
		
			Chapter One

			Abby

			I lifted my flat white and immediately judged its design. This was an occupational hazard. Being the owner of my own little coffee shop, I instantaneously compared the coffee of any coffee shop I visited to that of my own. I didn’t even realize that I was doing it half of the time. The milk was a tiny bit on the thick side in this instance, if I was being fussy, but I appreciated the attempted leaf that they’d drawn on top. Thinner milk and they would have nailed that design. Latte art was important, as it was all about the milk texture and temperature. And if the milk was good, the design would be good, therefore, the coffee would be good. Provided of course that the beans had been well sourced, roasted exactly the right amount, ground correctly, and not burnt into a bitter taste by a barista leaving the grind in the machine for too long. Next, was the taste test. I took a long sip. Not bad. Finding the perfect coffee was like finding the perfect woman in many ways; it needed to have the right look, the right substance, the right warmth, and the right timing. Too bad it was a lot easier to come by the perfect coffee. The sound of my best friend clicking her fingers to grab my attention pulled my focus back to the conversation.

			“Earth to Abby, what about her?” Jen tilted her head toward a blond girl sitting with two friends a couple of tables away from us. “Come on, she’s got that cute, geeky, girly thing going on. Totally your type.”

			I gave Jen a look before taking another sip of my decidedly satisfactory drink. “You have no idea what my type is. I have no idea what my type is!”

			“True, you do have a pretty varied taste, from your track record. Fucking hell, back when you were getting some, all you looked for was a nice smile and a vagina!” Jen blurted out, a little too loudly, as the woman at the next table turned to fix us with a judgmental glare.

			“Keep your voice down,” I whispered to her. Why I was shocked was a mystery. This was Jen after all, consistently outspoken, foul-mouthed, and who loved to embarrass me in public. I was used to it, and honestly, I wouldn’t want her any other way.

			“Sorry, babe, it’s just been so long since I’ve seen you on a date, or even heard you talk about wanting one. I’m starting to think that you’re, well, you know.”

			“What?” I asked.

			“I don’t want to alarm you. But I feel, as a nurse, that I need to warn you about what’s happening here,” Jen said in an even tone, gazing at me with a blank look on her face.

			My friend was so dramatic at times, I couldn’t help but laugh. “Okay, Nurse Hurst, I’ll bite. Tell me, what is happening here?”

			“Your sex life is completely lacking, to the point where it is almost nonexistent—and combined with your sheer lack of any ambition to get laid, well, in my medical opinion, I give you another year before you become one of those crazy animal ladies and give up on the whole thing altogether.” She paused to take a sip from her cup. “I’m predicting snakes. Crazy snake lady. Kids will fear you and adults, they will just talk about you behind your back. Except for me, I’ll still be your best friend.” She smirked behind her cup, clearly amused by her own sense of humor.

			I burst out laughing. “That’s specific. One problem, I hate snakes. Can I have dogs?”

			Jen immediately shook her head, her face serious. “Too normal. Birds?”

			“Too messy. Cats? I love cats!”

			Jen made a show of tilting her head from side to side. “Crazy cat lady. Kind of already out there. Don’t you want to be different?”

			“Nah, I’m fine with following the crowd,” I said.

			“You’ll be a cliché though. Do you think I want my best friend to become a cliché?”

			“That’s okay, I’m fine with it. You’ll learn to adapt.”

			“I can’t believe you’re arguing with me over which animals you get to hoard. The point of this conversation was that you need to get laid,” Jen said.

			“Is this your true medical opinion? The lack of sex, animal thing?” I deflected again from my nonexistent love life.

			“It is and I’m afraid if you spiral to that point, I’m not sure if there is a cure,” Jen said, holding her hand to her heart.

			“How do they allow you to work in a hospital?” I asked while shaking my head.

			“Hey, I take my childish, brash behavior out on you, which allows me to conduct myself as the perfect professional at work.”

			“Ah, I see. That’s why I’m lucky enough to be tortured by you nearly every day of my life,” I said.

			“It’s a blessing, I’ll admit, and many would love the pleasure,” she replied.

			Knowing it was time to address the more serious undertone of the conversation, I sighed. “It’s not that I don’t want to get back out there, Jen, I do think about it. It’s just every time I think about joining a dating site or hitting a bar, the memories come flooding back. I still have the nightmares sometimes, you know,” I admitted.

			“The I-just-don’t-love-you-anymore nightmares?” Jen asked.

			“That’s how the nightmares end. But to get to the end I have to endure the image of the two of them together first, before I hear those famous last words. Them in our bed. Screwing each other’s brains out,” I said, whispering the cuss. I closed my eyes to try to block out the memory from entering my head for what felt like the millionth time.

			“She always was a bitch.”

			“You always did hate her. And I know—” I held my hands up. “You did warn me.”

			“This isn’t an I told you so, Abs, I just hate how much she fucked you up. Look at you, you should be swimming in—”

			“Don’t finish that sentence!” I replied, gesturing my head toward the woman at the next table who was looking distractedly at her newspaper through a judgmental glare, obviously still eavesdropping on our conversation.

			Jen gave a devilish laugh. “So, Blondie, would you give her an eight? She’s cute.”

			I allowed myself to glance over at the woman in question. She did have that adorable, geeky look. Thick rimmed glasses framed green eyes and her smile went all the way to those eyes, as she spoke with her friends. She was beautiful, no doubt. But I was waiting for earth-shattering, life-altering, smack-you-in-the-face attraction. Sparks. I wanted honest to God sparks. After my past relationships, each one being worse than the last, I wasn’t settling for anything less than perfect. I was as fussy with women as I was with my coffee, maybe more so. The tests held the same principle, that everything needed to be right for the end product to be what I was looking for. Maybe I was leaning a little on the too fussy side, but I knew that when the right woman came along, I would feel it. I would feel my world shift. And to me that was worth waiting for. There was no point in wasting any more time on maybes.

			“Six-point-five,” I said, glancing down at my flat white.

			“You are so bloody choosey. But I suppose you are a ten, so you’re allowed,” Jen told me in her loving, best friend way.

			I burst out laughing. “I am not a ten, you liar!”

			“Oh please, you’re such a ten. Look at those beautiful, sparkling, big brown eyes.”

			“Shut up!”

			“You shut up! So, Blondie is a six-point-five? You’re getting more and more fussy,” Jen said. “You want some kind of fairy-tale romance like the ones in stories and movies, and they unfortunately don’t exist, my friend.”

			“Just because they’re rare doesn’t mean they don’t exist—plus, who doesn’t dream of their very own love story?”

			“Realists. That’s who,” Jen said.

			“How depressing,” I said.

			“I do hope you’re right, despite my better judgment. And nothing would make me happier than you getting your big romance. But you’re certainly not going to find it, or any kind of romance for that matter, by ruling out every woman in London.”

			“And I’m certainly not going to settle,” I replied.

			Jen puffed out an exaggerated breath. “You are impossible, and unfortunately as much as I would like to argue this further, I have got to love you and leave you. The hospital beckons, so, to be continued. We are only postponing our conversation about you dating again, got it?” She quickly drained the remains of her coffee.

			“Yes, boss.”

			“Now stop being a coffee cheater and get back to Haze.”

			“This is research Jen-Jen. How am I supposed to run the best coffee shop in the country if I don’t know what I’m up against?” I asked. “Plus, it was your suggestion.”

			“It’s around the corner from the hospital and I didn’t want that Luke boy ogling me over our mate date.” She stood and gathered her phone and bag.

			I stood too, and reached out to hug Jen good-bye.

			“Luke would be a good fit for you—he adores you,” I said, referring to my staff member who had been infatuated with Jen from the moment he saw her. “You know he talks about you all the time.”

			Jen rolled her eyes. “Get back to your highly successful coffee shop and drooling employees. I’m proud of you.” She wrapped her arms round me as we said good-bye.

			“Proud of you too, friend,” I shouted over my shoulder as we parted ways at the café’s exit.

			I smiled as I walked down the busy London street. A nonstop flow of people walked in every direction, all seemingly having somewhere important to be. It was a beautiful spring day. April was one of my favorite months of the year. The trees were beginning to show their true colors, the birds sang, and the sun shone—some of the time at least. It was England after all. It wasn’t too hot, and it wasn’t as cold as winter. Wasn’t there something about spring and new beginnings? Maybe this year. I was determined to be optimistic after my conversation with Jen. I definitely did not want those snakes. I decided to walk to work, which was about half an hour on foot. One of the perks of being the boss.

			Jen always told me exactly what I needed to hear. We had been best friends since we were sixteen, and now, almost fifteen years on, we knew each other inside and out. We were complete opposites at times, but we were like sisters. Jen was flirty and fun, tall with curves to die for, perfect long blond hair, and a face that could be on magazine covers. She had her choice of men and made the most of it, refusing to settle down, vowing to enjoy her twenties, and living up to her word. I was the slightly more sensible one, an introvert a lot of the time, career-driven and I dedicated a lot of time to running my own business rather than the party scene—though Jen did drag me out on occasion when she felt I was introverting too much. I had opened up Haze, my coffee shop and café, a little over a year ago. My relationship had just broken up with the cheating Sophia, and the new business gave me something to fully focus my attention on. I dwelled many days and nights over what Sophia did, and how she ended us. But the new business was a distraction, as well as a lifelong dream, and I put my all into making it a success. I didn’t have the endless cash that some people were lucky enough to have when opening a business, so I relied a lot on my savings. I had to take loans, even borrow a little off my parents. I could only afford a side-street location, but word had soon spread, and Haze quickly gained a good reputation. Over a year later, the business was beginning to thrive and had a steady stream of customers, including many regulars, that we had built up over that past year. It felt so good to create what felt like a community out of nothing. I was neighbors with a number of small independent businesses, and we all worked hard to help each other to succeed. The street that housed us, Honeybrick Lane, was beautiful, with cobbled pavements, and each of the business owners made their storefront look unique and inviting, so when people did stumble upon our little part of the world, they would be charmed into returning.

			I stopped outside Haze and peered through the window before I entered. I couldn’t help but smile. The coffee shop was nearly filled with people. I walked in through the chiming door, and the shop was buzzing, the queue still growing. I took a few seconds to have a look around and appreciate all my hard work which was thankfully paying off. For so long it had been a vision, an idea in my mind that I never thought would become a reality, but here it was, my own little oasis, Haze. I had been complimented about my design of the café, which boasted traditional bare-brick walls, dark walnut oak flooring, a large open fire, and an array of different styles of tables and chairs. The counters and fittings were made from restored wood, adding to the rustic look, and giving the place a warm and homey feel. There was a cabinet filled with sweet treats beside the till, because, well, what good was coffee without cake? Plaques and different prints were hanging on the walls all around. It was like a home to me, and I hoped it felt like that for everyone who visited. There were soft acoustic covers of popular songs playing subtly in the background, and the hum of chattering from the many customers who were scattered throughout the shop. A group of women, who met up at least once a week, were sitting by the window, putting the world to rights in a deep gossip session. I wondered what this week’s scandal was. There was a business meeting happening at the table beside them, with three suited men talking animatedly with notepads and pens in front of them. A young couple were cuddled up on the sofa beside the large bookcase from which customers could read books or even swap them for their own, if they found something they liked and wanted to take home. Groups of friends were sitting at tables for two and three, and businesspeople were sitting alone, with laptops, sipping their favorite hot drinks.

			“Hey, boss! It’s been crazy busy in here today. We’ve been trying to get around to a restock but we haven’t had a chance yet,” Luke said, nervously fixing his glasses.

			“Don’t worry, Luke. As long as the customers are happy, I’m happy. I’ll help you guys now. How about you take your break and I’ll take a turn,” I replied. I liked to think I was a fair boss. Having had my share of harsh employers over the years, I always wanted to be an approachable, likeable boss.

			“Thanks, Abby, you’re the best. How was your coffee date with the lovely Jen?” Luke asked. If there could have been little love hearts in his eyes there would have been.

			“It was inspiring, thank you, and she is still the same old Jen, not quite ready to settle down and live happily ever after yet, Luke,” I said.

			“A guy can dream,” Luke replied with a goofy look on his face.

			I laughed as I grabbed my apron from below the counter and began to fasten the straps around my waist. I gave a quick wave to Maggie, one of my full-time employees, and without time to chat, I placed myself in front of the busy till.

			“Hi there, sir, what can I get for you today?” I asked a middle-aged gentleman in a suit who was standing next in line.

			“Three Americanos to go, one with milk, two without please.”

			“Of course.” I flashed him my best customer service smile and thanked him as I took his payment before turning to the coffee machine to make up his order.

			“Busy spot,” he said, looking around the coffee shop.

			“We have our busy days for sure. I love the buzz when it’s like this.” I smiled and continued making the order while making small talk with this stranger. That was the great thing about working in a coffee shop; most people were so friendly in the relaxing setting that conversation seemed to flow easily with people you had never even met before. Of course, there were the exceptions to this. I had experienced these types of people also. But I always managed to keep my dignity and plaster on my work smile, which was perhaps less sincere than my usual one, but allowed me to keep my manners intact. Every customer was so important in this business, it was vital to impress both the nice and the not-so-nice.

			After a few seconds, Americano Man’s order was ready to go. Another common practice of coffee shop work, instead of actual names, there were the likes of Americano Man and One-shot Latte Lady. I did make it my mission to learn as many real names as I could, though.

			“Have a great day,” I said as he thanked me and left with his steaming coffees in his cup holder. Another satisfied customer.

			Maggie and I worked our way through the queue of people, some new faces, and a lot of our daily customers.

			“Hey, Vanessa, how are you today?” I asked the girl approaching the till. Vanessa worked as a personal assistant to some high-end businesswoman around the corner from Haze. Some sort of advertising firm from what I had gathered from our short conversations. She came in at least twice a day, Monday to Friday, without fail every week. She was also shamelessly flirtatious, never missing an opportunity to chat me up. Just because I hadn’t dated for a while didn’t mean I was oblivious when someone was pursuing me. She always looked professional, in a different business suit each day, perfectly tailored to her petite frame. She had long, wavy red hair that she sometimes wore pinned back. Today it was up in a neat bun.

			“Don’t ask, Abby. I am having the day from hell! Also, you weren’t here this morning, I missed you,” she answered all in one breath. She held eye contact with me for a moment too long and sported a lopsided smile on her face.

			I didn’t address the missed you comment because although it was flattering, I didn’t want to encourage the flirting. She was an attractive woman, but I didn’t see us as a match.

			“I had a few hours off this morning, caught up with a friend. Let me guess? Boss on the warpath today?” I asked.

			Vanessa had told me numerous stories about her horrible boss, who worked Vanessa long hours, demanded the impossible from her, and barely acknowledged her existence unless she needed something. Like coffee, for instance. Just like the one I was working on.

			“We had an intern start with us this morning. She told him to leave after two hours. Yelled it more like,” Vanessa said, shaking her head. “I don’t even know what the kid could have done wrong in that time. I mean, he hadn’t even been shown how to do anything except use the photocopier. And there I was looking forward to delegating the boring stuff.”

			“Maybe she had her reasons,” I countered. I felt a strange urge to defend the woman whom I had never even met.

			“I doubt she did. It’s all about showing us all who’s in charge. Trust me, she’s the worst.”

			“Why do you stay there if she’s so bad?”

			Vanessa sighed. “Because unfortunately she’s the best there is at the job. And despite the fact that she has the personality of Cruella de Vil, working for her can get me places in the advertising world.”

			“Well, we better not keep her waiting for that quad shot cappuccino.”

			“Extra, extra hot!” We both said at the same time before laughing.

			I finished making her drinks with care, knowing that if I ever messed up her boss’s order, it would be Vanessa who would suffer the consequences. Aside from that, I ensured every customer got the best.

			“Thanks, Abby. I’ll look forward to seeing you later.” She waved and shot me a wink as she carried the steaming drinks out the door. That wink always confirmed that I wasn’t imagining being the object of Vanessa’s attention. I couldn’t explain it, but there was something about Vanessa that set alarm bells off in my head. I could put up with her harmless flirtation though.

			After the lunchtime rush, things tended to get a little less crazy and the rest of the day moved at a steadier pace. When Luke and Maggie finished their shifts, they were replaced by two students for the late shift. I usually stayed on for a little while to catch up on paperwork. I loved the atmosphere of Haze in the evenings. The lights were dimmed, and it had a relaxing vibe. I loved to be a part of that. We all took our turn at working the late shift, and I hung around for a while many evenings.

			“Do you guys need me for anything?” I asked.

			“No, we’re good here, boss. Are you heading home for the night?”

			“Nah, I think I’ll grab a table and chill with my laptop for a while.” Nighttime was when the loneliness always kicked in. Sure, I had a great family and friends, but deep down I longed for someone special in my life to come home to.

			No, my empty apartment could wait.

		


		
			Chapter Ten

			Lexi

			I pulled into my driveway at a decent hour for a change. I had gotten through the normal workday until five o’clock, but concentrating on anything other than thoughts of Abby after that had been impossible, so I had given up and decided to collect my thoughts at home.

			I was exiting my car just as Mrs. Patterson came strolling across the road smiling and waving at me.

			“Good evening, Mrs. Patterson,” I said as she walked toward the driveway. As she approached, she lost her footing on a rock lying on the path and fell forward. Panicked, I raced to her, but I was too late to grab her before she hit the ground. I raced to her side and tried to help her to her feet, unsuccessfully. “Are you hurt, Mrs. Patterson?” I asked, unsure of how to handle the situation. When I rolled her over, I saw that her head was covered in blood and her eyes were closed. I looked round to see if there was anyone to help, but there was no one else in sight, the quiet neighborhood that it was. 

			I sat on the ground and my heart started racing as I pulled her head onto my leg, which was now stretched along the path. She was breathing but she wasn’t speaking or opening her eyes. With my free hand I dialed emergency services. “Ambulance please,” I said when the operator asked me which emergency service to direct my call to. “Hi…Yes…My neighbor…Lily Patterson…she has fallen and hit her head on the pavement. She’s breathing but not responding when I speak to her. There’s blood. A lot of blood. Please hurry.”

			I was told to stay on the line and keep trying to interact with Mrs. Patterson. “Mrs. Patterson, can you hear me?” I asked. Her eyes fluttered ever so slightly, and she let out a small groan.

			“It’s okay, Mrs. Patterson, the ambulance is on its way and you’re going to be fine. You’ve had a fall is all. I’m here with you, Mrs. Patterson.” I continued to reassure her that everything was going to be all right. Within a few minutes, I heard the siren of the ambulance approaching and saw the blue flashing lights get closer and closer to where I still sat on the ground nursing my injured neighbor. The paramedics hopped out of their vehicle and carried a stretcher from the back and gently lifted Mrs. Patterson onto it. I relayed again what had happened and what I had already told the dispatcher, whom I realized was still on the phone. I informed the dispatcher that the paramedics had arrived and ended the call.

			“Are you Mrs. Patterson’s family?” one of the paramedics asked.

			“No, I’m her neighbor. She has no family that I know of. Her husband died a few years ago. I’m unsure who her next of kin would be.”

			“Well, we’ll take her to the hospital now and they’ll see to her head injury,” he reassured me.

			“Can I go with her?” I blurted out. I maybe didn’t know her all that well, but I hated the thought of her waking up all alone in the hospital, and I wanted to know that she was okay.

			“Hop in.”

			* * *

			Two hours later, I was still sitting in a waiting room, waiting for someone to come and update me on Mrs. Patterson’s condition. She still hadn’t regained full consciousness by the time we had reached the hospital, but her eyes had opened for a few seconds before closing again. After we arrived, she had been whisked away for tests and to be cleaned up. She had squeezed my hand in the ambulance, so I knew that she was at least aware that I was there with her. She had tried to speak a few times, but I hadn’t been able to make sense of her mumbles.

			I spent the time reading through work emails and using the hospital Wi-Fi to continue my research into Eat Fit’s company. I glanced at my watch and saw it was almost eight o’clock. I looked up when a nurse came walking toward me, and I recognized her as one of the nurses who had spoken to me when we had arrived.

			“Miss Finn?”

			“Yes, how is she?” I asked quickly.

			“We are waiting on more tests being carried out, which is normal procedure as we have to be very careful of head injuries. There will be a bit of a wait on CT scans so it may be a couple more hours. She has been in and out of consciousness. It seems like she took a real hard hit on the head, but she is stable. We have informed her that you are here with her, and we will be admitting her for observation after we have carried out all of the relevant tests. We’ll also know by then if she needs treatment.”

			I absorbed the information that was given to me, relieved that she was stable at least.

			“You can go home if you like, and we can call you when she is put onto the ward,” the nurse said.

			“No, I don’t want to leave her alone. I’ll be here when she’s ready for a visitor. Thank you.” I sat back down in my seat.

			“At least grab something to eat. The hospital cafeteria is in the building across the street. We have your number so if there’s any updates, we’ll get in contact with you, and you can come straight over.” The nurse gave me a reassuring smile, obviously one which she had well-rehearsed and gave several times a day.

			“I’ll see.”

			As soon as the nurse left my stomach growled, and I glanced back at my watch to see eight o’clock was approaching even faster than it had been a few minutes ago. Funny how that happened. I headed toward the building across the road. I could be sitting in the plastic waiting room chair for most of the night waiting on Mrs. Patterson being admitted, so it maybe wasn’t a bad idea to grab something to eat to tide me over until I could get home. Not that I was looking forward to the selection of food that the hospital would have to offer, but it was bound to be better than the choices in the waiting room vending machine.

		


		
			Chapter Eleven

			Abby

			I sat opposite Jen in the bustling cafeteria as she looked through the text messages on my phone. “You must be finished by now—you’ve been reading for ages.”

			“I’m analyzing. Reading and analyzing are two different things and analyzing takes longer.” Jen didn’t even look up from the phone when she answered me.

			“Okay, Detective, I’ll sit back and enjoy my slop while you complete your analysis,” I replied, hoping that the sarcasm in my tone was audible and my eye roll was obvious.

			“I heard that eye thing you just did,” Jen said without looking up.

			I started to laugh, satisfied that my response hadn’t been in vain. Jen knew me so well she didn’t need to look at me to know what my reactions were.

			“Okay.” She set the phone back down in front of me, sucking on her bottom lip.

			“Okay. Is that all you’ve got to offer me? I’m down here, eating this excuse for food, to spend time with you and get your words of wisdom. And you say okay.” I folded my arms and frowned in mock indignation.

			“I’m as bloody confused as you are.” She held her hands in the air to dramatize her exasperation.

			“There was a hint of flirting in there, right? I’m not mad about that part, am I?” I asked. I hoped I was right.

			“Oh, there was flirtation. She started a conversation with you. It was lighthearted. She seemed interested about the date between you and her assistant. More interested than a person who was merely having polite conversation. She pressed for details. She tried to be subtle about it, but she was pressing, for sure.” Jen ticked off the facts on her fingers as she threw them out there.

			“Right? I thought so too. So, where did I go wrong?” I leaned my head on my hand and played with my food a little more. I wasn’t hungry before, but I wasn’t at all hungry after seeing the hospital’s version of what was supposed to be spaghetti Bolognese sitting in front of me.

			“You didn’t go wrong. You were actually quite endearing.” Jen shrugged.

			“Maybe I’m crazy, I mean, I’ve only seen the woman twice. Once was an awful experience, and the other was when I was hiding behind a door. I don’t know why I feel so disappointed. It’s just I felt that pull to her, you know?”

			“You’re not crazy. I’m glad to see you so interested in someone. It’s been a long time coming. And she’s insanely gorgeous. So, you’re bound to be disappointed. It’s the first woman you’ve shown any interest in in like forever,” Jen said.

			“Not gay though,” I added, attempting a forkful of spaghetti that had a texture more like chewing gum than pasta.

			“It does seem that she cut you off after learning you liked women. Though maybe it was the fact that you weren’t interested in the woman she works with every day and her loyalty lies with her?” Jen offered.

			“Doubtful. From what Vanessa tells me she’s a complete bitch to her. I don’t think they’re secret besties or anything.”

			“Okay. Maybe she sees that you could go on a date with her subordinate and has to remain professional, so she cut the conversation off,” Jen said.

			“Read the texts. I told her I didn’t want to go on the date with Vanessa.”

			“True.” Jen thoughtfully played with the remainder of her gum-like spaghetti. It seemed she wasn’t enjoying it much either.

			“You eating that?” I nodded to her plate.

			“Why, you want it?” Jen asked, holding up a forkful of slop as she pretended to toss it onto my plate.

			“Hell no!” I threw my fork onto my plate. “We’re going for pizza next time.”

			“Deal. I just couldn’t get away today. The ward is extremely short-staffed, so I have to stay here all night.” Jen glanced at her watch. “And it’s after eight o’clock, which means I need to be getting back. Sorry, friend.” She pouted as she started to put her coat on.

			“Don’t be sorry, go save lives. And thank you for listening to me.” I stood up from the table to leave at the same time.

			“You know, if you want to know about the gay thing you could just ask her if she has a problem,” Jen said as we headed for the exit together.

			“I’m not texting her again only to get ignored, or worse.” I shook my head. “One blow off is enough for me.”

			“Maybe you don’t have to. Isn’t that Alexis-fucking-Finn studying the menu board on the wall over there. God, those pictures don’t do her justice!”

			I followed Jen’s finger to Lexi standing, sexy-suited, in all her glory.

			“Good luck,” Jen said with a sly smile on her face as she gave me a little push in Lexi’s direction and made a dash for the door. I glared at her as she giddily laughed and made a call me motion holding her phone up as she left me standing there, alone, mere feet away from Lexi. I turned to leave. I wasn’t brave enough to walk over and start a face-to-face conversation, in the middle of a hospital no less. In the coffee shop it was different, I could go into work mode and make casual chitchat with anyone and everyone. Out of my comfort zone, I just felt awkward.

			“Abby?” A voice pulled me from my next step, and I spun around to see Lexi standing there, staring right at me. She had obviously clocked me before I was able to attempt my discreet escape, and she was now mere inches away from me instead of feet.

			“Lexi, hi.” I offered a goofy little wave which I instantly regretted. Talk about not playing it cool at all.

			“What are you doing here? Everything okay?” Lexi asked me, those blue eyes boring into mine.

			“Just getting something to eat. I’m fine.” I tried to keep talking, but those eyes were making me become undone. I couldn’t focus on anything other than the pools of blue. It felt like I was drowning in them, again unable to form coherent thoughts or sentences.

			“Do you regularly come to the hospital for dinner?” Lexi gave me an amused look.

			My laugh came out a lot more high-pitched than I ever could remember my laugh being before. “My friend, my best friend Jen, she’s a nurse, here, at this hospital. She’s working today, tonight, you see, and I had to talk to her, so I met her here. I had the spaghetti Bolognese. Don’t get it. I don’t think I could even call it real food.” I was stuttering and blabbering, and I needed to pull myself together.

			Lexi was still watching me with that same amused look on her face. “No spaghetti, got it,” she replied with a slow nod.

			I momentarily came to my senses. “Wait. Are you okay? Why are you here? Or do you have a Jen too?” I asked, confusing even myself with the question.

			Lexi rolled her lips in, obviously trying to stifle a grin. “I don’t have a Jen. I have a Mrs. Patterson. An elderly neighbor who fell outside my house earlier this evening and took a nasty bang to the head. She was knocked out. She has no family, so I came with her to make sure she’s okay.” Lexi acted like it was no big deal.

			I managed to regroup during Lexi’s rundown of events and rejoin the conversation as a semi-normal human being. “That’s sweet of you to do that. Is she going to be okay?”

			“She’s stable. But I’m going to wait here until I can see her. I don’t want the poor woman to wake up alone in the hospital, you know?” Lexi looked down at her feet, almost as if she was embarrassed by her act of kindness.

			In a moment of bravery, I reached out and touched her arm. “She’s going to be okay and she’s lucky that you’re here with her. That’s a super nice thing to do for your neighbor.”

			“Yes, well, it’s a good place to berate the vulnerable and snack on sick children, so I thought I’d take advantage of the free ride.”

			“Ah, well, see now it all makes sense.” I nodded in agreement, not attempting to hide my grin.

			Lexi looked down at my hand that I still hadn’t removed from her arm for several seconds and then looked back at me. This time, I could swear her eyes darted from my eyes to my lips and back up again, just like before in Haze, only way more obvious this time. I needed to test the waters some more. “I’m glad you texted me earlier,” I said softly, scared to say the words because I didn’t know how she was going to react.

			“Well, it was the polite thing to do. You did write me an apology note after all.”

			“Did you save my number in your phone?” I asked and she looked at me sheepishly. “That was a random question. You don’t have to answer that.” I laughed at myself and felt my cheeks heating up.

			“That was a random question. Was there a reason for you asking?” she asked. She licked her lips and avoided eye contact.

			“No. Just making conversation. It doesn’t matter,” I said, waving my hand as if that would dismiss the whole thing altogether.

			“I did.”

			“You did what?” My embarrassment had made me forget my own question.

			“I did save your number.” Lexi was full on grinning now at my making a fool of myself routine.

			I needed some of the confidence that Jen and I had discussed earlier. “Do you plan on using it again? Or when you cut me off earlier was that the last that I’ll be hearing from you?”

			Lexi’s eyes widened in shock at what I had just said. I was a little shocked myself.

			“You really do say it right out, don’t you?” She recovered quickly.

			“When you keep behaving like an ass you don’t leave me with many options,” I said, remembering our conversation from earlier.

			Lexi laughed and it was truly one of the most beautiful sights I had ever seen in my life. Butterflies were fluttering all over my stomach, and my heart was pounding out of my chest. Sparks, sparks, sparks, sparks.

			“I apologize again that I behaved like an ass at the coffee shop. Though, I can’t agree this time, I feel like I was polite.” Lexi held her hands up in defense.

			“I mean you did politely cut me off in the middle of our pleasant conversation, but it wasn’t polite to cut me off because you were freaked out by the fact that I’m a lesbian.” Where that moment of courage came from, I would never know. But there it was, it was out there now, and I could never take it back.

			Lexi looked taken aback by my honesty. Her mouth opened and closed as she attempted to say something, but she appeared to be lost for words after my little outburst. Finally, after a few seconds that felt like several minutes, Lexi spoke.

			“That’s what you think?” she asked quietly.

			“Well, yeah, what else am I supposed to think?”

			She closed her eyes. “I want to use it again,” she answered softly, her voice barely above a whisper.

			“Use what again?” I asked.

			“Your number. I saved it because I would like to use it again.”

			I glanced at Lexi, and she almost looked shy in her admission. “But I just can’t. I’m sorry.” With that final statement, Lexi turned and exited the cafeteria and left me standing there dumbfounded.

		


		
			Chapter Twelve

			Lexi

			The next few hours in the waiting room were borderline torturous. Emails and research were the last thing on my mind. In fact, I didn’t even glance at my phone the entire time I sat there. Instead, I sat replaying my latest interaction with Abby. I couldn’t believe it when I had turned around to see her standing in the hospital cafeteria. What were the chances? I had quickly turned away to ensure that she didn’t see me, and so that I wouldn’t have to talk to her. But then I looked back at her and couldn’t look away. She was even more stunning than I had remembered, her long dark hair was tied back with strands hanging down at the sides of her face. She was wearing workout gear, tight leggings and a short white T-shirt with a gray hoodie tied around her waist. The tight outfit showed off her athletic body and tight curves, and the short top gave me a peek at her toned, tanned stomach. 

			Before I knew it, I was walking toward her and calling out her name. It was as though I had no control over my body in the moment, and when she turned around and those dark brown eyes met mine, I was glad that I had lost my self-control. She had thick, dark eyelashes shaping those beautiful dark eyes, perfectly sculpted eyebrows, and full, smiling lips with a hint of gloss on them. She seemed so adorably flushed at our conversation, with her nervous chatter and her cheeks flushing a rosy color. I found her mesmerizing, and I couldn’t help but smile as she stumbled over her words. I found her shyness endearing, and it gave me a little bit of confidence, because it was an indication that just maybe, she might be into me. Then when she asked me if I saved her number, I knew she was at least a little bit interested, and that was when my own nerves bubbled up inside me, again. 

			It terrified me how easily I could tear down the walls that I’d been building for years during a short conversation with Abby. I had never become completely undone with a woman before, but that was exactly how she made me feel. Undone. Women were easy to me. I could switch on the charm and take someone home for the night, but it was never a struggle to say good-bye. It was easy to do knowing I didn’t want any sort of commitment in my life. Just two women enjoying a night together, both knowing what it was about. Allowing someone power over my heart, on the other hand, was a dangerous thing.

			There was something different about Abby. She wasn’t the type of woman that I would spend a night with and forget. I had to admit to myself that the pull was stronger with her. I hadn’t wanted to believe it before, but I couldn’t hide from it. I even liked how she called me out on my bullshit even though we had only met. That wasn’t something I was used to. And my behavior had made her think that I didn’t want to speak to her because she liked women. If only she knew that I had behaved that way because it scared me that there was a chance that she could be available to me, and I simply couldn’t handle putting myself in that position. 

			So, I did what I did best and stopped the conversation and pushed her away. I couldn’t even look at her face when I did it for fear that I would lose my resolve and do something stupid, like ask her out. Yeah, that’s exactly what I wanted to do. I wanted to talk to her and get to know her, take her out, take her home, kiss her, and make love to her, but the stronger part of me knew that it would only end badly like relationships always did in my case. 

			Still, I was more attracted to Abby than I had ever been attracted to anyone else in my entire life. Throughout our brief interactions I felt a connection to her like I’d never experienced before. I was drawn to her. All of this made her terrifying to me. Distancing myself from the situation was the best option.

			“Miss Finn, your friend is ready for a visitor now if you want to follow me.” The nurse flashed me a warm smile.

			I nodded and got up to follow her to the ward Mrs. Patterson was on.

			“How is she?” I asked.

			“She’s a little groggy. We gave her pain medication to keep her comfortable, and we need to keep her in for observation for twenty-four hours to ensure she is out of the woods, but the scans came back fine. We are confident that it’s a mild concussion, along with a nasty cut which we had to stitch up. She’s going to be okay.”

			“That’s great news.” I gave the nurse a small smile as she led me onto the ward.

			“Alexis. You’re still here.” Mrs. Patterson was awake now and holding her hands out for me to hug her. I awkwardly stepped into her embrace and smiled down at her.

			“How are you feeling, Mrs. Patterson?”

			“Please, dear, call me Lily. Mrs. Patterson was my mother-in-law. And you have saved my life and waited all this time in the hospital for me. I think we can say we’re friends now, don’t you?” she said, covering my hand with hers.

			“All right, Lily then. In that case call me Lexi. How are you feeling? And it was my pleasure to be here for you,” I said.

			“Lexi.” She gave a little smile. “I feel like I’ve been smacked on the head with a baseball bat, and I’m very tired. But it could have been a lot worse. I am so glad you were there to help me. Thank you from the bottom of my heart, dear.”

			“I feel terrible. You were coming to talk to me when you fell.” I looked down at my feet.

			“Don’t talk nonsense. It isn’t your fault—it was an accident. I should have been looking at where I was going.” Lily’s voice was reassuring and kind.

			“What were you coming to tell me?” I asked.

			“I never see you home at that time of the day, dear. You always work late. I wanted to see if you wanted to keep an old lady company for dinner.” She gave me a kind smile.

			“How about Saturday night? I’ll make you dinner at your place, Mrs. Patterson. Give you a rest.”

			She shot me a look that would have put some of my glares to shame.

			“Lily,” I quickly corrected.

			“That sounds lovely, dear, and when I am on my feet, I will return the favor. How does that sound?”

			“I’m all for that idea.” I had to admit, it was nice to have someone to talk to, even if it was my elderly neighbor.

			“What were you doing home so early today anyway? I watch the comings and goings and I’ve never seen you come home at a reasonable time during the week.”

			It was my turn to shoot her a look.

			She held her hands up. “I’m allowed to be nosy. I’m old and alone,” she said.

			I couldn’t help the chuckle that escaped me. “I have a big client whom I’m trying to get business from, which is taking up a lot of my time and concentration, and I guess today I couldn’t concentrate as much as usual.” I avoided eye contact with Mrs. Patterson so that she wouldn’t probe as to where my concentration had been instead. It didn’t work.

			“So, your head’s all fogged up over a woman then?”

			My head shot up and I glared at her suspiciously.

			“I’m not silly. I see everything, Lexi, remember? Although if you ask me, you’re far too sophisticated for the girls I’ve seen you with.” She shook her head and raised her eyebrows at me.

			I swallowed, unsure of how to proceed with the conversation. “Well, I wasn’t really looking for a relationship with any of them.”

			“But a girl has you all off your way of going in work, so you must want a relationship with her? Am I close?”

			I wondered if Lily Patterson had magical powers or senses that could read my thoughts and see my soul. “I don’t want a relationship in my life. They have made things difficult for me in the past and I enjoy my easy life and being on my own.”

			“That’s crazy talk. Do you think every relationship that I had was perfect? I went out with my share of creeps I can tell you, dear. Then I met my Vince, and I never looked back. Had I been hurt before? Sure. Was I putting myself in a position to get hurt again? Hell yes. I fell so hard for Vince, if he had broken my heart, I fear it never would have recovered. But instead of worrying about that, I gave him a chance and lived fifty-three wonderful years with the love of my life.” Lily smiled as she reminisced about her husband and told me stories about the love they shared, including the fights they had, and how they always made up before they went to sleep. They had had a great love together.

			“Does it not break your heart now that he’s gone?” I asked.

			“Not as much as it would have broken my heart if I had never been with him.” She patted my hand and I nodded to show I understood what she was saying. “Tell me about her.”

			So, I did. It seemed a bit ridiculous telling someone about a woman I met merely two days before, but there was no judgment from Lily.

			“I agree with Abby. You are an ass.” Lily laughed, and I couldn’t help but laugh with her.

			“I really do feel a connection to her, but I can’t change who I am overnight and not be afraid of that.” I leaned against the rail on the hospital bed, now surprisingly looking forward to Lily’s words of wisdom.

			“You don’t have to change. It’s okay to be afraid. You don’t have to marry the girl—just get to know her a little and see what she’s like. And, if she’s as nice as she seems, she’ll understand that you’re a little afraid.”

			“You make it sound so easy,” I said.

			“That’s because it is easy. The only thing making it difficult is you.” Lily looked at me with a question in her eyes.

			“Fine. I will apologize for my behavior again. I’ll text her when I get home.”

			“Like hell you will. I might be old-fashioned, but these text messages ruin everything and cause nothing but misunderstandings. You will be first in line at her coffee shop in the morning to give her your apology in person. I’ll be home tomorrow, and I’ll be checking that you’ve done it.” Lily was scolding now, though her facial features all remained kind and the smile never left her face. I was lucky to have grown closer to this feisty lady. She was the first person who I’d allowed myself to get closer to in a long time, and it didn’t feel all that frightening. Maybe it wouldn’t be the worst thing if I allowed myself to get a little bit closer to Abby too.

		


		
			Chapter Thirteen

			Abby

			The more I thought about my conversation with Lexi, the angrier I got. The disappointment was there still, sure, but thinking about her niceness, so quickly followed by her pretty lousy demeanor, was getting under my skin. Who the hell did she think she was? Standing there being all smiles and charm, showing me how kind and sensitive she was by caring for her elderly neighbor when she was hurt, even showing interest in me for a few seconds by telling me she wanted to use my number again. All these nice moments ruined by her blowing me off, again, and walking away like she hadn’t a care in the world. Who did that? Oh well, she was a fun fantasy while it lasted. There was no way I was going to waste another second thinking about Lexi, and I wasn’t going to play her childish hot and cold games.

			I rounded the corner toward Haze and saw a familiar figure standing outside waiting for me to open. I sighed inwardly and walked toward the shop. “Good morning, Vanessa.” I tried to muster a genuine looking smile, though I wasn’t sure how successful I was in pulling it off.

			“Hello, gorgeous,” Vanessa replied.

			“What are you doing here so bright and early?” I asked, trying to keep the conversation light and casual, ignoring Vanessa’s flirtatious greeting.

			“Aren’t you going to invite me in and find out?” Vanessa stared at me with a crooked smile on her face.

			“Sure, have a seat while I get things switched on and start setting up.” I wasn’t thrilled about one-on-one time with Vanessa, but I could hardly say no. I walked inside the shop, Vanessa in tow, flicking on the extra-large lightbulbs which hung from the black painted ceiling. “Sorry, Vanessa, I hope you don’t mind if I work while we talk. I need to get everything ready for opening. Do you need your usual two coffees for yourself and your boss? The machine is on a timer so it’s good to go.” I hoped she would just accept my coffee offer and quickly leave.

			“I’ll get them soon. The coffee wasn’t the only reason I called in this morning.”

			I braced myself, knowing that I was going to have to think on my feet with an excuse to get out of this date, when I was saved by the bell, literally. The bell on the door chimed and Vanessa and I glanced up at the same moment, and I’m pretty sure we both sported the same surprised expressions when Alexis Finn walked through the door. Lexi. Could this morning get any worse?

			“Sorry, I know you technically aren’t open yet.” She looked at me sheepishly and then her eyes drifted across to Vanessa.

			I had never seen someone click into character so quickly in my life. If it hadn’t been such an uncomfortable situation for everyone I would have laughed at the transition.

			“Vanessa. I didn’t see you sitting there. I see you’re early enough to fetch my coffee at a decent time today. I despise waiting for you to arrive, so I decided to get it myself.”

			I don’t think I’d ever seen Vanessa lost for words. She shot up off her chair. The interaction between the two of them was quite entertaining, but as much as I enjoyed watching them squirm, I had work to do, and I wasn’t in the mood to find out which Lexi Finn I’d be experiencing today. “So, you’re just here for your usual, Miss Finn?” I noticed a slight flinch in Lexi’s face that I had addressed her with more formal terms, but she composed herself quickly.

			“Yes, as quickly as possible please.” She looked down at her phone. Clearly, she had zero intentions of conversing with Vanessa or me any further.

			“You know, technically I’m not open yet and Vanessa was here first, so you can wait your turn.” I was fed up with being treated like I was nothing by Lexi, and if she wanted to play games then I could join in. Her eyes darted up to look at me, surprise evident, and then straight back down to her phone again. Vanessa gave me a look that said, told you she was a bitch.

			“Vanessa, you wanted to ask me something?” I said loud enough for Lexi to overhear.

			“Yes. Of course, if you could have my usual order ready as soon as possible, that is my first priority.” Vanessa looked to see if Lexi was listening to her brownnosing, but she didn’t look up. She lowered her voice. “I also was hoping you would join me for a drink tonight after work?”

			I looked at Vanessa, then over to Lexi to see if there had been any change in her stance. She kept her head down, scrolling through her phone. If she could hear Vanessa asking me out, it certainly didn’t bother her. There wasn’t even a hint of a reaction on her face. Her perfect, beautiful face. I didn’t know why I had hoped for a reaction. Why would I expect her to care when she had made it clear that she wasn’t interested? Why would I want someone like her to care? Still, I felt the disappointment. Fine.

			“I’d love to go out with you tonight. Meet you outside of here at six?” I replied loudly, painting a large smile onto my face as I turned round to make the coffees. I didn’t even bother to gauge Lexi’s reaction this time. An easy night out with Vanessa would be a good way to get Lexi out of my head once and for all, even if her intentions were less than welcome. It didn’t mean I had to give her what she wanted. An innocent drink, some company
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