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Lucky

Winning the lottery is the best thing that’s ever
happened to Serena Evans. Gone are the days of living paycheck to
paycheck. On her own and fully funded, Serena’s excited to open Pet
Posh Inn. She can’t imagine a more fulfilling dream than caring for
and being surrounded by animals.

 


Gabrielle Barnes can’t understand why anyone would
dump millions of dollars into a pet daycare, but if she wants to
prove herself worthy of a partner position at Arnest & Max
Architecture, she’s going to have paste on a smile while designing
the ridiculous waste of space.

 


Serena’s kindness and big heart draw Gabrielle in,
but her stubbornness drives a wedge between them. As the design
builds, so does their attraction.

 


Was Serena’s luck really about money, or is she about
to get lucky in love?


Praise for Kris Bryant

Temptation

 


“This book has a great first line. I was hooked from
the start. There was so much to like about this story, though. The
interactions. The tension. The jealousy. I liked how Cassie falls
for Brooke’s son before she ever falls for Brooke. I love a good
forbidden love story.”—Bookvark

 


“This book is an emotional roller coaster that you’re
going to get swept away in. Let it happen…just bring the tissues
and the vino and enjoy the ride.”—Les Rêveur

 


“People who have read Ms. Bryant’s erotica novella
Shameless under the pseudonym of Brit Ryder know that this
author can write intimacy well. This is more a romance than
erotica, but the sex scenes are as varied and
hot.”—LezReviewBooks

 


 


Tinsel

 


“This story was the perfect length for this cute
romance. What made this especially endearing were the relationships
Jess has with her best friend, Mo, and her mother. You cannot go
wrong by purchasing this cute little nugget. A really sweet romance
with a cat playing cupid.”—Bookvark

 


 


Falling

 


“This is a story you don’t want to pass on. A
fabulous read that you will have a hard time putting down. Maybe
don’t read it as you board your plane though. This is an easy 5
stars!”—Romantic Reader Blog

 


“Bryant delivers a story that is equal parts
touching, compassionate, and uplifting.”—Lesbian Review

 


“This was a nice, romantic read. There is enough
romantic tension to keep the plot moving, and I enjoyed the
supporting characters’ and their romance as much as the main
plot.”—Kissing Backwards

 


 


Listen

 


“Ms. Bryant describes this soundscape with some
exquisite metaphors, it’s true what they say that music is
everywhere. The whole book is beautifully written and makes the
reader’s heart to go out with people suffering from anxiety or any
sort of mental health issue.”—Lez Review Books

 


“I was absolutely captivated by this book from start
to finish. The two leads were adorable and I really connected with
them and rooted for them…This is one of the best books I’ve read
recently—I cannot praise it enough!”—Melina Bickard, Librarian,
Waterloo Library (UK)

 


“The main character’s anxiety issues were well
written and the romance is sweet and leaves you with a warm feeling
at the end. Highly recommended reading.”—Kat Adams, Bookseller
(QBD Books, Australia)

 


“This book floored me. I’ve read it three times since
the book appeared on my Kindle…I just love it so much. I’m actually
sitting here wondering how I’m going to convey my sheer awe factor
but I will try my best. Kris Bryant won Les Rêveur book of the year
2018 and seriously this is a contender for 2019.”—Les
Rêveur

 


 


Against All Odds

 


“Against All Odds by Kris Bryant, Maggie
Cummings, and M. Ullrich is an emotional and captivating story
about being able to face a tragedy head-on and move on with your
life, learning to appreciate the simple things we take for granted
and finding love where you least expect it.”—Lesbian Review

 


“I started reading the book trying to dissect the
writing and ended up forgetting all about the fact that three
people were involved in writing it because the story just grabbed
me by the ears and dragged me along for the ride…[A] really great
romantic suspense that manages both parts of the equation
perfectly. This is a book you won’t be able to put down.”—C-Spot
Reviews

 


 


Lammy Finalist Jolt

 


Jolt “is a magnificent love story. Two women
hurt by their previous lovers and each in their own way trying to
make sense out of life and times. When they meet at a gay- and
lesbian-friendly summer camp, they both feel as if lightning has
struck. This is so beautifully involving, I have already reread it
twice. Amazing!”—Rainbow Book Reviews

 


Goldie Winner Breakthrough

 


“Looking for a fun and funny light read with hella
cute animal antics and a smoking hot butch ranger? Look no
further…In this well-written first-person narrative, Kris Bryant’s
characters are well developed, and their push/pull romance hits all
the right beats, making it a delightful read just in time for beach
reading.”—Writing While Distracted

 


“It’s hilariously funny, romantic, and oh so sexy…But
it is the romance between Kennedy and Brynn that stole my heart.
The passion and emotion in the love scenes surpassed anything Kris
Bryant has written before. I loved it.”—Kitty Kat’s Book Review
Blog

 


“Kris Bryant has written several enjoyable
contemporary romances, and Breakthrough is no exception.
It’s interesting and clearly well-researched, giving us information
about Alaska and issues like poaching and conservation in a way
that’s engaging and never comes across as an info dump. She also
delivers her best character work to date, going deeper with Kennedy
and Brynn than we’ve seen in previous stories. If you’re a fan of
Kris Bryant, you won’t want to miss this book, and if you’re a fan
of romance in general, you’ll want to pick it up, too.”—Lambda
Literary

 


 


Forget Me Not

 


“Told in the first person, from Grace’s point of
view, we are privy to Grace’s inner musings and her
vulnerabilities…Bryant crafts clever wording to infuse Grace with a
sharp-witted personality, which clearly covers her
insecurities…This story is filled with loving familial
interactions, caring friends, romantic interludes, and tantalizing
sex scenes. The dialogue, both among the characters and within
Grace’s head, is refreshing, original, and sometimes comical.
Forget Me Not is a fresh perspective on a romantic theme,
and an entertaining read.”—Lambda Literary Review

 


 


Whirlwind Romance

 


“Ms. Bryant’s descriptions were written with such
passion and colorful detail that you could feel the tension and the
excitement along with the characters.”—Inked Rainbow
Reviews

 


 


Taste

 


“Taste is a student/teacher romance set in a
culinary school. If the premise makes you wonder whether this book
will make you want to eat something tasty, the answer is:
yes.”—The Lesbian Review

 


 


Touch

 


“The sexual chemistry in this book is off the hook.
Kris Bryant writes my favorite sex scenes in lesbian romantic
fiction.”—Les Rêveur
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Chapter One

“Just this hot dog, and can I get a lottery
ticket?”

Serena Evans made a different choice that day.
Digging through her purse, she managed to scrape up four dollars
and eighteen cents. With a two-dollar hot dog in hand, she could’ve
used her last two dollars on a large Diet Coke with extra ice, her
go-to every time, but something made her ask Dougie, the Quik Stop
cashier, for a lottery ticket instead. The jackpot was forty-two
million, almost double the highest it had ever been in Colorado.
People in town were talking about it and dreaming about the
what-ifs if they won. Serena never played the lottery or gambled at
all. Maybe it was the fear of missing out that made her buy one, or
just the idea of having everything she ever wanted for the first
time in her life.

“Good luck.” Dougie handed her the ticket.

She mumbled “thank you” and slipped the smooth piece
of lime green paper in her back pocket without even looking at the
numbers. It was a decision she instantly regretted. That Diet Coke
would have been a real treat considering the hot dog wasn’t
nutritious or even delicious. The only good thing about getting a
Quik Stop hot dog was all the extras she could add. A thick line of
ketchup paralleled a thicker line of mustard. She applied a
generous amount of relish and nacho cheese under the scrutiny of
Dougie, avoiding eye contact with him. She didn’t want to have to
defend herself, but she was hungry and it was there for the taking.
This meal would have to carry her over until morning, when her
deposit showed up in her account and she could afford a trip to the
grocery store. Serena lived paycheck-to-paycheck and budgeted every
penny she earned at the Hooked Bookworm. She scraped by using
two-for-one coupons and took advantage of supermarket sales on
chicken and beef every Tuesday. Even though a huge portion of her
salary went to a tiny studio apartment above an antique store,
Serena couldn’t imagine living anywhere else.

Late spring in Vail, Colorado, was beautiful. Even
though there was still snow on the ground, the sun was bright and
warm and the crisp air was refreshing. Nothing beat the smell of
fir trees and mountain air. Serena took a deep breath and two
seconds to appreciate her surroundings, then quickened her step.
The bookstore was four blocks away and she’d spent over half her
lunch break walking to the gas station to pick up her cheap lunch.
She cupped the flimsy cardboard boat that housed the messy hot dog
with both hands and crossed in front of traffic, nodding
apologetically at the drivers. She needed a few minutes to sit down
and eat this before her lunch break was over.

“You have five minutes,” Mrs. Brody, busy with a
customer, said over her shoulder when Serena slipped into the
store. Her smile had a bite that Serena didn’t appreciate, but she
tolerated it because she needed this job.

She rolled her eyes and closed the door to the
ten-by-ten break room in the back of the store. It was windowless
with faded yellow walls stained gray from old cigarette smoke and a
wallpaper border that bowed out as if it, too, wanted to escape the
dismal space. The long fluorescent bulbs hummed above her and
flickered when she used the microwave. The room was a prison and
she was sure it violated several safety codes. Mrs. Brody put so
much love and care into the store, but was a complete slob behind
closed doors. Serena had offered to paint the break room and hang
pictures for her, but Mrs. Brody told her it would have to come out
of her paycheck and be done after hours. As much as she loved what
she did for a living, Serena wasn’t that invested in her job. It
afforded her the luxury of reading for free, but she had to be
careful not to bend the spines or crinkle the pages or that, too,
would come out of her paycheck.

She wolfed down her lunch, but refrained from
licking the cheese that settled and hardened at the bottom of the
disposable dish. Even though she was the only one in the break
room, she was technically still in public. Serena wouldn’t put it
past Mrs. Brody to have hidden cameras in the vents or the smoke
detector. She washed her hands and hit the floor with thirty-eight
seconds to spare. She was good at budgeting not only every penny,
but also her time.

“We have to move books around for today’s shipment.
The new Stephen King book is out tomorrow and we want that front
and center in the window,” Mrs. Brody said.

Serena knew that meant her. The other employee was
Hunter, Mrs. Brody’s nephew, who sometimes closed the shop with
her. He was cool, for a teenager, but also lazy. It was better if
she got the work done before he came in. Then they could relax and
have a good time instead of obsessing about who was supposed to do
what before the next day.

“The books are late this time. Are they for sure
getting here today?” Serena asked.

New books were shipped several days ahead of the
release for stores, including the Hooked Bookworm, to set up
massive promotional displays. Eight inches of fresh snow from the
weekend had caused traffic delays that had a rippling effect on
several town deliveries. It was a matter of waiting and stressing
until the truck showed up.

“John said he was headed this way with the shipment.
We can expect him by three,” she said.

That meant overtime for Serena, and she was fine
with that. She worked ten to six Monday through Friday, and opened
on Saturdays. Hunter closed on Saturdays and Mrs. Brody worked
whenever she wanted. Serena waited until Mrs. Brody left for her
lunch break before pulling out her phone to text her best friend,
Chloe.

I feel like I didn’t get a weekend. How was the
party?

I can’t believe you didn’t show. It was a good time.
And no, Amber wasn’t there.

Serena was forever running into Amber since they
broke up over Christmas. Even though she lived across town, she was
always in the area. Sometimes she would walk by the bookstore and
wave to Serena, who almost always avoided eye contact with her.
Serena knew she wasn’t the most exciting person, but she had a good
heart, and if Amber couldn’t see it, then she wasn’t worth Serena’s
time. At least that’s what Chloe always told her.

I just wasn’t feeling it. I’m sorry.

Truth was she didn’t have enough money for gas and
didn’t want to show up empty-handed. She had the ingredients for
sugar cookies, but who showed up to a party with cookies? Chloe and
her wife would have expected wine or beer or even chips and dip.
They never talked about money, but Chloe knew Serena struggled.

Nobody new for you but it was still fun. The usual
suspects were there. Brian brought a new guy who was hot and very
outgoing.

It sounds like fun. I’ll be at the next one, I
promise.

Chloe had parties every month. She said it was good
for morale since there was snow on the ground six months out of the
year and people tended to hole up if they weren’t skiing.

We have too much food left over so I’m going to
swing by tonight and drop some off. What time are you home?

We have inventory tonight. Probably not until seven
thirty or eight.

Ooh. Well, if I miss you, check your refrigerator
when you get home. Gotta go. Behave.

Never! Serena smiled and slipped her phone
back into her pocket. They both knew that Serena was the most
reliable person out of their small group.

The business phone rang. Answering it gave Serena
anxiety. Mrs. Brody had an old push button phone from the eighties
with a cord that twisted so badly, she had to bend down behind the
counter to answer it. She hated not knowing who was on the other
end. Phones today were such a luxury with caller identification.
This relic didn’t have it.

“Hooked Bookworm. How may I help you?”

“Hey, sweetie. It’s Mom. I was wondering if you
would like to come over for dinner tonight or later this week?”

To say her relationship with her mother was strained
was putting it mildly. Serena resented her mother for so many
things, and even though she knew a lot of bad family decisions were
because of her mother’s disease, it was still hard to forgive and
forget. Serena managed to keep the heavy sigh to herself and
eliminated all venom from her voice. “Tonight’s bad because I have
inventory and will be late. How about Wednesday?”

“Paul and I would love to see you again. I’ll make
spaghetti. Your favorite. Can you bring a salad?”

Panic fluttered in Serena’s stomach as she wondered
what the real reason for dinner was. Quality family time wasn’t
high on the list. Neither was just checking in. There was always a
reason. Diane was a recovering alcoholic. Sober three years now,
and Serena was still waiting for the slipup. How many times had her
mother tried rehab and failed? Four or five? Serena lost count when
she moved out at eighteen. It wasn’t that she didn’t love her mom.
She just learned she had to love herself more to move on.

As much as she wanted to attend college and go on to
Colorado State University’s school of veterinary medicine, one of
the best in the country, she stayed in town. Faith, her half
sister, had needed her. She was ten years younger and completely at
the mercy of Diane and her abusive drunken outbursts. Serena hung
around to ensure Faith ate every day and got to school. Someone had
to make sure she had clean clothes to wear, even if they came from
a thrift shop, and school supplies. College just wasn’t in the
cards for Serena. Taking care of her family and working full-time
made taking classes at the community college impossible. Like every
other spark in her life, the desire for continuing education was a
flash of hope that fizzled out.

“I’ll bring a salad and dessert,” she said. Even
though Serena liked a glass of wine with pasta, no way was she
going to be okay with her mother and a bottle of wine in the same
room. She thought of the scene in the book New Moon when
Bella cut her finger and Edward fought off his family because
Bella’s blood was too tempting to them. She visualized her mother
with the same crazed intensity as Jasper when he first smelled
Bella’s blood.

“You bring the salad. I’ll ask Faith to bring
dessert. We’ll see you around seven.”

Serena figured her mother called the bookstore
because she had to answer the phone. It was her job. Most of the
time, she let her mother go straight to voice mail on her cell
phone and called her back when the mood struck. She placed the
mauve handset back in the cradle and did her best to untangle the
cord, a meaningless task to keep her mind from flooding with
memories she’d rather tamp down. After a moment, she decided to
text Faith.

I guess we’re doing dinner on Wednesday night.
Bring banana pudding fluff. Please. Serena quickly added the
word “please” to her text so as not to still seem bossy. Even
though she had a good relationship with her, the need to offer her
guidance, whether she wanted it or not, was strong.

What’s in it for me?

Spending quality time with your favorite sister.

You’re my only sister. Appropriate eye roll
inserted.

That we know of! Open mouth emoji, then a
winking one.

Okay. Banana pudding. The good stuff. On it.

Thanks. It was dessert semester at Vail’s
Culinary Center, and Serena had offered to be Faith’s guinea pig
any time she needed a taster. The banana pudding fluff was Serena’s
weakness. Never mind the chocolate eclairs or vanilla bean soufflé,
Serena was all about the simple, rich things.

Knowing Mrs. Brody would question what she did in
her absence, she pulled the books from the window and switched out
the pale backdrop to something darker and ominous for King’s
latest. While she enjoyed a good paranormal thriller like the next
person, she couldn’t help but wish the bookstore would give this
kind of attention to romance writers whose books lasted far beyond
a quick story. Their books gave her hope and made her believe in
something she hadn’t felt in a very long time. Love was always the
goal, but finding the right woman seemed impossible. She was almost
thirty and had never really been in love before. Giving her heart
to just anyone seemed impractical, but damnit, she wanted it more
than anything.


Chapter Two

“You’ve worked hard for this. You’re hungry. It’s
yours. Take it.”

Gabrielle Barnes leaned closer to the mirror,
gripped the sides of the porcelain sink with both hands, and stared
at herself. The charcoal gray suit and cream-colored blouse were
conservative, but still very feminine. She tilted her head to the
left, then to the right to ensure her makeup and french twist were
perfect and professional. She hid behind glasses most days, but
she’d opted for her contacts because today was going to be
life-changing. Her amber eyes were her best feature, and she was
going to show them off. She needed to look and feel successful.

Today the board was going to discuss partnership at
Arnest & Max Architecture. Gabrielle had been with the firm for
ten years and worked harder and longer than anyone else. She was
the first one in the office and, more often than not, was the last
to leave at night. A sixty-hour work week was normal for her. She
was also the only female architect in a sea of conservative men
whose jokes she was never privy to, nor their praise. Gabrielle
didn’t care. She was in it for a career, not a fraternity.
Thirty-three years old with a promising career and no baggage; the
latter only because she had no social life. Taking a final deep
breath and squaring her shoulders, she lifted her chin, collected
her water bottle and iPad, and walked out of the bathroom. The
meeting was in five minutes, but Gabrielle wanted to get there
before it started.

“Are you ready?”

Tom Gehrhart, an architect who was hired the same
day she was, surprised her in the hallway. Their shoulders brushed
as they headed to the conference room.

“Ready as you are.”

Their relationship was light, almost friendly, but
there was always a competitiveness brimming just below the surface.
They were both very aware of each other’s successes and failures.
Gabrielle thought her list of successes outweighed his but wasn’t
going to be childish and actually pull out a list to share. She
wouldn’t be at the meeting if there was any doubt. Her only issue
was that she was at the mercy of the firm’s board of directors to
decide if she was a better fit than Tom to make partner.

“Looks like they called in the big guns.” Tom’s
voice was low enough for only Gabrielle to hear as they marched
into the conference room and immediately split apart. Tom sat on
the side closest to the owner, while Gabrielle preferred to have
her back to the large, floor-to-ceiling windows. She carefully
placed her iPad on the table in front of the open high back chair
next to her immediate boss, Christopher. He gave her a brief smile
when she sat down but immediately turned his attention to his iPad.
Not a good sign, Gabrielle thought, but wasn’t going to let his
impersonal gesture derail her.

Lawrence Anderson, board director, stood and pulled
at the hem of his single-breasted suit jacket, bringing all eyes to
his stomach, which rounded out and strained against the oversized
black button. “Let’s get started. We’ve invited Gabrielle and Tom
to the board meeting because with John’s retirement at the end of
the year, we will have an open seat in January.” If Lawrence were
to stoop down two inches, his girth would rest on the top of the
conference table. Standing a mere five feet two inches tall,
wearing shoe lifts, Lawrence seemed almost as wide as he was tall.
At five foot seven and also in heels, Gabrielle towered over him.
She hated when the men in the office teased Lawrence behind his
back. She respected him too much to partake, but also didn’t stop
it. He was a powerful man at the firm and she appreciated his hard
work of growing the company as much as he had over the last thirty
years. Still, it was hard not to wince at his struggles with his
ill-fitted clothing. “While a decision hasn’t officially been made
yet because both candidates are equally qualified, we’re going to
evaluate you both over the next six months on projects that come
in. Tom, we’ve decided to give you the lead on the new Lexington
Hotel and Conference Center in Aurora. Gabrielle, we want you to
step in and finish Aaron’s project. You’ll also get the next large
project that comes up.”

Gabrielle kept her shoulders squared even though the
wind had been knocked out of her sails. Blood pounded in her ears
and flushed her neck and cheeks. Once again, she was swooping in to
clean up a massive mess. She always told herself that her ability
to salvage a hot mess was job security, but just once she wanted a
large project from start to finish. They always gave her smaller
gas stations and new pharmacies to design, but most of them were
chains and the designs were pretty standard. Gabrielle wanted
complete design control.

“Thank you,” she said. She couldn’t look directly at
Tom. Her peripheral vision picked up his giant grin and the
handshake he shared with one of the partners. She folded her hands
in front of her and waited for the meeting to be called. Sexism and
favoritism were still alive and kicking at Arnest & Max.

As much as Gabrielle wanted to scream and throw
shit, she remained calm and collected. When the meeting adjourned
twenty painfully sluggish minutes later, she slowly stood, trying
not to draw additional attention to herself, and quietly left the
room, nodding at those who dared to make eye contact with her.
Everyone else stayed behind to talk about their weekends or lofty
investments they were so smart to snatch up when they did.
Gabrielle wasn’t a part of their camaraderie, nor was she going to
share her financial successes. Although her skin had toughened over
the years, it still stung being left out of the jovial banter she
heard all the way down the hall to her office.

“Gabrielle, Chad called twice while you were in your
meeting. Sounds important.” If her assistant wasn’t so damn good at
his job, Gabrielle would have fired him a long time ago. He was
irritating in a way that wasn’t legally terminable, but Miles
consistently danced on her last nerve with his peculiar quirks.
After the third gum pop in the ten seconds it took to hand
Gabrielle her messages, Gabrielle snapped.

“Don’t make me ban gum chewing. It’s meant to be
enjoyed, not heard by everyone in the office.”

She turned on her heel and marched into her office,
closing her door with more force than she intended. She winced at
the noise but was far too irritated at this day to open it again
and apologize to Miles. She plopped in her chair and sighed with
defeat. An uphill battle. That was the best way to describe her
career at Arnest & Max. The ridiculous challenge that was given
to her after handing Tom the best project the firm had seen in
years made her want to throw something.

She picked up a paperweight in her left hand and
threw it at the couch. It bounced off the cushion and rolled to a
stop on the rug in front of her desk. The barely audible whoosh did
nothing to improve her mood. She needed to hear the satisfying
crash of glass smashing into thousands of pieces or hear her tires
peel against the asphalt as she stomped on the accelerator of her
sports coupe. She couldn’t stay in the office, but she couldn’t
leave either. People would speculate that she was pissed about the
turn of events and how unfair the partners were to her. She had to
remain calm and cool and stay put. If she thought they were
watching her before, now she was definitely under their scrutiny.
She was trapped. She did the only thing she could think of to
escape. She called her best friend.

“I’m going to play the lottery and win the jackpot
Wednesday,” Gabrielle said as soon as Rosie picked up.

“As long as you take care of me, I’m all for
it.”

Gabrielle smiled at how quickly Rosie jumped into
her fantasy.

“I’m having a shitty day. Tell me good things,”
Gabrielle said.

“Well, I love you and Muppet loves you and so does
Kittypurrs. As a matter of fact, Kittypurrs wants to talk to
you.”

Gabrielle heard a thump and a loud rumble before
Rosie yelped and then giggled.

“Sorry! I dropped the phone. Kittypurrs was a little
too excited to talk and swiped the phone out of my grasp.”

“As much as I dislike animals, yours are probably
the only ones I will tolerate.”

“Why is your day so s-h-i-t-t-y?”

Gabrielle laughed at Rosie’s decision to spell. “Let
me guess, Care Bear is right there.” Rosie’s precocious three-year
old had a remarkable ability to understand and follow adult
conversations.

“Ten-four, good buddy. Talk to me.”

Gabrielle launched into the story and immediately
felt better knowing she could always lean on Rosie for support.
Friends since high school, they were inseparable until after
college when Rosie met Anne. They were married within six months
and started a family right away. Carolyn was their third and final
child.

“Record everything in case we need to find a
lawyer,” Rosie said.

“It’s not worth the effort.” Gabrielle tried not to
be upset about her downward spiraling fate, but it was hard when
the continual climb got her nowhere.

“Maybe now is the time to start thinking about
opening up your own company. Hell, I could even work for you
part-time. Minimum wage, maybe even sweat shop wage. Just get me
away from the children.”

Gabrielle laughed. “You love your family. I’d never
take you away from them. You need them as much as they need you.”
Rosie did plant a tiny seed in Gabrielle’s mind. She was at the age
and had enough experience and money where she could take the leap.
She had clients who kept coming back because they respected her and
enjoyed working with her. Tom didn’t have that in his arsenal.

“I do love them, but I think getting away from them
for a few hours a day might be exactly what keeps me sane. Maybe
I’ll join a book club or a gym,” Rosie said.

“You hate reading and you have never worked out a
day in your life.”

“Book clubs are for drinking wine and gyms are for
ogling hot bodies.”

“I tell you what. If I don’t make partner, I will
quit and start my own business. Hey, Christopher. I quit.”
Gabrielle pumped her fist in the air in mock victory.

“You’re doing that fist pump thing again that
nerdifies you, aren’t you?” Rosie asked.

Gabrielle slowly lowered her hand and looked at her
phone as if somehow Rosie could see her. “No. I’m in my office
sitting here professionally like a partner would.”

“Sure, sure. Hey, why don’t we get together for a
drink tonight? Come over after the kids go to bed. Bring the wine,”
Rosie said.

“That’ll give me time to work out. I certainly feel
the need to hit something. Hard,” she said.

“Instead of the air?” Rosie asked.

“I threw a paperweight, but I had to be quiet about
it.”

“Don’t ever let them get the best of you. Stay cool.
I’ll see you tonight.”

“Make cheesecake,” Gabrielle said and hung up before
Rosie could object.

 


* * *

 


Gabrielle pushed herself harder than ever. She
watched her name climb the board minute by minute. Her sleeves were
drenched with sweat, and wiping her brow on them was futile. She
refused to wear a headband, but now was seriously reconsidering
fashion versus functionality.

“Great work, Gabby! Way to own it.”

Blaine was leading the performance spin class,
something Gabrielle didn’t subject herself to unless she was
feeling bloated or extremely angry at the world. Today she was
both. Her adrenaline was off the chart, but it was fading fast and
there were only thirty seconds left.

“Doing it.” She choked out the words and then nodded
coolly at Blaine as if they were buds, when in reality, she was
surprised he even knew her name.

The class congratulated one another once the clock
wound down. Twenty hard high fives made her arms match the numbness
in her legs as she worked her way through the crowd on the way to
the locker room. Gabrielle didn’t know how she was going to have
the energy to get cleaned up and make her way over to Rosie and
Anne’s. She leaned against the bench in front of her locker and
drank her entire bottle of water.

“You were fierce out there.”

A blonde stood in front of her and toasted her water
bottle against Gabrielle’s now empty one. She was tall and smooth
and had a dimpled, lopsided smile that made Gabrielle sit up
straighter.

“Thanks. Rough day at the office. I had some
aggression to work out.”

“I’ve been there. I’m Dani. And you’re Gabby,” she
said.

“Gabrielle really. I’m not quite sure why Blaine
shortened it.” Gabrielle hadn’t been called Gabby since elementary
school. When her grandmother passed away when she was ten,
Gabrielle made an announcement to the family that only her
grandmother called her that and now that she was gone, so was that
nickname. Some family members slipped during holidays, but by the
time she hit high school, she was known by her full name only.

“My apologies, Gabrielle. Why was your day so
horrible?” Dani stood opposite Gabrielle and leaned back against
the top locker. The protruding metal slots couldn’t have been
comfortable in that tender spot between her shoulder blades, but
she looked cool and sexy.

Gabrielle stretched her legs out in front of her and
crossed her ankles to get more comfortable. Her foot grazed Dani’s
bright pink workout shoes. She took the time to appreciate Dani’s
smooth, toned legs and flat stomach. Her workout outfit was
tasteful and expensive. Her compression pants clung to her ass,
hips, and thighs as though they were a part of her skin. She was
attractive and knew it. The space between them shrank as Gabrielle
finally picked up on Dani’s interest.

“Just a woman clawing and scratching her way to the
top.” Gabrielle shrugged as though all of her hard work wasn’t
important or the only driving force in her life.

“With what I saw back there, I’m sure you’re very
good at what you do.” Dani smiled that adorable lopsided grin again
and Gabrielle couldn’t help but smile back.

“Thanks.” She leaned on the bench to push herself up
and get moving, unaware that Dani had reached her hand out to help
her.

“Here. Your legs have to be jelly. I’m only standing
because if I sit, I’ll never get back up.”

Dani’s hand was warm and strong. Her fingers were
long and her red nails filed and trimmed. She wasn’t wearing any
jewelry, but that didn’t mean anything. Gabrielle removed her two
rings and necklace during spin. It was hard to grip the handles of
the stationary bike with the rings pressing uncomfortably into her
fingers, or the slight wisp of a chain with a small four leaf
clover charm hitting the underside of her chin.

“As much as I would love to stay and chat, and I do
mean that, I’m in a hurry to meet up with some friends,” Gabrielle
said.

“Then we’ll talk after the next spin class,” Dani
said.

Gabrielle nodded and smiled. The unspoken agreement
that passed between them made her stomach flutter with promise.
When was the last time she went out on a date? Hell, when was the
last time she got laid? She gathered her caddy and headed to the
private showers to quickly wash off. Even though it was a night in
with Rosie and Anne, she wanted to be clean. Sweats, no makeup, a
glass or two of wine, possibly cheesecake, and curled up on a couch
talking to her best friends sounded like the best way to end her
shitty day.


Chapter Three

“I hope everyone played the lottery. The drawing is
tonight.”

Diane placed a basket of steaming garlicky
breadsticks in the center of the table next to the spaghetti and
sat next to Paul.

“I’m not old enough,” Faith said.

Serena rolled her eyes. “The legal age to buy
lottery tickets is eighteen. You’re thinking of gambling.” She
backed away from mentioning the legal age of buying alcohol out of
habit.

“The payout after federal and state taxes is roughly
half. Twenty or so million dollars would go a long way,” Diane
said.

“I would definitely retire. As much as I love
fighting fires and working with the guys, I could easily stay home
and learn to whittle or build things,” Paul said.

“You would miss your job too much. Besides, you
don’t even use the tools you have out in the garage now,” Diane
said.

“I wouldn’t have a problem quitting my job,” Serena
said.

“I thought you loved working at the bookstore.”
Diane sounded surprised, like working in a bookstore was Serena’s
perfect job.

“It’s retail, Mom. I’m almost thirty and my boss is
a tyrant,” she said.

“There’s nothing embarrassing or wrong about working
retail.” Diane’s voice was sharp, almost reprimanding Serena for
having an opinion.

Serena held up her palms. “You’re right. I just
wanted more by now, but real life kind of got in the way.”

The silence that followed was uncomfortable, but
easy enough for Diane to maneuver around. She was a pro at it.

“Faith, I see you brought your famous banana pudding
fluff. What else are you learning?”

“Crepes and all the possible things you can do with
them.”

“Have you heard back from any of the restaurants in
town for a summer internship yet?”

Serena had to give it to her mom. When she was
sober, she was charming as fuck. She knew she wasn’t being fair,
but Diane didn’t call a family dinner unless something was up. It
was a matter of waiting.

“I should hear something back this week. If not,
I’ll just work shifts at Buddy’s like I have every other summer.
They’re pretty good at adjusting the schedule for me,” Faith said.
She reached for a breadstick and passed the basket to Serena.

“I’m sure you’ll hear something soon. My little girl
is going to be a hot commodity once she finishes school.”

Faith’s smile melted Serena. Any misgivings she had
about her mother’s intentions were put on hold as she smiled back
at her sister. Pride pricked Serena’s heart. She knew that as long
as Faith stayed on track and finished school, she would succeed.
And culinary school didn’t require a four-year education. Faith was
only four months away from graduating and spreading her wings.

“So, what’s going on, Mom? Why are we having family
dinner?” Serena couldn’t handle the anticipation any longer. Her
anxiety was already off the charts, and sitting at the table making
small talk wasn’t something they did as a family.

“Fair enough. I guess you do know your mother pretty
well,” Diane said. She held her glass of ice water as if she was
giving a toast. “Okay. There’s no other way to say this, but Paul
and I are moving to California.”

The news stunned even Serena. She reached for the
salad and knocked her glass of water over in the process. “Oh,
shit. I’m sorry.”

Diane and Faith jumped up to rescue the breadsticks
and wipe up the water before it dribbled onto the carpet. A few
napkins thrown Serena’s way and it was cleaned up in less than a
minute. Paul returned with a fresh glass of ice water. She
apologized again only for Diane to wave her off.

“Don’t worry about it. It’s fine. I know it’s a lot
to take in.”

“Where in California?” Serena kept her voice from
elevating. Why? When? How? Even through all of the emotional and
exhausting abuse she endured her entire life, Diane was still her
mother, and the thought of her not being around gave Serena a
confusing mix of anxiety and happiness.

“I applied for a captain’s position in Redding and
got it.” Paul held his hands up and shrugged like it was no big
deal.

“That’s so cool. When do you leave?” Faith
asked.

“Well, that’s why we’re having dinner. We want to
make sure you girls are okay with us moving and have everything you
need before we leave,” Diane said. She busied herself by filling
plates with pasta and sauce and passing them around the table.

“I think Faith and I will be okay. I have her and
she has me. As a matter of fact, we can help you pack if you need
help,” Serena said. The message was there, and delivered with a
side of trademark Evans passive-aggressiveness.

Diane ignored Serena’s barb. “Always so thoughtful.
If nothing else, I raised my girls to be kind and generous.”

Again, Serena bit the inside of her cheek. She could
take a lot from people, but her fuse was always short with her
mother. She needed to get over it. This was a clean slate for all
of them. She would still be in town for her sister, and the dark,
ominous cloud of her past would disappear with her mother.

“Congratulations, Paul. I think it’s crazy you’re
leaving Vail, but at least you’re going to California, which is
second best to Colorado. I’ll come and visit when we get breaks.
And I’ll drag Serena with me,” Faith said.

“Mrs. Brody only gives me two weeks off. Northern
California is at least a two-day trip by bus and we all know my car
can’t make the drive,” Serena said.

“You should look at getting a new car soon. And
demand a raise from that old biddy. You’ve been there long enough
now.”

“Easier said than done.”

Faith softly touched Serena’s hand. “You really
should get another job. Your boss is a jerk and takes advantage of
you.”

Serena scoffed. “Mrs. Brody knows everybody in town.
If she finds out I’m looking, she’ll fire me on the spot. I have to
be careful.”

“What about where I work? The lodge will need a new
front desk clerk since I’m going to give them my two-week notice on
Friday. And you already know everyone there,” Diane said.

She didn’t want her mother’s help, even if the idea
had merit. Besides, she was the one who got her mom the job at the
Waterfall Lodge. If it wasn’t for Jackie being willing to give
Diane a fresh start, God only knows where her mother would have
ended up. A new job sounded great, but Serena didn’t like being
around a lot of people, and a ski lodge meant a lot of new people
daily, even in the summer. That much interaction would force her
further into her shell, and that was the last thing she needed.

“I’ll be okay. I like my job. Yeah, my boss is a
jerk, but I get to read anything and everything that I want.”

“But only when Mrs. Brody isn’t around. It’s not
even a real perk.” Faith wasn’t trying to
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