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Annabelle Taylor has been in her ideal relationship with an adoring partner for thirteen years. Davis Chandler is jaded from years of bad luck with women, but she thinks she's finally started dating the girl of her dreams. The only problem is they're both in love with the same woman. Nic McCoy is living a double life that is about to come crashing down on all of them.


     
  

All three women are left trying to rebuild their lives in the wake of shocking realizations that leave them second-guessing everything about themselves and each other. As they struggle toward recovery, they each face life-altering questions about trust, redemption, and the possibility of finding love in the wake of betrayal.
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Annabelle ran through her internal to-do list for the morning. She’d brewed Nic’s coffee and packed her suitcase, with the exception of her toothbrush. Nic’s suit was freshly pressed in a garment bag hanging in the hall closet, and her travel clothes were folded neatly in the bathroom. She loved these moments when everything was exactly how it should be, and she took pride in knowing the work she’d done helped provide a sanctuary for the woman she loved. She’d put off her next step long enough, but she wanted to let Nic sleep as long as possible, partly because, after thirteen years, she knew how grumpy she was first thing in the morning, but mostly because she wanted to keep her close for as long as possible. She finally pushed open their bedroom door and was struck once again by the blessing of still being in love with the woman in her bed after all these years.

Nic sprawled, one leg and one arm thrown over the pillow Annabelle had tucked beside her when she’d gotten up an hour earlier. Her lips parted slightly and her dark hair was pushed into a makeshift fauxhawk. Nic’s dark eyelashes fluttered slightly when Annabelle sat down lightly on the side of the bed, but she didn’t actually stir until Annabelle placed a gentle kiss on her temple. Nic snuggled closer to the pillow. The corners of her mouth twitched as if trying to hide a smile.

“Wake up, sleepyhead.” Annabelle kissed the dimple in her cheek. Nic closed her eyes tighter as she burrowed into their down comforter. Annabelle had to scoot farther onto the bed to kiss the only bit of skin still exposed, the top of Nic’s ear.

Suddenly, Nic sprang to life, wrapping one arm around Annabelle’s waist and the other around her shoulders. She quickly pulled her down onto the bed and placed little kisses along her cheek and neck.

Annabelle shrieked and tried to push her off. “You’re going to wrinkle my clothes.”

“Good, maybe you’ll take them off.”

“You’re so bad.”

“You love that about me.”

Annabelle rolled her eyes. “And modest, too.”

Nic zoomed in on the ticklish spot on Annabelle’s side and pressed, eliciting a giggle. “Say you love me.”

“You know I do.”

She tickled more vigorously. “Say it, Belle. Tell me you love me.”

Annabelle laughed and tried to sit up, but Nic quickly straddled her, tickling her all over now.

She could hardly speak through her laughter but managed to squeak out, “I love you.”

“What was that?”

Annabelle wrapped her arms about Nic’s neck and pulled her down until her lips brushed the ear she’d kissed minutes earlier. “I love you.”

Cupping her face, Nic kissed her in earnest. Annabelle sank into the mattress, unable and unwilling to resist. She surrendered to the familiar feel of soft lips against her own. Nic had always been able to shatter her resolve with a kiss, and she hoped that would never change.

They lay intertwined for too long, and yet not long enough, before Nic said, “I hate to go.”

“Then don’t.”

The mood in the room shifted. Annabelle regretted the words immediately.

Nic kissed her curtly on the cheek and got out of bed.

“I’m sorry.”

“It’s fine.” Nic padded into the bathroom, but she left the door open as she started to brush her teeth.

Annabelle stared at the ceiling until she heard the water running to rinse the sink.

“I know you work hard for us. I appreciate it. You know I do. I just miss you.”

“We’ve got a good life, don’t we, Belle?”

“Of course we do.”

“I hope you think so. I try to make sure you don’t want for anything.”

That was true. She had everything a woman could ask for: a four-bedroom house, a new Mercedes, a country-club membership, and any little bauble that caught her eye. Nic took so much pride in providing for her that she hardly had the heart to say she didn’t really care about any of it. She’d gladly trade everything for a two-bedroom apartment and a partner at home every night.

Nic came back into the room wearing her tailored black slacks and a sky-blue oxford shirt. “I know you get lonely. Why don’t you call your sister and go play some tennis at the club today?”

“Maybe I will, but you know I’d rather play with you.”

“Reserve us a court for Friday when I get home, and then I’ll take you out to dinner anywhere you want. But, if I’m going to be able to afford to keep you in the lifestyle to which we’ve both grown accustomed, I have to go.”

Annabelle got up and followed Nic downstairs. “You know you don’t have to do this for me. All I want is you.”

Nic looked momentarily frustrated but covered it quickly with a smile. “That’s not true, darling. You want a baby, and those little bundles of joy get expensive.”

“Oh, Nic, we’ve got more money in the bank than any of our friends.” She didn’t want to nag, but she was tired of petty excuses. She gestured as they passed through their expansive foyer to the large, open kitchen. “And we’re not lacking for space. How much more do we need?”

“I’ve actually thought a lot about that.”

Annabelle stopped in mid-reach for the coffee pot. She was always the one who broached these particular conversations, not Nic. “What have you been thinking?”

“Just that a senior vice-president of sales would be able to give her wife and child a pretty nice life.”

“Nic?”

“And I just so happen to be up for a promotion to senior VP this summer.”

“Oh, please, don’t joke.”

“I’d never joke about our future, Belle. You know I take my responsibilities seriously. I want a family as much as you do. If I put in the hours I need to now, we could turn the spare room into a nursery by next fall.”

Annabelle threw her arms around Nic’s neck and hugged her tight. “Really?”

“Really.”

She kissed Nic fully on the mouth, joy and love pouring out of her.

“Whew, woman. You kiss so well, you make me forget where I’m going today.”

She took a hint of pleasure in the lust-filled gaze that clouded Nic’s sharp blue eyes, and her desire to drag her back to bed warred with her inner secretary. “You’re headed to Atlanta today, then Boston tomorrow.”

“Ugh, Boston will be wretchedly cold this time of year.”

She handed Nic her garment bag and a travel mug of coffee, sad the moment had passed but proud of her ability to keep things running smoothly. “When whoever’s in New England’s through with you, I’ll make sure you get warmed up properly, but you’d better get going or you’ll be late.”

“I see how it is. I just mention a baby and you’re ready to push me out the door.”

“No.” Annabelle shook her head and hoped Nic knew that wasn’t true. “I miss you so much when you’re gone, but the sooner you go, the sooner you come home to me.”

“Fair enough, Belle.” Nic smiled and kissed her one more time, then grabbed her suitcase and headed out the door.

Annabelle waited until her taillights faded from view before wandering back upstairs.

She needed to change her wrinkled shirt and make their bed, but instead she entered the room across from hers. She’d secretly considered this room the nursery ever since she and Nic had moved in five years earlier. The space currently held a four-poster, queen-sized bed with a matching oak dresser and nightstand, but Annabelle saw the space differently. In her mind, a crib stood against the other wall with a rocking chair instead of a nightstand. They’d put a changing table by the window and fill the dresser with clothes so tiny they’d make the drawers seem enormous in comparison.

Could her dreams really be so close to coming true? Despite her frequent assurances that she wanted kids as badly as Annabelle did, Nic had been hesitant to talk about the particulars of having a family. Responsibility weighed so heavily on her that surely she wouldn’t have broached the subject at all this morning unless she felt ready.

She closed the door as softly as if a sleeping baby was actually there. She had work to do around the house and errands to run, but they’d all be a little easier now with the knowledge that she and Nic were equally committed to the idea of family.
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“I want to go home,” Davis Chandler said over the music that wasn’t loud enough to be obnoxious but still grated on her nerves. Blake’s was little more than a neighborhood bar on a weeknight. Aside from the mostly male clientele, its brick walls, cheeky waiters, and eight-dollar burgers made it pretty standard fare for Midtown Atlanta. “Nothing’s happening here anyway.”

“That’s because we’re at a men’s bar, dear, and you’re the one who chose it. Let’s go to My Sister’s Room.”

“No. I don’t want to go all the way out to Decatur this late.”

“It’s only nine o’clock, Davis. You promised to go out with me tonight.”

“I did. I came, I saw, I got tired. And you’re not having fun either. Other than one diesel dyke playing pool in the corner, we haven’t seen another woman in an hour. Even you like more options than that.”

“Oh, I wouldn’t go that far,” Cass said, giving the denim-and-leather-clad woman another once-over. “But there’s no one here for you, and I think you planned it that way. Why else choose a men’s bar on a Tuesday night?”

“It’s right around the corner from my house, I’m on a deadline for work, I wanted someplace that serves food, and—”

“You’ve given up on ever having sex again.”

“I haven’t given up on sex. I’m just tired of all the other crap that comes with it.” Ten years ago she probably couldn’t have imagined saying that phrase, but at thirty-one she was a little more level-headed, or maybe she just wasn’t having any sex good enough to put up with the awkwardness, disappointment, or heartbreak that usually followed.

“I don’t put up with any crap, and I have plenty of sex.”

“You told me the last woman you took home wore yellow dishwashing gloves the whole time.”

Cass smirked. “I didn’t say that didn’t have its charms.”

“Well, good for your open-mindedness, but I don’t want to wake up to lover-Rubbermaid every morning.”

“I didn’t wake up with her.” Cass seemed appalled at the idea. “And that’s your problem. You go into everything looking for the U-Haul.”

Davis sighed. “I don’t need a U-Haul, but all I’ve found lately are liars, cheats, and skeezeballs.”

“Maybe your standards are a bit high.”

“Possibly, but I’m done, Cass. No more spending the night with someone I don’t want to spend the next morning with, too.”

“What about that one?” Cass asked, nodding to someone who’d just come through the front door. “I wouldn’t mind having her for dinner, breakfast, and brunch.”

Davis intended only to glance over her shoulder, but a glance turned into a second look that edged close to a stare. The woman looked like a lesbian Prince Charming with her dark hair, high cheekbones, and sculpted jaw. Her black slacks and blue oxford were disheveled just enough to add a rakish edge to her business professional vibe, and the dimples encasing her smile when she caught Davis gawking almost did her in.

“So much for sleeping alone.” Cass’s voice brought Davis back to their conversation.

“What?” She turned back toward the bar and tried to sip her amaretto and Coke casually.

“Don’t pretend you don’t want to suck on that eye candy.”

“Geeze, Cass, why do you have to go there right away? Why can’t I just say I’d like to get to know her?”

“You can, so long as we both understand you want to know her in the Biblical sense.”

“No,” Davis said emphatically. “She’s attractive, but that’s not enough for me anymore. She could be a pervert or a drug addict or married. I mean, really, why’s a woman who looks like her in a gay men’s bar on a Tuesday night?”

“I could ask you the same thing,” came the sound of a woman’s voice over her shoulder.

Davis turned around slowly. “I’m sorry. Do you make a habit of eavesdropping on other people’s conversations?”

“I do, actually,” the woman said with a maddeningly confident smile. “It’s rude, I know, but really it’s the least of my faults, what with being a drug-addicted pervert and all.”

Cass snorted and raised her glass. “Well-played.”

The woman turned to the bartender. “I called in an order to go. The last name’s McCoy.”

“It’ll be a few more minutes. Want a drink?”

“Sure, I’ll take an amaretto and Coke.”

“You two have the same drink order,” Cass said. “I think it’s a sign.”

“Maybe, maybe not,” the woman said. “The true test would come if the bartender says, ‘We just have Pepsi.’”

“Shut your mouth,” Davis replied forcefully.

Prince Charming laughed. “Well, then, I think this could be the start of a beautiful friendship.”

“No so fast,” Davis cut in. She wasn’t about to get swept away in another pretty face, even one with dimples. “You never answered my first question. Why are you in a gay bar at nine on a Tuesday?”

“You mean aside from jonesing for an 8-ball?”

“Obviously.”

“Sorry to disappoint you, but I’m staying at the Wyndham down the road, and I’m sick of eating in a hotel room.”

That she could understand. She ate her fair share of bad food in lonely rooms, but that didn’t mean she was softening. “Why order the food to go?”

The woman crooked an amused smile. “Now you’ve caught me in my big perversion. I intend to take my sandwich and eat it in Piedmont Park because I like the way the skyline lights up the darkness from there.”

Davis frowned as she thought of a little grassy knoll where she liked to watch the sunset behind the high-rises. The idea of this woman she wanted to be suspicious of enjoying the same view made it much harder to keep her resolve.

“Order for McCoy,” the bartender called from the other end of the bar.

“Well, ladies, it’s been fun being interrogated by you. I hope you have a lovely night.”

“Sure, and any time you need someone to sass you into submission, come on back,” Davis quipped with the last of her resolve not to be any easy mark.

“I’ll keep that in mind,” she said with another beautiful smile, and walked away.

Davis watched her go, wishing she’d made her invitation a little nicer. She’d just finished telling Cass she wanted to meet a woman she was actually interested in getting to know better, and yet she’d spent the last ten minutes pushing one away. Maybe her standards were too high, or her trust issues too deep. Was it so unreasonable to think single, attractive, socially adept lesbians still existed in Atlanta? There was really only one way to find out.

Davis slapped a twenty on the bar and faked a yawn. “I’m calling it a night, too.”

“Fine. Go. Both of you lonely bastards,” Cass said theatrically. “The night is young and so am I. I’m going to cuddle up to Diesel Dyke across the room and see how I like the smell of motor oil in bed.”

“You have fun with that, and be careful.”

“Me be careful? You’re the one about to go to the park at night with an admitted pervert.”

Davis feigned shock.

“Don’t deny it. Just go before she gets away.”

Davis kissed Cass on the cheek and headed out the door.

Prince Charming was only half a block ahead, walking slowly, and Davis took a second to enjoy the view before she caught up and fell into step beside her.

“All right. Well, if I’m about to go to the park with a pervert at night, we should at least know each other’s names.”

“Sounds reasonable, assuming I can trust you to give me your real name.”

Davis grinned. “I suppose that’s a chance you’ll have to take. I’m Davis.”

“Nice to meet you, Davis. I’m Nic McCoy.”
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Nic could stop right now.

She could tell Davis she was tired and had an early flight, or, better yet, she could tell her she had a wife of thirteen years at home. Women hit on her all the time, and she always said no.

Well, she almost always said no.

Davis struck her as one of those women she should definitely say no to. She seemed too smart, too together to settle for any half-worked excuses or easy outs. Even after a few minutes, she could tell Davis wasn’t like anyone else in her life, and while that excited her, it was a complication she didn’t need. She should end their little flirtation before it became something more. Instead, she took a seat on a park bench and pulled a double cheeseburger out of a paper bag. “Here, split this with me.”

“Don’t offer me something to be polite,” Davis said. “I will not hesitate to eat your dinner. I’m not one of those girls who watches her figure.”

“Well, I am, or at least I should be. Please, you’ll save me from just injecting the fat right into my love handles.”

“When you put it that way, how could I resist? The first thing I thought when I saw you was, ‘She’s cute but a little pudgy.’”

Nic laughed. Women didn’t usually talk to her like that, not at work and not at home. Annabelle certainly didn’t.

Belle. Good. Think of Belle.

Think of her blue eyes and her shy smile. Think about how lost you’d be without her, how much you depend on her to keep you steady. Think of her at home all soft and sexy in your bed. Think of her cooking breakfast and talking about a baby…and putting so much freaking pressure on you to live a perfectly orchestrated life.

God, what’s the matter with me?

“Hey, space cadet, you going to pass me that burger or not?”

“Sure.” Nic tore the burger in half and handed part of it to Davis.

“I like to come watch the sunset here sometimes, but I’ve never stayed past dark, you know, because only perverts go to the park at night,” Davis said, then looked around and softened slightly. “It’s really beautiful, though.”

“Yes, it is.” Nic agreed, but she wasn’t looking at the city. She was captivated by the unexpectedly sassy redhead sitting next to her. Why did she have to be a redhead? That, combined with her hypnotic green eyes, made Davis even harder to resist. Still, she had to try. “Hey, Davis, there’s something you should know before we go any further.”

“Oh, here it comes,” Davis said ominously, taking a big bite of the burger and swallowing, having barely chewed. “Let me guess, genital warts?”

Nic coughed and sputtered part of her burger onto her lap. “What?”

“You’ve got genital warts?”

“No.”

“You’re on a prison work release?”

“I’ve never been in prison.”

“You’re really a man who’s transitioning?” Davis kept eating her burger as if having a completely normal conversation. “Actually that’s not a total deal-breaker, but I’d have questions.”

Nic chuckled. “Good to know, but no, all my plumbing is original.”

“Are you carrying a concealed firearm?”

“No, Davis, it’s just—”

“You want to play blood sports?”

“I don’t even know what that means.”

Davis stood up. “Oh, shit, you really did bring me here to rape me.”

“Jesus, no.” Nic rubbed her face. “Man, who screwed you up so bad your mind goes there so quickly?”

“Ugh, you could fill a small phone book with the names on that list.” Davis sighed and flopped back onto the bench. “There’s no one person to blame, unless of course you want to blame me.”

“Blame you?”

“For believing them.”

“Ah.” Nic rushed to tell this witty, beautiful, and funny woman that any woman who hurt her wasn’t worth her, and then she remembered she’d probably be one more name on the list of disappointments.

“It’s a fairy tale anyway,” Davis said. “No one ever really has everything.”

“Maybe that’s true.” I certainly seem to have it all, and yet here I am reaching for more. “But that doesn’t mean we don’t keep chasing it.”

Davis polished off her half of the hamburger and drew her knees to her chest. “I don’t know. I’ve got a dream job, a great place to live, a little money in savings, and wonderful friends. Maybe that needs to be enough.”

She was right. Nic should tell her so. They were both blessed beyond what the majority of the world could even wish for, and yet here they were both yearning for more, some intangible they both missed amid the seeming perfection. Were they greedy? Unrealistic? Or were they meant to meet tonight? They were clearly searching for something or someone to fill some unnamed need. And Davis looked like she knew how to fill a need with her sexy lips, tight blue jeans, and those green eyes. It really was her eyes that Nic couldn’t pull away from. Something deep and mischievous filled them, something that made her feel challenged, excited, alive. Or maybe the thrill of the chase stirred her emotions, but either way she couldn’t remember the last time she’d felt like this.

“I’m not demanding a forever kind of let’s-go-pick-out-china-patterns relationship,” Davis whispered. “I’m just looking for a little passion.”

“Passion.” Nic jumped up. “That’s it.”

“What?”

“I was sitting here trying to decide what you’re stirring in me. It’s passion.”

“Me?”

“Yes, you.” Nic reached for her hand. “I feel loyalty and duty and caring and responsibility, and even love, all the time, but I can’t remember the last time I felt passionate enough to do something against my better judgment.”

Davis cautiously took Nic’s outstretched hand. “What’s that?”

Instead of answering, Nic pulled Davis into her arms. Their lips met in an explosion of heat and need. It didn’t take coaxing. Davis opened up willingly, eagerly, her lips parting to welcome Nic’s tongue. Refusing to be a passive passenger, Nic returned the kiss with ferocity. There was no going back. Nic felt weak, and she didn’t care. How could something so wrong feel so damn perfect?

She’d never been one to think clearly with a woman in her arms, so she chose to not think at all. She didn’t think about what she’d do in the morning. She didn’t think when they raced back to her hotel and fell into bed. All she let herself do was feel. She reveled in the softness of bare skin as she stripped off Davis’s tight shirt and thrilled at the hum of her own pulse as she peeled away Davis’s blue jeans. Aching to release the pressure building in her coiled muscles, she positioned herself over Davis’s body. She got lost in the realm of the physical, soaking up the sight of Davis’s lithe body arching up to meet hers. The subtle taste of sweat as she licked her way from one nipple to the other and the mingled scent of their growing arousal burned away her ability to feel anything other than lust.

They panted, kissed, nipped, and sucked as Nic worked her hand between Davis’s legs until she was positioned perfectly to push inside her. Davis wrapped her strong thighs around Nic, trying to pull her in, but Nic summoned all her fortitude to hold off. She was able to assert some semblance of self-control as she teased around the edges of where she really wanted to be, intending to draw the encounter out as long as she could, but Davis dug her fingernails into Nic’s back and, thrusting up, panted, “Fuck me now.”

Being wanted was a drug to Nic. She lunged forward and crashed into Davis. Hammering into her, their bodies rocked in a primal rhythm. She flicked her thumb across Davis’s clit and attempted to keep it there as they continued fucking. Thankfully they were so turned on by that point it didn’t take any great coordination to send Davis over the edge. She came loudly, clutching tightly and trying to muffle a shout with her mouth against Nic’s neck.

She shuddered and contracted around Nic’s fingers, pulling every last bit of pleasure she could from the body against hers, but even as the tremors subsided, she started to kiss and suck her way up to Nic’s ear. “Let’s see if you receive as good as you give.”

Nic’s clit begged to answer that question, but she generally basked in the afterglow as a courtesy to her lover. “Don’t you want some time to catch your breath?”

“My, someone has a high opinion of herself.” Davis laughed and pushed Nic onto her back. “Or are you one of those dykes whose ego is going to crumble if I flip your script?”

“Flip my script?”

Davis straddled Nic’s hips, her naked body looming firm and deliciously touchable. “You know, if I top you, rock your world, fuck you like a piston, and turn you into a big ol’ pillow queen.”

“Considering how turned on I got at that explanation, I’m pretty sure I don’t have a problem with it.”

Nic sat up and took a nipple between her lips, giving it a playful suck, but Davis pushed her back at arm’s length. “Good, then turn around.”

“Why?”

“You ask too many questions.”

Nic bit her tongue. She wasn’t used to being bossed around in any area of her life, especially in bed, but she did as she was told and rolled onto her stomach, then pushed up on her knees facing the hotel-style headboard. Davis pressed up behind her, nipples hard against Nic’s back as she snaked one arm around her shoulder and the other around her waist. With the upper hand she went to work squeezing and caressing Nic’s breasts, and with the other she began to draw delicate circles around her clit, getting a little firmer with each pass.

Nic groaned and leaned forward, bracing herself with one arm against the headboard. A flush spread across Nic’s face and chest as a by-product of her arousal and the heat of their bodies pressed together. A sheen of sweat covered them both from the exertion of increasingly erratic movements, and Nic’s focus blurred. She lolled her head back onto Davis’s shoulder and gave in to the sensations building between her legs. Davis’s breath pulsed heavy and heated against her neck as she continued to stroke. When Nic’s legs shook with her impending orgasm, Davis held her up and whispered, “Come on, let go, come for me.”

Nic tipped into oblivion, the release rattling through her core and radiating through her limbs until they both collapsed onto the bed. “Wow,” Nic said, after a few stunned moments, “you’re very good at that.”

“You’re not bad yourself,” Davis said with a little grin, then rolling onto her back added a little bit more seriously, “so much for being careful and taking it slow.”

“Yeah.” Nic rubbed her eyes. This had been an epic failure of restraint on both their parts. The regret would seep in soon enough, but she tried to shut it out for a few more minutes.

“What were you going to tell me back at the park? You know, the thing I should know before we did what we just did.”

So much for holding off the guilt. “Oh, yeah, about that.”

“The room is filled with webcams, and you broadcast the big event all over the Internet?”

“Geeze.” Nic rolled onto her side. “Why do you assume I had something awful to tell you?”

“Because I make bad decisions quickly and always get the awful news too late. Go ahead and lay yours on me.”

Nic sighed. She should just say she had a wife, rip off the Band-Aid, go ahead and be a disappointment to Davis and Belle, and to herself. Davis expected it from her. Why couldn’t she say the words? They could have a big scene and never see each other again, or was that why she couldn’t bring herself to confess? She wanted to see her again.

“Tell me, Nic.”

“I have to catch a flight to Boston at five thirty in the morning.” She glanced at the clock. “I have to leave in a few hours.”

Davis sat up and swung her legs over the edge of the bed. “Oh, well, that’s convenient. I guess it could be worse. I mean, really, you’re staying in a hotel. I should’ve seen the whole one-night-stand coming.”

Nic watched Davis collect her clothes and put them on.

Keep your mouth shut. Let her go.

“I’ll be back in town late Thursday night.”

Davis stopped and turned to face her. She was in her jeans and her bra but hadn’t found her shirt yet. She had a beautiful body, and her eyes were even more alluring. “You’ll be back in town and…?”

“And if you don’t mind giving your number to a perverted drug addict like me, I’ll give you a call when I get in.”

Davis smiled a little half smile that seemed to suggest she wanted to be happier but still held something back. “Why don’t you give me your number, and I’ll call you Thursday if I’m up for a late dinner in the park?”

Shit. Nic hadn’t thought that through. She didn’t need women calling her at home. “Uh, yeah, sure, but just to warn you, I’m terrible about remembering to carry my cell with me.”

“Uh-huh.” Davis pulled on her shirt. “I get it. If you ‘forget to carry it with you’ on Thursday, I’ll get the message.”

She was challenging her again, and Nic couldn’t resist a challenge. She grabbed a pen and a hotel stationery pad off the nightstand. She scribbled her cell number on the paper, folded it in half, and held it out for Davis.

“All right, Nic McCoy.” Davis took the paper. “We’ll see what happens Thursday.”

“You don’t have to leave, you know? I’ve still got a few hours.”

“Thanks, but I’m not ready for a sleep-over yet.”

“I understand,” Nic said with a mix of disappointment and relief. “Can I walk you home or at least get you a cab?”

Davis rolled her eyes. “I’m a big girl.” She took two steps toward the door before turning around and walking back to Nic and placed one searing, open-mouth kiss on her lips. Nic cupped her face, their tongues sweeping and searching as she fought the urge to pull her back into bed. Before she could, Davis stood and said, “There’s a little something to miss until Thursday.”

Nic blew out a low whistle. “Yes, ma’am.”

Davis walked away, and Nic let herself enjoy the view one last time before the door closed. She lay back on the bed with one hand behind her head and stared at the ceiling for a few minutes until her cell phone vibrated on the table signaling she had a new message. Smiling smugly, thinking Davis decided she couldn’t wait until Thursday, she sat up and reached for the phone and readied herself for round two. Her heart thudded when the caller ID read Belle.

With shaky hands she pressed the button to check the message and read, “I hope you’re sleeping soundly, but in case you’re not, I wanted you to know somebody out here is thinking about you. I love you.”

Nic dropped the phone on the bed and covered her face with her hands.

God. What have I done?


  Chapter Two


     
  

Annabelle had been awake since exactly five thirty in the morning. When she had nothing to do, why couldn’t she sleep late? Probably because Nic wasn’t there, or maybe she wasn’t tired enough to need much sleep because she didn’t do anything all day. She tried to stay busy with weekly tennis dates with her sister, Liz, and almost as frequent movie dates with her niece, Julie. She tended some flowering plants around the house and would have taken care of the yard if Nic hadn’t hired landscapers and a lawn service. She sat on the board of the neighborhood association and remained active in her University of Georgia alumni circle. She would have happily taken on more, but there just wasn’t much call for lesbian housewives in suburban Georgia. There was no real gay community to speak of, and even if there were, Nic preferred them to stay away from “political issues” for the sake of her career.

She’d spent an hour flipping through the one thousand channels Nic thought their television needed and couldn’t find a single thing to hold her interest, so at seven thirty she’d walked around the subdivision and watched all her neighbors leave for work. On mornings like this she regretted having left her job as a first-grade teacher. They didn’t need the money. Nic made more than enough to support them, so it seemed wrong to take a job away from someone dependent on the income. Nic had been proud to give her that kind of freedom, and at the time Annabelle had thought it would only be a matter of months before they’d start trying to get pregnant. Three years later and still no baby or wife at home to care for—had she made the right decision?

Now sitting at the country club hours later she thought she was just being silly. She had a beautiful home, a supportive family, financial security, and a thirteen-year relationship with a partner who spoiled her. She would spend the morning playing tennis at a top-tier country club, then have her pick of five-star meals. She could spend the afternoon sipping a mint julep, sleeping in the shade, or shopping until she couldn’t walk.

Still…

A little voice in her head told her no matter what she did or how much she had, she’d sleep alone tonight. She told that little voice to hush.

“Hey, little sister.” Liz’s voice pulled her back into the moment. “You ready to play?”

“You bet.”

“Be prepared for some aggression on my serve this morning. Jason blew off his night with the kids again. I missed my haircut appointment and can’t get rescheduled for two weeks.”

“I’m sorry, hon. You should’ve called me.” Annabelle wasn’t surprised. Her ex-brother-in-law had never been as fond of anyone as he was of himself. “How’d the kids take it?”

“Unfortunately they didn’t seem to mind. They’re used to him.” Liz blew back a strand of her blond hair. “Part of me just wishes he’d disappear for good.”

“If you mentioned that to Daddy, I’m sure it could be arranged.”

Liz laughed. “Don’t think I haven’t thought about it, but Daddy’s not the kind who’d let something like that go down quietly. We’d all end up in prison.”

“True.” Daddy was a powerful man in their part of the state. A third-generation horse rancher, he had both money and Southern heritage. Not the kind of man who minced words or held his temper, Buddy Taylor had a soft spot only for his little girls and his grandkids. “And, let’s be honest. None of us look good in orange.”

“It’s my fault for marrying an artist,” Liz said as they walked toward the courts. “I just loved his free spirit, thought he’d be so much more fun than one of these workaholic country-club types Mama always tried to set me up with.”

“Oh, that type wouldn’t have made you any happier, Liz.”

“Easy for you to say. That’s exactly the type you ended up with, and you’re happy.”

Mostly, Annabelle thought. “But Nic isn’t exactly the type Mama had in mind.” She rolled her eyes. “She like to have fainted the first time I brought her home.”

Liz laughed. “That was one for the baby book. You could’ve told her ahead of time that Nic was short for Nicole and not Nicholas.”

“I figured she’d give me an earful if I told her in advance, but she’s too polite to actually be rude to a guest in her home.”

“Well, you did peg that one right, but Daddy was a bigger risk. What were you thinking?”

“I didn’t think. I was twenty and in love. I just didn’t see how anyone could just not immediately fall for Nic.”

Liz shook her head. “I’ll never forget the vein popping out in Daddy’s forehead while he grilled Nic. You could just see him getting madder and madder when Nic answered each question flawlessly.”

Annabelle would never forget that day either. Each interaction was so very dramatic, like one of those great Southern plays where everything explodes in the third act. Ultimately her father’s anger at the situation clashed with his inability to deny his baby girl anything.

“And when Daddy took her for that walk to the barn, you looked just green, but I knew Nic had won,” Liz said. “Ever since then he’s treated her like any of the boys we brought home.”

“And Nic’s the only one who continues to meet his standards even after all this time.” Annabelle smiled proudly. “I really am blessed, aren’t I?”

“I never thought I’d say this back when you told me you were gay, but yeah, I think you’re the lucky one.” Liz smiled wryly. “If I didn’t love you so much, I’d be tempted to spare the tennis balls and just hit you with this racket.”

“Okay, okay, give me a second while you get warmed up, and you can ace me all over the court.”

“I’m going to hold you to that,” Liz said, walking ahead while Annabelle fished through her purse and found her fancy cell phone, another extravagant gift from Nic.

She counted the rings before Nic’s voice told her to leave a message. “Hey, baby, I know you’re in meetings all day, but I just wanted to say thank you for being you. I don’t tell you this enough, but I’m so proud of you. I love you.”

The message didn’t seem like nearly enough, but words would have to suffice for now. When Nic got home on Friday, she’d make sure to show her just how much she meant them.


     
  

*


     
  

“I don’t know, she’s the kind of woman who could really sweep me off my feet if I let her,” Davis said as she put a frozen loaf of garlic bread in the oven.

“From what you told me she already did knock you off your feet and right into her bed.” Cass raised her glass of red wine in salute. “Have I mentioned yet how proud of you I am?”

“Yes, but that’s not what I’m talking about. I could really fall for Nic if I’m not careful.”

“Wait, that’s a bad thing? You said you wanted more than a one-night stand.”

“I did, but there’s something about her. I can’t think logically when she levels those intense blue eyes on me.” Her heart fluttered in a mix of attraction and fear. “I can’t believe I slept with her already. I probably shouldn’t call her tonight.”

“I’m confused,” Cass said, sipping from her glass of red wine. “The woman looks like an ad for sex goddesses, and she apparently has the skills to back up her marketing. She can hold a coherent conversation, and you find her more than a little interesting, so…you’re not going to call her?”

“She could hurt me, Cass.”

“I thought you said she wasn’t into anything kinky.”

“Emotionally.” Davis rolled her eyes. “She could hurt me emotionally, and I’m not sure I can go through another disappointment.”

“And if you just blow her off, stay safe at home with your pasta out of a can and bread out of a bag, your life will be so much richer?”

“I’ve just learned if something seems too good to be true, it probably is.”

“So you’ll settle for something that doesn’t seem very good in the first place?”

Davis sighed. “I hate it when you’re the logical one in this friendship.”

“Me, too.” Cass polished off her wine. “You know you’re going to call her. Do I have to sit here all night and talk you through each step?”

“No. I’m capable of dialing the phone, and as much as I want to pretend to be logical and guarded, the minute she walks in the door, all my planning will go out the window.”

“Don’t analyze this to death. Just take tonight for tonight, and don’t let yourself think about happily ever after.”

“You’re right. I can do that,” Davis said as convincingly as possible. “I’m going to call her. No, I’ll sound too nervous and needy. I’ll just text her my address.”

“Good, play cool.”

“Are you sure that won’t seem too slutty? I don’t want to be a booty call.”

“You slept with her on your first date, so it’s not like modesty is an option for you.”

“Thanks.” Davis pulled out her phone and typed a brief message saying Nic was welcome to join her for dinner at her place, then hit send. “Shit, I didn’t say who it was from.”

“You think she has more than one unidentified woman in Atlanta inviting her to dinner?”

“If so, then she’s no longer invited here,” Davis snapped. “Oh, but what if she thinks it’s a wrong number? Maybe I should send another text saying the last text was from me, but that wouldn’t seem very cool or casual or confident. Damn, why is this so hard?”

“Because you’re making it hard.”

Before she could come up with a clever retort, her phone buzzed. Davis glanced at the message on her screen and smiled.

Cass raised her eyebrows. “What’d she say?”

“See you soon.”

“Uh-huh, I’m going. I don’t want to see the gooey puddle of mush you turn into when she arrives.”

“I’ll be cool. I can do that,” she said, trying to convince herself as much as Cass.

Cass laughed and hugged her. “No, you probably can’t, but it doesn’t hurt to try.”

“I’ll do that, and I’ll call you tomorrow if I’m not too embarrassed by my behavior.”

“No, please, give me the full recap, especially if you’re embarrassed.”

Davis opened the door and pointed to the stairwell down from her studio apartment. “Go.”

She closed the door and scanned the room. There really wasn’t much to see. The small kitchen was separated from the rest of the place by a bar. She had her couch set up to face the TV and provide a sort of barrier from the part of the room with her bed and dresser. The back of the space had a small enclosure with a bathroom. The whole place was tiny, even by Midtown standards, but since it was only her and she didn’t have a car, location was paramount. Finding this place right out of college had been a coup. The rent was the right price, and it hadn’t gone up since, even though the gays had gentrified the neighborhood. It had the added benefit of horrifying her family. They thought it was a dump and hated her living alone in the city. They thought everything about Atlanta was dangerous, and Davis loved that she thrived here.

Was Nic a city dyke or a country dyke? Her clothes, her hotel, and the fact that she jet-setted between Atlanta, Boston, and who knew how many other places suggested she probably didn’t live in a six-hundred-square-foot efficiency above a pet-supply store.

A knock on the door roused her from her musings. She took a deep breath and checked her reflection in the window quickly to see that none of her short red hair was standing on end. Just be cool.

She opened the door. Nic grinned a sheepish little grin, her dimples sending a shot of affection-laced attraction right through Davis.

“Hi.”

“Hi.”

“How was your trip?”

“Fine. Cold.” Nic shrugged. “Businessy.”

Davis nodded, trying to maintain her resolve. God, she’s good looking. “That’s what you went for, right?”

“Yeah.”

The silence stretched between them as Davis tried to decipher her conflicting urges to just shut the door in her face or rip Nic’s clothes off.

“So…” Nic rocked on the heels of her shiny black loafers. “Do you want go somewhere, or do you want to, I don’t know, not go somewhere?”

“I haven’t decided yet,” Davis replied honestly. She wanted this woman, and that terrified her.

“Okay,” Nic said. “Is there something I could do to help you along? Submit to drug testing, a polygraph maybe.”

“Sorry, no. I’m being silly.” She stepped back to let Nic pass through. “Come in. Have you eaten?”

“No, I’d just gotten to the hotel when you texted.”

“Help yourself to the liquor cabinet. I’ve got some pasta cooking.”

Nic poured an amaretto and Coke, reminding Davis that they shared the same drink. It was such a little thing, nothing she would ever put her trust in, but right now she wanted any excuse to believe she wasn’t making a big mistake.

Nic perched on one of the rickety bar stools and looked around like she was trying to find something to comment on.

“It’s not much, but it’s home.”

“No, it’s you. Great location.”

“Yeah, I don’t have a car, so it’s handy. Close to public transit, and I can ride my bike almost anywhere I want to go.”

“Aren’t you worried about crime, riding alone after dark?”

Davis bit her lip. The comment sounded too much like her family. “I don’t need a protector, if that’s what you’re asking.”

“No, I didn’t mean to imply that. I’ve just never met a woman who lives like this.”

“It’s not for everyone,” Davis said, searching for something else to talk about. She’d had dates, and she’d had one-night stands, but their last encounter didn’t really qualify as either, putting them in this weird realm of uncharted relationships.

Nic sighed. “Look, I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have come over. We don’t really know each other, but after the other night it didn’t seem right to not show. Now I’m not sure. It doesn’t seem like you really want me here.”

“To be honest, I’m not sure I do, or I guess I want you here, but I’m not sure I should.”

“Fair enough. I’m not sure I should be here, if that makes you feel any better.”

“I’m not looking to get into a relationship right now.” Davis didn’t know why she’d said that. She did want a relationship, someone to share her life with. When had she gotten too bitter to admit that? Like somehow saying the wish out loud would mean she had to face how far she was from achieving it.

“That’s good. My life is complicated.” Nic seemed like she wanted to say more but struggled for the words, or maybe she struggled not to say too much. Could she have the same fears as Davis? “Yet here I am.”

“You don’t have to explain.”

“I feel like I should.” Nic looked guilty. “I don’t want you to think I’m one more in your long line of bed-wetting pyromaniacs. You’ve obviously been through
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