...it was my first day at the shop-it was bound to be busy.’

‘Too busy to meet me?’ she questioned.

‘Well, no! I’m here, aren’t I?’ I said, feeling ever so slightly exasperated.

‘Hmm...’ she said under her breath.  

‘So, how was your day?’ I asked, knowing that if I turned to conversation onto her life, she would be far more content.  

‘Ah well...so much to tell you!’ she exclaimed, suddenly animated.

I inwardly sighed but nodded along and listened as she began to talk.  She loved the drama of the workplace and getting involved in all the goings on.  She would talk all evening now, I mused.  I was expected to listen.

I returned home at 11pm.  Alone.  Yet again Roxy had made her excuses about why our relationship couldn’t develop any further and we had parted and made our way to our separate homes.

When I got in, I felt exhausted and ready to drop.  I quickly changed and clamoured into bed.  I let my head lie on the pillow while my head continued to spin with thought.  I was now full of Roxy’s drama but alongside that, I found that I couldn’t stop thinking about Laurie and her offer.

I lay there trying to sleep but struggled.  It was hard to shut down and relax when there was so much to worry about, it seemed.  Eventually I drifted off, but my sleep was troubled and unsettled.  By the morning and I had to get up, I felt even more exhausted.

I headed in to work early and noticed that Laurie’s shop was already open.  Considering it was only 7.40am, I was confused.  I walked over to the open door and stepped in hesitantly.

‘Morning Ally,’ Laurie said, and I whirled around in surprise.

‘Oh hello!’ I exclaimed.

‘You’re here early,’ she commented.

‘I was going to say the same thing about you! Do you always open this early?’ I asked.

‘No,’ she told me quietly.  ‘I just woke early, and I figured I need as many sales as possible...as it is, no-one has been by yet though.’ 

‘Oh...so you’re genuinely worried about sales?’ I asked, feeling even more worried than earlier.

‘I am, yes...I don’t mean to say that to upset you or anything...I’m just concerned.’

‘So am I,’ I sighed.  ‘I couldn’t sleep last night.’

‘Me neither,’ she agreed, now looking at me closely.  ‘You look a little tired...’

I nodded.  ‘I was out late and then couldn’t sleep when I got in.’

‘How was your meal out?’

‘It was...okay,’ I decided, unable to think of a good way to explain my issues with Roxy.

‘You must have had a long day yesterday.’

I nodded. ‘I’ll say...’ for the first time looking away from her to look at her shop.  My eyes scanned the displays and the wonderful creations she had made.  My heart sank even further in my chest.  ‘Oh, my goodness...’ I breathed quietly.

‘What?’ she asked, looking confused.

‘It’s so beautiful...I was hoping at least that your shop wasn’t as gorgeous as mine.  Or that you weren’t a talented florist, but you are.  This is wonderful.’

She looked at me closely. ‘So is your shop, Ally.’

I sighed.

‘That’s why I mentioned joining together...surely we have skills and talents we could combine to make this more successful.’

‘But we half everything just by going in together.’

‘No-we’re getting half now because we’re working in competition with each other.  If we joined together, we’d find ways to build this and make more cash.’

‘How?’ I asked, feeling worried.

‘I have lots of ideas...but we’d probably need to sit down and figure it all out in more detail.’

‘I’m going to need some time to think about all this,’ I told her.

‘Take all the time you need.’

‘Maybe we could, uh, get together and talk it all through?’ I suggested.

Laurie’s face transformed slowly as a smile crept across her face.  ‘Perfect...do you want to come over later on?’

‘What-here?’

‘Yes...I live above the shop,’ she told me, indicating the entrance via the back room.

‘No way! I have a room above the shop but it’s very small and I’m using it for supplies.’

‘Yeah...mine is tiny but I’m making do.  I can’t afford anything else right now you see,’ she told me gravely.

I nodded, thinking rapidly.  ‘I think it’s a great idea.  I can’t believe I never thought of it-especially with my flat almost due for renewal.’

‘You’re not going to renew?’

‘I can’t afford to as it stands...’ I told her.

‘Well, all I can say is it is doable.  The space is small and compact but it’s easy and convenient for the shop.’

I nodded, my mind whirring.  ‘Could I come and see yours later?’ I requested.

‘Of course! I’ll pop over when I’m ready to close and you can come by and see my little place and maybe also talk?’

‘Perfect,’ I smiled.  ‘Well, I’m going to get on with the day.  See you later, Laurie,’ I said, turning to leave.

‘Oh Ally?’ she said, making me turn back to look her way.

‘Yes?’

‘You look absolutely gorgeous today,’ she said, smiling warmly.

‘I, uh...thanks,’ I said, feeling my cheeks flush.  

‘You’re welcome...I always think you should tell people when they’re looking nice.’

I smiled at her.  ‘Well, I appreciate it.  You’ve given me a boost this morning.  I no longer feel so tired and grumpy,’ I chuckled.

‘Glad to be of service.’

I grinned and headed to the door.  ‘Bye Laurie.  See you later!’

‘I’ll look forward to it,’ she said as I left.

I walked to my shop and went inside, smiling as I did so.  I decided I liked Laurie.  She was nice and she always had good things to say about me thus far.

I opened up properly and put the cash in the till.  I then began preparing new bouquets to sell and put out front to try and draw some customers in.

I worked away busily for an hour before I began to get some people in.  As it was a sunny day, more people seemed to be out and about doing their shopping, so I had a little rush of customers.  It felt good to be busier and yet I still saw people walk past my shop to head in next door.  It made me consider what Laurie was suggesting more seriously.  Maybe she had a point. I decided I would quiz her further that evening when she showed me her flat.  The thought of spending more time with her made me feel excited too.  She was so friendly and nice as well as being complimentary towards me which made me feel good about myself.  It had been a long time since I had experienced that, and it felt good.

At half past five, I heard footsteps heading in and looked up expecting to see Laurie arriving.  To my dismay, it was Roxy.

‘Hey Ally,’ she announced, waltzing in confidently.

‘Hey Roxy,’ I said, forcing a smile and noticing that Laurie had come in behind her and was pretending to browse the shop in a subtle way.  ‘I didn’t think I was seeing you today,’ I began.

‘Ah well, there’s an impromptu party being held at Harriet’s house and I have to go! I can’t go alone so you must come with me.’

I stared at her, feeling torn.  I really didn’t want to go.

‘You must go home and change though, Ally.  Really! I mean, it’s okay to slob around here while you’re dealing with all this soil and mess I suppose, but not if you’re spending an evening out with me! Put on something nice,’ she instructed.

I glanced down at my jeans and black t-shirt. I hadn’t considered that I looked like a slob in the slightest! ‘Like what?’ I asked.

‘Like a nice black skirt...or any skirt and a sparkly top.  Something a little nicer than usual.  Oh, and pick up a couple of bottles of prosecco on your way over to mine, will you? I won’t have time-I have to go shopping for a new dress!’ she told me.

‘Actually, Roxy...tonight is kind of difficult,’ I began.  ‘I had arranged...’

She shut me down with a lift of her hand, ‘Ally! You have to be there! I can’t go alone! If you want to keep seeing me, you’ll come,’ she threatened.

I sighed.  ‘Alright...’ I said quietly.

‘Great! See you at seven! Come to mine,’ she instructed.

I nodded.

‘Later!’ she called as she breezed out.

I felt disappointed deep inside as I watched her go.  Laurie walked over with an intrigued look on her face.

‘So that’s the ‘non-girlfriend’ is it?’ she asked.

‘Yeah...’ I replied on a sigh.

She glanced up at me from under her thick lashes.  ‘You could do a lot better you know.’

My eyes met hers in an instant and a connection was established.  A red, hot flash of awareness flooded through me, and I found I couldn’t look away.  I had never felt an attraction so strong ever before.
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Chapter 3

Laurie
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‘What do you mean?’ I asked, wondering what Laurie had meant by her comment about Roxy.

‘She’s a handful, right?’ she smiled.

‘She’s uh...well, yeah,’ I conceded, ‘I guess calling her a handful is the polite way to put it.’

‘Why do you see her? I mean, I see that she’s very attractive and all that-but she doesn’t seem to be very nice to you.’

‘How do you mean?’

‘Ordering you about...telling you what you’re going to do, what you’re going to wear and what you have to buy.  That doesn’t sound very fair to me!’

‘No,’ I said, eyes downcast.  

‘Why do you keep seeing her?’ she asked.

I shrugged. ‘Sometimes I don’t know...but no-one else is offering me much else so I stick with it and keep hoping it gets better.’

‘I suppose there’s good and bad in all relationships.  I mean, she is stunning so at the very least, I bet you’re getting some damn, good sex!’ she laughed.

I felt my cheeks heat and my mouth fall open.  ‘It’s not like that!’ I exclaimed before I could help myself.

‘What do you mean?’ she frowned.  ‘I was just joking, sort of!’

I shook my head, looking away embarrassed. ‘We don’t have that kind of relationship, Laurie.’

‘I thought you said you’d been together-or kind of together-for about eight months?’

‘Well, we have...it’s not all about that, Laurie.’

‘No, of course it’s not! But it does have its place! You can’t say you’re happy about it? Surely?’ she asked, aghast.

‘Well, no...I won’t lie and say it hasn’t crossed my mind but I’m trying to just see how it goes.’

‘And how is it going?’ she asked.

I sighed.  ‘Can we not talk about this?’

‘Why?’ 

‘Because it drives me crazy,’ I told her, feeling exasperated.

‘I’ll bet!’ she chuckled. ‘I bet you live in a constant state of sexual frustration! What a nightmare.’

‘It’s not the best,’ I commented.

‘Well...shall we head over to mine? Especially if you’re not going to be able to stop at mine for very long.’

‘I’m so sorry about that, Laurie...I wasn’t expecting to be doing anything tonight.’

‘No...clearly not...but we’ll make the best of it.  Come over in a few minutes?’

I nodded. ‘I’ll just close up the shop.’

‘Great.  See you in a minute.’

I smiled at her as she left.

I closed the shop, feeling regret that I couldn’t have an easy, quiet night to myself.  Instead, I would have to make small talk and drink wine which I didn’t like...all with the façade of being someone I wasn’t.  In public Roxy told everyone we were friends.  She didn’t want anyone to know that I was a lesbian or that she was bisexual.  She wanted her friends to think we were just mates.  I went along with it because I had wanted her company but lately, it was beginning to wear me down.  I just wanted to be myself and for that to be good enough.

I locked the money in the safe and then closed up the front door. I then made my way next door.

‘Hello!’ I called, stepping through the door.

‘Hey Ally...can you lock the door behind you?’ Laurie called from the counter.

‘Sure...’ I said, doing as she has asked.  

‘Come on back,’ she said, coming out from behind the counter and leading me through to the back room.

‘Thanks, Laurie...I appreciate you showing me this.’

‘You’re more than welcome.  So, back here is my supply room and off to this side there was a tiny bathroom which I had renovated.  I had a shower put in and a larger sink.  Take a look,’ she said, indicating the room.

‘Oh wow,’ I said, looking at the redesigned bathroom.  It was compact but perfectly fit for purpose.

‘And then if you want to follow me up, I’ll show you upstairs.’

‘Great,’ I said, following her up the steps.

We reached the top and it led out into one room.  There was a double bed in one corner, a sofa along another wall and a small kitchen built into the far-right side.  It was small but looked comfortable and perfect for everything a person needed to live.  She had also decorated it in the most wonderful way, making use of every little detail to make it look homely and well-thought out.

‘Oh Laurie, this is great!’ I exclaimed.

‘It’s amazing what you can do with a small space if you put your mind to it, hey?’ she smiled.

‘It sure is! Well done you! This is lovely! And I bet it saves you by being here?’

‘Of course! That’s why I went to the trouble of having it renovated to have the kitchen and the bathroom available.  I couldn’t afford to live in another place as well as having the shop mortgage to pay.’

‘Exactly...that’s what I’m doing right now...but I’m beginning to consider doing what you have.  I could find a way to do the same on my side I think...’

‘Easily,’ she murmured, ‘and if you agreed to the idea of opening up into one shop, you wouldn’t even have to install a bathroom because you could use the one here.’

I thought about that for a moment.  ‘Is now a good time to talk this all through?’ I asked.

‘If you have the time,’ she said.

I glanced at my watch.  It was already six in the evening.  ‘Oh no...I really don’t want to go out this evening...’

‘Then don’t.’

‘I can’t not go...’ I said glumly.

‘Why not?’ she demanded. ‘Stand up to her...tell her no for once!’

‘But...’

‘But what? What’s she going to do about it?’ she asked.

‘She’d be all upset and grumpy with me.’

‘So?’ she exclaimed.  ‘Let her be! Better yet, don’t bother with her at all anymore.  She doesn’t seem to give you anything you need.’

‘How do you mean?’

‘Well, everything you’ve told me so far...well, I hate to say it Ally, but she doesn’t seem to give you anything that you need.’

I didn’t say anything for a moment.

‘She was rude to you and demanding.  The fact that she criticised you so openly in a public place makes me assume she’s even worse behind closed doors.  You said she won’t commit to you...you said you don’t have a sexual relationship...what are you getting from her, Ally? Nothing from the sound of things.  Sometimes it’s best to cut your losses and move on,’ she told me.

‘And end up alone?’ I questioned.

‘Not alone...just single,’ she said.

‘I’m not very good at saying no to people...her more than anyone else.’

‘Why don’t you just phone her and say you have plans...or that you’re feeling ill? Better yet text her! Then you don’t even have to speak to her.’

‘But she’ll be really upset with me!’

‘So?’

‘Well, I don’t know...I mean, I’ve never let her down before!’

‘Hence why she is still using you!’ Laurie exclaimed.

‘You think
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