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Chapter One

Kendra Blake smiled broadly after making the last
change to the page proofs for her debut novel. She leaned back in
her chair, sipped her cucumber water, and stroked Sergio, the
office cat who’d been keeping her lap warm. What a euphoric feeling
to see her own pseudonym under a manuscript title for a change.
After the hundreds of other names that had passed her eyes during
her long editing career at Labrys Publishing, seeing her own
staring back was more than a bit surreal. She closed her eyes and
tried to imagine what it would feel like once an actual copy of the
book was in her hands.

“Kendra?” MJ called out from the reception area.
“Yo, Kendra?” Apparently, she’d needed to call twice to snap Kendra
out of her reverie.

“In here,” she replied, still staring at The
End on her computer screen.

MJ Del Vecchio, Kendra’s best friend and owner of
the small, boutique publishing house they ran together, sauntered
in her office with her jacket draped on her forearm and her leather
laptop bag slung over her shoulder. “What are you still doing
here?”

“Having a moment.” Kendra grinned. “At long last,
the manuscript for The Winding Road is polished and
complete.”

MJ shifted her weight to one hip and stared at her
like a mother witnessing her baby’s first steps. “After all these
years of being a copy editor and proofreader, you can finally call
yourself an author.” She moved toward her and raised her hand for a
high five, which Kendra gladly returned. “I think I’m gonna
cry.”

“Please don’t,” Kendra said. “I heard you sniffling
in there earlier over that corny Cheerios commercial.”

MJ’s lips scrunched into a pout. “But it was so cute
how one minute that little girl was feeding her daddy Cheerios, and
the next, she was driving off to college with a big box of it in
her passenger seat.”

Kendra smirked. MJ was a smooth butch anchored with
a tough exterior and a resting bitch face that, on her, was utterly
captivating. They well concealed the fact that, on the inside, she
was the kindest, most sentimental person she’d ever known.

“I’ll walk out with you.” Kendra grabbed her purse,
put Sergio in his carry bag, and opened the door.

MJ looked at her watch. “I’m heading out for what’s
left of happy hour. Want to join?”

“No, thanks. I’m kind of tired.”

“It’s six fifteen on a Friday,” MJ said. “Come for
one drink. We have to toast to your accomplishment.”

“We will,” Kendra said as they walked to their cars
in the strip-mall parking lot. “Isn’t next weekend that women’s
dance?”

“Yes…” MJ’s eyes grew wide with cautious delight.
“Are you gonna come?”

“Why not?” Kendra shrugged amiably. “It’ll be fun
being showered with free congratulatory drinks. I’ll dust off my
dancin’ shoes for the occasion.”

“A lot of hot women have RSVP’d to the invite.” She
gave Kendra a quick once-over from head to toe. “You better dust
off more than your dancin’ shoes.”

“You act like it’s been a hundred years since I’ve
had a girlfriend.”

“It has…in lesbian years.”

Kendra narrowed her eyes. “Two years. That’s all
it’s been.” She paused. “Or three? I think it’s three. Whatever.
It’s not a problem. I don’t need a significant other to feel happy.
Or complete.”

“You’re preaching to the choir. I love a strong,
independent woman. But I also love sex, and it’s much better
with—”

“I know, I know,” Kendra said. “Someone you
love.”

“No. I was going to say with someone
else.”

Kendra gifted MJ with a chuckle. “Well, don’t knock
self-love. The sex-toy industry has been very good to us single
gals.”

“Whatever floats your boat, girl.” With a dismissive
wave, she headed to her car. “Have a good weekend. Text me.”

Kendra nodded and got into her car, careful to
balance the cat in her passenger seat. “We don’t need anybody else,
do we, Senior Sergio?” she said as she drove out of the parking
lot. “You’re the boss of the office, and I’m a novelist now.”

She smiled hearing herself say it out loud, even if
it was only to the cat. Why had she waited so long to embark on
fulfilling her dream? Now that the journey of crafting her first
novel manuscript was over, it seemed silly that she’d made so many
excuses in the past.

She sighed, a tad rueful that she hadn’t found the
confidence sooner, but she’d finally made it happen at forty-five.
Yeah. Forty-five.

She looked at the cat through the mesh side of the
bag. “Well, better late in the game than never at all. Right,
Sergio?”

She drove on to a drive-through and picked up a
sandwich for her and chicken nuggets for the cat. Who needed to go
out to celebrate?

 


* * *

 


Alison Chatterley had come to America from the UK
over a year ago. She’d worked as a live-in au pair for a wealthy
American executive in London, and when he offered to bring her back
to America with the family, she leapt at the opportunity. She’d
intended to use her work visa with him as a stepping-stone to
finding a job as a journalist here and eventual citizenship. As of
yet, though, her plan hadn’t panned out. She was growing more
frustrated with her situation, especially since she’d indulged in
what she thought would be a one-time sexual tryst with Mr.
Dillford’s wife, Vanessa. Sadly, as was often the case, her
impetuous, ill-conceived plan had gone awry.

Once Mrs. Dillford had dabbled in the delights of
woman-on-woman sex, Alison had become to her the proverbial Lay’s
potato chip. It was a problem.

“Is it though?” Alison’s friend, Danni, asked as
they chatted at a winery. “You have a blazing hot MILF chasing you
out of the shower when her husband’s off at work, and you’re
getting paid for it. Can we please trade problems?”

“You do realize you’ve just called me a
prostitute.”

“Did I?”

“Well, what else do you call a person who’s paid to
shag someone?”

Danni sighed. “After meeting Vanessa? Lucky.”

“You’re incorrigible.” Alison laughed and flung her
blond, wind-whipped tendrils away from her face. “I suppose I’m
playing to the wrong audience. Any potentials on your dating
site?”

Danni frowned, then sipped her wine and glanced out
toward the vast expanse of grapevines.

“I dunno why you’re so eager to cuff yourself into
another relationship. You just got out of one.”

Danni frowned again. “A six-month relationship, the
longest I’ve ever had.”

“All right, but you still get credit for time
served.”

“Alison.” Danni sounded frustrated. “We’re both
thirtyish. I don’t know about you, but I want to settle down and
nest with someone, adopt some dogs I can put rain booties on, and
spoon somebody when I go to sleep at night.”

Alison tried to prevent her expression from
revealing her true feelings about nesting. “You can spoon with the
dog then, can’t you?”

“You’re getting laid. It’s easy for you to be flip
about my situation.”

“Well, yes, I was getting laid, but it wasn’t
without complication. Do you know what would’ve happened if her
husband had caught us? That wanker. I’d be deported, and so would
my dream of becoming a respected journalist in America. That’s why
I cut her off weeks ago.”

“How did this mess ever get started?”

“At first it was just some harmless flirting out of
boredom. The husband is so caught up in his job he’s hardly ever
there. One night after the kids went to sleep, and I’d had a glass
or two of chardonnay, I kissed her.”

“What audacity,” Danni said, grinning. “No wonder
you guys ruled the world for centuries. And then what
happened?”

“Well, I pulled her over to the sofa, and we started
making out. All of a sudden, she began writhing beneath me, moaning
like a woman possessed. I figured I’d started it, so I had to
finish her. I didn’t want to be rude.”

“That’s so British of you,” Danni said.

“Afterward, it became a regular thing. Even now,
she’ll come up on me, and I can’t shake her off. She’s like a
booger on one of her kid’s fingers. Anyway, you know this story.
Why are you asking me about it again?”

“Because I like it.”

Alison stared at Danni’s weird smile.

“You really should get out of there,” Danni said.
“Put in your notice. Sounds like you’re being ‘me-too-ed’ in a
major way.”

“I’m working on it.” Alison looked around and added
in a soft, confessional tone, “Part of me likes it. She’s a bit of
a freak in bed, and it’s a huge turn-on.”

Danni shook her head. “You need to do something that
will get you noticed in the news world. Freelance for magazines,
apply to local newspapers.”

“I’ve had three freelance articles published, but
nothing’s come of it. As for the newspapers, when I submit my
resume, all I receive back are ‘thank you, but it’s not what we’re
currently looking for’ emails.”

“At least you have your blogs,” Danni said.

“Right. Well, they’re certainly getting seen, but I
can’t earn a living off the advertisers alone. It’s expensive here
in Connecticut, and so is a citizenship attorney, so if I’m to
leave the Dillfords, it has to be for a well-paying position.”

“Why don’t you find a nice American woman, fall in
love, and get married? Then your work visa won’t be an issue. And
you won’t have to play Mrs. Dillford’s whore anymore.”

Alison shrieked with laughter. “Mrs. Dillford’s
whore? What a brilliantly clever name for a romance novel.”

Danni laughed, too. “There you go. Forget
journalism. Start writing romance novels. Look at Danielle Steel.
She’s a bah-jillionaire.”

“I’d have to be rounded up by ICE before I’d
consider churning out that rubbish.”

“With your blond hair and blue eyes, you could host
your own ICE raiding party, and they still wouldn’t deport
you.”

“I suppose that’s true, but my visa’s expiring in a
few months. I have to be employed to renew it.”

“I know you’ll land on your feet no matter what you
decide.” Danni nodded with confidence. “And don’t tell me you’re
not into lesbian romance. I read your blog.”

“Of course I’m into it. I’d just never want to be
associated with writing it.” Alison gave her a wink, and they
enjoyed the rest of their bottle of red.


Chapter Two

Kendra’s friends had been pestering her to take her
out for a pre-release celebration of her debut novel. Not only had
they eagerly anticipated it, but they were also rejoicing that
they’d be able to see her a little more often now that she’d
finally finished it. Although she’d always been the classic,
introverted book nerd, she was excited about going out with them.
She had been neglecting them, her head buried in her manuscript for
months, but they’d understood how much the process meant to her,
and she loved them for it.

They parlayed the lesbian spring dance at the venue
overlooking Long Island Sound into a soiree for Kendra. As MJ had
noted, based on social-media responses, it would be well-attended,
and Kendra’s appearance there would satisfy her extrovert friends
at least until early summer.

“I got your cover, Kendra,” MJ said as she whipped
out cash from her leather pants.

“Thanks. I’ll buy your first drink,” she replied,
knowing that after the first round, MJ would disappear into the
arms of some young…well, any attractive woman who couldn’t resist
her deep tan and sexy boi mojo.

“I’m so ready to get my groove on,” said Violet.
Their lanky blond friend was already grooving in place, ready to
hit the dance floor and stay there all night.

Kendra scanned the crowd as they waited in the drink
line. She recognized a lot of the women her own age and marveled at
how much larger the baby-dyke crowd had gotten since she’d last
gone to a dance.

“Nice turnout,” MJ said. “You should’ve brought some
of your bookmarks—do a little early direct marketing.”

“That’s not why I’m here,” Kendra said. “We’re here
for a girls’ night out, so try not to disappear on us.”

MJ’s eyes narrowed. “Look. You can’t bring a sugar
addict to a candy store and expect her not to get a little lost in
the merchandise.”

“I think I see Tanisha out on the dance floor,”
Violet said. “Bring my drink out to me?” She jetted off, and the
gyrating crowd swallowed her up.

“You can’t take off yet, MJ. Someone has to help me
carry the drinks.”

MJ winked, apparently limbering up her flirt game
for the evening. “I got you, girl.”

After dispensing the drinks, Kendra found a table
near the dance floor and sat keeping an eye on everyone’s jackets
and cell phones as she people-watched. She admired her
friends—Violet for her blissful obliviousness in the throes of
rhythm and MJ for her ability to connect with women so
naturally—too naturally, sometimes. Would MJ ever find a woman
who’d inspire her to settle down again?

As Kendra sipped her old-fashioned, she also
wondered if she’d ever stop being ambivalent about relationships of
her own. She’d had a couple of long-term ones that met traditional
demises, and now in her mid-forties, she could take them or leave
them. Although she wasn’t too jaded, she’d always been plagued by
trust issues, whether conscious of that tendency or not. If she
ever were to take that leap again, the woman was going to have to
be pretty special.

 


* * *

 


When Alison wandered into the elegant banquet
facility, the house music’s thrumming bass reached her out in the
lobby as she waited to pay the cover. Danni hadn’t answered her
texts about meeting her there, but Alison wasn’t concerned about
going alone. She was bound to run into women she knew from the
lesbian activity group she’d joined soon after arriving in the
States. The group kept her informed of local happenings, which
enabled her get out of the Dillford house in the evenings once she
was off duty. She’d put her phone on Do Not Disturb to avoid any
temptation to reply to Mrs. Dillford. Lately, Vanessa had taken to
faking a domestic crisis or two to get her home early on her nights
out.

After a couple of hours of mixing and mingling,
dancing and drinking, she was ready for a dose of fresh air. As she
walked toward the patio exit, she spotted a middle-aged woman
sitting by herself at a table piled with other people’s belongings.
She obviously wasn’t there alone, but why was a woman that hot
sitting by herself? Of course. Her wife must be on the dance floor
with some of their mates.

Without further thought, she stepped out onto the
deck into the chill of a spring night and watched the waves
undulate under a full moon. Now it made sense why she felt off, a
bit restless in both her private and professional lives. That
crafty moon. After inhaling the crisp night air, she went back
inside, making it a point to pass by the hot woman’s table. By then
she was standing with a short, butch brunette. The elusive
girlfriend? But their body language and proximity suggested they
were merely friends. She strode by slowly enough to catch the other
woman’s eye, and when she had it, Alison smiled with a lingering
glance that lasted several paces. The woman smiled back, then did a
double take. Hmm. Was that a double take of interest or a double
take of what’s this mutant creature staring at? Alison
smiled to herself as she headed to the bar. Whoever this woman was,
she would have to get to the bottom of that mystery by last
call.

 


* * *

 


MJ nudged Kendra in the arm. “Did you catch that
young blond chick checking you out?”

“I’m not blind.” She tried to act cool, but inside
it tickled her that she’d attracted the attention of a much-younger
woman.

“Move your ass and go talk to her, ask her to
dance.”

“Simmer down,” Kendra said. “Just because someone
smiles at me I’m gonna go chase after her? Seems kind of
desperate.”

MJ elbowed her playfully. “I said ask her to dance,
not smother her with a chloroform rag. Jesus.”

“She’s too young anyway.”

“No, she’s not. And who cares about age? She’s
hot.”

“I care when the woman is in her twenties.”

“No way. She has to be in her mid-thirties if she’s
a day.”

“Get out of here. Not even close.” Kendra stifled a
yawn. “Are you ready to go yet?”

MJ consulted her watch. “No, Cinderella. And neither
is Violet.” She bobbed her head toward the dance floor.

Violet was clearly feeling her cocktails along with
the beat of the music. Kendra slumped down in her chair.

“If you wanna go, we can get a car home.”

“I can’t leave you guys,” Kendra said. “Violet would
never forgive me.”

MJ glanced toward the dance floor. “Trust me. She’s
not going to remember much, so do as you will.”

Kendra grinned. “I’ll get a soda, then hit the road.
Keep an eye on her.” She flicked her head toward Violet.

“Aye, aye, Captain,” MJ replied.

As Kendra made her way to the bar, she covertly
scanned the crowd for the young blonde who was entirely unfamiliar
with the subtle approach. The bartender slid a Diet Coke toward
her, but when she tried to pay, the bartender said her drink was
already covered.

“By who?” Kendra asked.

“Some pretty femme. Blonde in a blue jacket.”

“Thanks.” Kendra left a couple of singles on the bar
and embarked on a mission to find the kid and thank her for her
generosity.

She stepped to the edge of the dance floor and
noticed her dancing with Violet. That was fast. A twinge of regret
crawled under her skin. Had she missed a chance at something she
hadn’t known she wanted? As she watched the girl grind against her
friend, she thought how they would’ve made an attractive
pair—fair-haired look-alikes about a decade apart. Good for
Violet.

Kendra turned and headed toward the exit, placing
her empty glass on a nearby table. Before she’d reached the foyer
area, someone tapped her shoulder. When she turned around, she was
dazzled by the young woman’s smile.

“You weren’t going to pull an Irish good-bye then,
were you?”

Whaaat? Was that a British accent? No way! Kendra
fell immediately in love with the young woman’s voice.

“My friends knew I was on my way out,” Kendra said
in a half giggle. “I wanted to thank you for the drink, but I
didn’t want to cut in on you and Violet.”

“That’s your friend? She’s quite a good dancer.”

“Yes. She is.”

“I bet you’ve got some moves yourself then, haven’t
you?”

Kendra tried not to swoon over the accent, but she
was failing. “How old are you?”

The woman seemed to wince at the terse question.
“Old enough to be here.”

“I know that,” Kendra said. “I was just
curious.”

“And why might you be curious about that?” Alison
was so making use of those long, mascaraed eyelashes.

Kendra pretended to survey the crowd. “Just making
conversation.”

“Well, then let’s start with names. I’m Alison.” She
extended a hand.

“Kendra,” she replied as she slipped her hand into
Alison’s.

“Pleasure to meet you, Kendra.” She cocked her head
to the side. “I noticed you were here with others but are leaving
alone. Is it because you have someone waiting at home?”

“If I did, I wouldn’t be letting you flirt with me.”
Kendra surprised herself with her retort. That definitely wasn’t
like her. She might have been done with her novel, but her love of
creating flirty character dialogue seemed to be on autopilot.

“Okay. You got me. I was flirting,” Alison said. “A
little.”

“Fine job,” Kendra replied and avoided eye contact
by glancing around again. Apparently, she was good for only one
quality comeback per scene.

“Any chance you might stay on for one more
drink?”

Kendra shrugged. Actually, she suddenly wasn’t in
such a rush to leave. But she wasn’t going to let Alison to know
that.

“Oh, come on. Maybe I can help you meet someone. See
anyone you like?”

“I don’t know,” Kendra said shyly. She couldn’t help
grinning at the quirky approach.

Alison studied her, almost boring into her soul with
her eyes. “The place is mobbed. Isn’t there anyone here you
fancy?”

Kendra shook her head, willing her face to appear
indifferent.

“You can’t be serious. There’s nobody here that you
fancy?”

Under pressure, Kendra pointed to a middle-age
brunette who happened to be walking away from the bar. “Maybe
her?”

“Her?” Alison seemed aghast. “She looks just like
you. What are you, some sort of narcissist?”

Kendra took a step back. This conversation was
getting away from her. “I, uh, no, but um, I’m not looking for
anyone at the moment.”

Alison’s frown screamed pity. “Oh. Just out of a
horrid affair then?”

“No, actually. My last relationship ended pretty
amicably a few years ago.” Kendra was usually good at reading
people’s expressions, but Alison appeared thoroughly perplexed.

“So it just ended?” Alison’s eyebrows crinkled as
she seemed to puzzle it out. “You decided it wasn’t working anymore
and then off you went?”

“No. We made the decision together, and she moved
out.”

“Fascinating,” Alison said. “I wasn’t aware
relationships could end without heaps of drama.”

Intrigued, Kendra attempted to do the mental math on
Alison. “Where did you say you’re from?”

“I didn’t say, but I’m from the UK. Milton Keynes to
be precise.”

“Cool. So, yeah. I try to do everything in my life
drama-free. I’m too old for games and insincere people. To be
honest, I kind of always have been.”

“I’d say you’re not too old for anything, but it’s
refreshing to meet someone who’s anti-drama. I’d rather like to
text you sometime, if that’d be all right.” Alison’s face melted
into a warm smile.

“Uh.” Kendra stared at her as though this direct
in-person, face-to-face interaction was something out of a sci-fi
novel.

Alison stared back expectantly. “It’s a yes-or-no
question, but please don’t feel obligated. It was lovely to meet
you.”

“No. Wait,” Kendra said as Alison turned to leave.
“I’m, uh, yeah, sure, you can have my number.” Feeling awkward, she
offered a faint smile.

“I promise I won’t post it on the bathroom wall.”
Alison added a sly grin.

Kendra glanced at her in amusement as she entered
her digits into Alison’s phone.

“Good night, Ms. Kendra.” Alison’s hand lingered on
hers as she took her phone back.

“Good night, Ms. Alison.”

They stood for an extended moment, neither seeming
willing to break eye contact first. When Kendra’s teeth started
going dry from smiling so long, she snapped out of it and headed
out.

Walking to her car, she thought about that random
encounter. Alison was obviously too young for her, but she
certainly was intriguing. Her self-assured, no-nonsense approach
was refreshing and a perfect match to Kendra’s natural social
reticence. She seemed to draw out a flirtation and self-confidence
in Kendra she’d forgotten she had. Or maybe never knew she’d
had.

Meh. Don’t go getting too jubilant, she warned
herself. She probably wouldn’t even contact her. But if she did,
she’d try to reserve judgment and see what came of it.

She studied her eyes in her rearview mirror before
driving off. Things were changing in her professional life. Why not
in her romantic world, too?


Chapter Three

The next morning Alison awoke with a sense of
relief. Mr. Dillford was actually gracing his family with his
presence, so that left her the entire Sunday to enjoy for herself.
She was meeting Danni for breakfast, and then they were going on a
hike near the falls. Among their conversation topics, she was most
eager to regale her about the older woman she’d met at the dance
the night before.

“Sounds like a fab time. I should’ve gone,” Danni
said, more focused on the smiley face she was tracing in her plate
with the ketchup squeeze bottle.

“I told you it would be a fab time,” Alison said in
a huff. “I don’t know why you never listen to me.”

“I wanted to go,” Danni said in a nasal voice, “but
I was with my nieces, and the day just got away from me.”

“How does any entire day get away from you? I’d only
texted you three times yesterday. Why don’t you pick up your phone
once in a while?”

“What did I miss?”

“The DJ was fantastic, and the place was brimming
with lovelies of all ages. In fact, I met one quite attractive
older woman called Kendra and got her number. I might just ring her
up.”

“How old?”

“I dunno. Forty maybe. Should it make a
difference?”

Danni shrugged. “You should stick to your own age.
Older women are far less likely to let you get away with your usual
shenanigans.”

“What do you mean? I’m not looking for shenanigans.
If anything, I’m looking to avoid shenanigans. I just thought she
was beautiful, and she seemed pleasant enough.”

“How would you explain Mrs. Dillford to her?”

“I’m bloody well not going to. That’s how.”

“You’d just lie to this poor, unsuspecting older
lady?”

“What do you say it like that for? She’s not a
grandmama whose life savings I’m looking to nick. For fuck’s sake.
She’s like forty. Anyway, I’ve cut Vanessa off. I think she’s
finally gotten the hint.”

“Finally. If she likes women so much, let her get
out there and put in the work to find one like the rest of us.”

“I don’t think she likes them enough to disrupt her
situation. But that’s not my problem anymore.”

“Good. So did you stalk this woman on Facebook yet?
Do you have a picture of her?”

Alison frowned. “I didn’t think to ask her last
name, just her first—Kendra. What a splendid name,” she added,
dreamily. “I suppose I’ll have to do this one the old-fashioned way
and find out details about her from her on an actual date.”

“You can’t do that,” Danni said. “Nobody does that
here. You have to skulk through her social-media pages and find out
who her friends are and what celebs she follows. Find an
unflattering picture or two to prove she’s human. How are you even
going to know if she has a sense of humor if you don’t see what
kinds of memes she posts?”

“If you find out all that beforehand, what are you
supposed to talk about on the date?”

“I don’t know,” Danni said somberly. “I usually
don’t get that far.”

“Well, that’s brilliant.” Alison lamented the last
five minutes of her life wasted on discussing dating with Danni.
She loved her American friend dearly, but the girl was definitely
orbiting in her own galaxy. “Are we going on this hike or not?”

“Yes.” Danni signaled for their waitress. “While
we’re walking, maybe you can give me some of your secret tips on
how to attract women.”

Oh, dear. Where would she even begin? She
immediately noted Danni’s bushy eyebrows and unkempt hair stuffed
under a Yale baseball cap. A makeover and quite possibly a
personality transplant were in order if she wanted to start living
her best post-graduate life beyond the research lab.

She decided to keep it simple. “It’s no secret,
really. You might start by getting out of your gym clothes once in
a while.”

“They’re not gym clothes.” Danni’s voice was tinged
with indignation. “This is called leisure wear.”

Alison surveyed her outfit as they stood to leave.
“That’s a little bit too leisure for me, but you could at least
match your socks, then, couldn’t you?”

“Fashion coordination takes time. My work as a color
creator for cosmetics takes up a lot of my mental energy.”

Alison noticed the dark circles under Danni’s eyes.
“Does Revlon let you take home any samples, then?”

Danni’s jaw hung. “Now my face isn’t good enough
either?”

“I didn’t say that. But you asked me for advice,
didn’t you? Your face is fine, adorable, but a little mascara and
lip gloss with a dash of color to it wouldn’t kill you.”

“I don’t do mascara and lipstick,” Danni said
primly. “I prefer the natural look. I’m a ChapStick lesbian.”

“Well, you’re not any type of lesbian if you never
go out with women. It’s like keeping a Ferrari locked up in your
garage and calling yourself a race-car driver.”

“Now you’re just being cruel. I suddenly get why
your blog is so popular.” Danni turned her nose up in the air and
left the diner.

Alison chased her to the car and gently turned her
around. “Danni, I don’t know why you ask me questions like that in
the first place. You’re perfect just the way you are. Frankly, I’m
surprised I haven’t fallen in love with you yet.”

Danni demurred from the compliment, and Alison knew
by the blush on her cheeks she’d patched up their row before it had
gone too far.

“All right?” Alison asked in her sweetest tone.

Danni nodded with an endearing smile.

“Brilliant. Off we go, then,” Alison said.

As they drove away, Alison wondered if sometimes she
wasn’t a little too honest for her own good.

 


* * *

 


After completing her Saturday morning chores,
including tending to Sergio and her own pets, two Iguanas named
Lois and Harriet, Kendra took a ride to visit her younger brother,
Ryan, at the animal shelter. Between his responsibilities as
animal-control officer and the dad of two young athletes, she
hardly got any quality sibling bonding time with him.

They sat around his desk drinking the coffees she’d
picked up on the way. As he gabbed away, she studied his rugged
face and broad shoulders in his uniform, his long legs poking out
sideways from his desk. Behind it all, she still saw the
twelve-year-old boy who needed the emotional shelter of his big
sister after their mother’s illness had finally taken her away from
them.

“Are you listening to me?” he asked, scratching at
his goatee.

“Yes.” She tried to head him off. “You said Hayden
wants to try out for the state traveling league.”

“I said he did. We’re waiting to hear back so we can
figure out the logistics.”

“That’s exciting. I’m sure he’ll make it. He’s a
great ball player.”

Ryan beamed with pride as he crossed his fingers.
“And Alyssa’s team is looking strong this season. They definitely
have a shot at going all the way.”

“I know. She was breathless telling me about it on
the phone.”

“I love her enthusiasm,” he said. “She’s convinced
she can do anything her older brother can.”

“That’s because you encourage that in her, as any
great dad would.”

He seemed to revel in his sister’s approval. “So
when is the book coming out?”

“Its official release is in two and half months, but
when I get my author copies, I’ll give you the first one.”

“No freebies,” he said. “I want to order my sister’s
book online like every other fan.”

“Just don’t forget it’s under Meredith Hodges.”

“Yeah. I don’t get that. You wait your whole life to
make this happen, and then you don’t even put your own name on it?
Nobody’s gonna know it’s you.”

“The important people will. Anyway, I’ve wanted to
honor Mom this way as long as I’ve dreamed of writing a novel.”

“She sure did love to read,” Ryan said, sounding
pensive. “She’d find it really cool that you chose to use her
maiden name.”

“Thanks,” Kendra said, warmed by her brother’s
validation. “I always thought she had the kind of name that
belonged on a theater marquee or something. Meredith
Hodges,” she added dreamily.

He agreed. “Does Dad know about your pen name?”

She shrugged. “Who even says more than hello or
good-bye to him?”

“I do, because he likes to come to the kids’
games.”

She arched an eyebrow. “Hard to believe the second
Mrs. Blake allows it.”

“By this stage in their marriage I think she
encourages it,” he said as he tapped a pencil on a notepad.

“Great. Well, I don’t have any little jocks to win
him over with, and since I don’t see either one of them reading
lesbian fiction any time soon, I guess we’ll be keeping it status
quo.”

“I don’t think you need to perform any great act of
heroism to impress him these days. He’s mellowed out. They both
have.”

She finished her coffee and tossed the cup in the
trash. “Why are you telling me this?”

“The season starts soon,” Ryan said casually as he
stood and stretched. “Why don’t you come by and actually sit with
the family for a change?”

Kendra felt her feathers ruffle. It had been decades
since she had anything that would qualify as a relationship with
her father. A lot of time had passed, and a lot of trauma still lay
buried. He was not a subject she enjoyed talking about. How could
Ryan be so nonchalant about him coming back into his and his kids’
lives as if nothing went down between them in the years after their
mom died?

“Send me the schedule,” she said, totally
unenthused. “I’ll have to check my availability.”

“Why? Are you going on some world book tour that’ll
keep you away all summer?”

“I wish,” she muttered. “Do you want my help hosing
down the kennels or not?”

“Yes, I do. You’re my most reliable volunteer.”

“Fine,” she said sternly, her emotional guard firmly
in place. “Let’s get to it.”

“Yes, ma’am,” he replied with a salute.

She smiled when he turned away and followed him into
the kennel area. What a great guy he’d turned out to be. Her debut
novel would always be her second greatest achievement.

 


* * *

 


It had been a week since meeting Kendra, but Alison
hadn’t yet texted her. She’d picked up the phone several times with
the intention. She’d even composed two practice texts. But the
actual one that would make the connection was still rattling around
in her brain. To her, Kendra was a unique find. Alison had come to
know many women in her short time in the US—pretty ones, sexy,
older, intelligent, charismatic—but never were all of those
qualities packaged up quite so nicely in the same woman.

She looked at the clock. Soon she had to leave to
pick up the children from school, and then Vanessa, er, Mrs.
Dillford, would be home from her “work” at some charitable
foundation she was elected to head after several sizable donations.
If she wanted to send the text with a clear head, she’d better get
on it.

When she picked up her phone, her damp palms
surprised her. Blimey. What was she so nervous about? It’s not like
this was her first time asking a
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