
Chapter One

			She tried to get away. Her big, brown eyes darted back and forth between the gate leading to the beach and me. I could tell the toddler was calculating the distance, so I crouched down ready to intervene if necessary. Her face scrunched up with determination and she made it a few awkward steps until a very attractive brunette grabbed her from behind and covered her face with tiny kisses.

			“Where do you think you’re going?” 

			I smiled at the sweet exchange acutely aware that I, a total stranger, was interrupting a personal moment on private property.

			“Excuse me. Can you tell me if that’s 819 Ocean View Drive?” I pointed to the gray shingle beach bungalow with large windows and a deck that wrapped around half the house. I had looked the address up on Google Earth, but I couldn’t find the guest cottage that was supposed to be my address for the next three months. Of course, it didn’t matter where the cottage was. After graduating from Rhode Island School of Design, this little beach town would be a heavenly escape for the next several months. 

			The woman twirled her finger in a circle indicating the mansion she just exited, the bungalow I’d pointed at, a garage off in the distance, and a shed almost the size of a house. “All of this is 819 Ocean View. Welcome to Revere Estates. You must be Josie. We’ve been expecting you. Hi, I’m Cassie Wellington.” She reached out to shake my hand. “And this little escape artist is Ava.”

			“Hi. I’m happy to be here. Thank you so much for having me.” My anxiety settled once I realized I was in the right place. For a brief moment, I thought I was trespassing and somebody was going to burst through the door, screaming at me to leave the property at once before they called the police. I was partially right. Somebody did burst through the door screaming, only it was an adorable toddler with light golden brown curly hair hell-bent on busting through the privacy gate that led to the beach. “So, I’m staying there?” I pointed to the large bungalow that I thought was the main house. Now I could see that it was dwarfed by the mansion on the other side of the driveway. 

			Cassie nodded and smiled. “Go ahead and park in the carport. If you need anything at all, just knock on the door or text us. I left our number on the counter inside your place.” She was beautiful with a warm smile and brown hair that flowed down to the middle of her back. Her brown eyes, the same as Ava’s, were welcoming. 

			“Thank you.” Feeling rumpled from the trip, I smoothed down my wrinkled shirt and shorts and shook out the tingling from my long legs. My five-foot ten-inch frame was folded like a pretzel in my small Corolla for the last two hours. I wish I had time to make myself presentable before meeting my host family, especially now that I knew they were probably billionaires. I didn’t have words to describe how fortunate I felt. I was twenty-three, a recent graduate, and had been given the opportunity of a lifetime, but looking at Cassie, who couldn’t have been much older than me, and seeing how well put together she was made me realize how destitute I was. I had a long way to go before I was successful at anything, but I was hoping this summer would help put my art into the hands of people who could catapult my career.

			“We’re happy to have you.” She slid a squirming Ava down her side until the toddler’s sandals touched the cobblestone driveway. “Ava, this is Josie. Can you say hi?” Ava waved and ran over to the gate. Cassie looked at me. “Toddlers have two speeds. Super-fast and asleep.” I smiled out of politeness. I knew nothing of babies or small children. I wasn’t against them. I just hadn’t spent any time with them. “Her mother and brother are down at the beach. She just woke up from a long nap. Would you like to join us?”

			Immediately I shied away. “Oh, no thank you. I should unpack and get settled. It was a long drive.” It wasn’t, but I just arrived, and I didn’t want to intrude.

			She waved me off. “I get it. If you feel like exploring, you’ll find us down there. Just make sure to always close that gate. Ava is a wanderer.”

			I nodded vigorously and filed that away under emergency advice in my head. The last thing I needed was Ava getting out and it being my fault. “Thanks again for everything. I’m so excited to be here.”

			“We hope you have fun this summer. Your artwork is amazing.”

			I hated repeating myself, so I nodded. “Thank you.” I felt incredibly lucky when my portfolio was chosen for the Wellington residency. At the time, I didn’t think about the logistics at all. Being here and seeing this gorgeous family and their gorgeous house made me feel way out of my league. 

			Cassie grabbed Ava’s hand. “Okay, cuddle bug. Let’s go see Mama.” She looked back at me. “Maybe we’ll see you down there.”

			I waited until they were out of the courtyard before I gaped at my surroundings. I parked my car under the carport per Cassie’s instructions and let myself into the house. It had been described to me as an apartment but was really a three-bedroom house on the property that slightly resembled the main house. It was fully furnished and spacious.

			The bedroom that faced the ocean was cleared out except for a large worktable with a note on it. The lighting is excellent here and we figured this would be the room you want to create in. Whoever wrote the note had smooth and steady handwriting. 

			The open kitchen was bright and full of updated appliances. On the counter there was a note in different handwriting with Cassie’s phone number, the number for the main house, and instructions for parking and working the gate codes. Next to it was an envelope with my name written in calligraphy on the thick, heavy ivory paper. It was an invitation to the Wellingtons’ kick-off-the-summer barbecue. Of course, I would go. It was going to be on the property so I didn’t have to do much except walk out the door. Maybe I’d meet some really cool people this summer. I attached the card to the refrigerator with the only magnet I could find—a small red crab wearing a white tank top with Goda spelled out in pink letters. It didn’t match the décor of the place but made me smile nonetheless.

			I unloaded my car as quickly as possible. The back seat had rolls of canvas, wood, and the tools needed to stretch my own canvases, and the trunk had two easels, paints, pencils, brushes, and rags. That left the front seat for one small carry-on sized suitcase and two backpacks of clothes, shoes, and toiletries. If I had to do any socializing other than the Wellingtons’ summer party, I might be in trouble. It didn’t matter though. I was here to paint and hone my craft, not go to parties.

			I had everything in the house in fifteen minutes. It was late afternoon and even though I still had hours before sunset, I didn’t want to miss it. I wanted to explore, feed the hunger pangs that poked my stomach, and meet the rest of Cassie’s family. I changed into a fresh T-shirt and shorts and grabbed my sandals. I had an exit door to the beach from the room that was going to be my art studio, so I never had to worry about the gate and accidentally leaving it open.

			I didn’t know what to expect when I met Cassie’s wife and son. I thought Cassie was beautiful, but her wife literally took my breath away. Her pale blond hair was braided back away from her face. Their son, Noah, looked exactly like her. Both had light blue eyes and naturally red lips. I knew the family offering the residency was LGBTQ+ friendly, but I fell in love with them once I found out they were also members.

			“Hi, Josie. We’re glad you’re here. I’m Cassie’s wife, Brook, and that’s our son, Noah. I heard you already met Ava,” Brook said.

			“She’s adorable.” I returned Ava’s awkward wave. “You have such a lovely place in a beautiful part of the world. Thank you for inviting me to spend my summer here.” I pressed my lips together to keep from over talking. It was a nervous habit.

			“Do you want to help us?” Noah asked. He was sitting in the sand with Ava. They were building an impressive sandcastle out of molds that were far more extravagant than the plain plastic bucket and shovel I had when I was little. 

			“That’s sweet of you to ask. Maybe next time. I want to take a quick walk and get to know the area.” Honestly, I didn’t want to interrupt. It was Sunday and I wasn’t sure if they worked remotely and were headed back to their main residence somewhere else or were here full-time. Either way, I was sure they didn’t want to spend their Sunday with a stranger no matter how nice they were.

			“See you later,” he said. 

			I casually strolled to the waterline anxious to feel the ocean on my feet and dig my toes in the sand. It was June and the water was still cold but refreshing. There was plenty of open space to set up and sketch or paint. Revere Estates must have been part of a private beach because I didn’t see another person near the water. 

			I rounded a dune and, off in the distance, saw bright buildings that advertised kayaks and paddleboards. Several wooden decks extended far out from restaurants to give patrons the true ocean view eating experience. It was the quintessential quaint seaside town. Walking to it from Revere was probably faster than driving and trying to find parking in summer traffic. I made my way over to a public path and walked between an eclectic hardware store and quaint coffee shop. When I cleared the alley, I found myself in downtown Goda, Massachusetts. 

			It was a high-end town, but I was bound to find something cheap to eat. I hadn’t eaten since breakfast and the restaurants smelled amazing. I’d saved up enough money this past spring at my on-campus job to have a little spending money for the summer and that included splurging on fresh seafood. I settled on a small casual restaurant with outdoor picnic tables that were bolted into something below the sand. 

			A balding older man, whose once white apron now had a splatter of yellowing grease stains across his massive chest, barked out from behind a window framed by a chalkboard menu. “What can I get you?”

			“I’ll have a lobster roll, chips, and a water.” 

			He nodded and pointed his pen to the tables. “Have a seat and someone will bring it out to you.” 

			I sat at a table closest to the beach and far away from the play area designated for children. It was beautiful here. The beach was clean with soft sand and very little foot traffic. I pulled out my phone and took several photos, but I knew they wouldn’t do the view justice. One of my main goals was to paint landscapes and seascapes, and this was going to be the perfect place to do both. 

			A surfer-looking dude with bleach blond shaggy hair and a tan sneaked up behind me with my order. He put the plate down and dropped a pile of napkins in front of me. “Is there anything else?” he asked.

			“No, thank you. This is great.” I didn’t realize how hungry I was until I took a bite. I wasn’t expecting it to be so delicious and fresh. This would be my go-to when I didn’t want to cook. I happily munched on my dinner and people-watched for the next half hour. 

			I googled the Wellingtons out of curiosity and my jaw dropped. Brook was CEO of Wellington Enterprises. I had no idea she was one of those Wellingtons. I was staying with one of the wealthiest families in the northeast. Their name wasn’t on the grant when I accepted it so I never investigated further. 

			Still stunned, I discarded my trash in the appropriate bins and walked down the main street noting which shops I wanted to visit when they were open. There was so much money in this town. The cars were foreign, sleek, and expensive. The houses were massive and close together. I liked that Revere Estates was farther out and had more room than the domino houses in town. Goda had tons of art galleries that displayed several artists I had admired over the years. Tula Sims, O. Colburn, and Beckett Lemon were all on display. I’d only been in Goda a few hours and I could already tell this town would be my happy place. I walked back as the Wellingtons were gathering their belongings and automatically jumped in to help.

			“Josie, would you like to have dinner with us tonight? We would love to get to know you better,” Brook said.

			“That would be great, thank you.” Even though I ate an hour ago, I wasn’t going to be rude and turn down a second invitation from them. 

			I carried a beach chair and two buckets of toys up to the house. Cassie opened the mud room to the main house and motioned me to enter. I couldn’t wait to see the rest of the house later tonight.

			“Why don’t you come by in an hour?” Cassie asked after I handed her the toys. “Do you have any dietary restrictions?” 

			I shook my head. “None. Do you want me to bring anything?”

			“Oh, no. You’re our guest. We’ll see you soon.”

			I took a quick shower and slipped into a summer dress. It was unfortunate that most of my wardrobe was boxed up and taking up space in my friend’s basement. Art supplies seemed far more important than clothes when I packed. A decision I was now regretting after realizing that I was probably expected to socialize while I was here. My hair was just long enough to pull back into a stubby ponytail. Some pieces didn’t quite make it and fell out, but I did the best I could. 

			With thirty minutes to spare, I headed back to the beach. I might not be able to watch the sunset my first night, but I could watch it drift into place. My heart swelled when the warm colors spread out on the sky’s canvas as the sun dipped lower. It wasn’t as impressive as a West Coast sunset, but it was still beautiful. I walked along the shore as waves lapped at my feet. I could do this every day and never get tired. 

			I turned and was startled by a woman who was sitting in the sand with her back against a small dune. Either I missed her on the way to the water, or she sneaked up behind me. My heart went from a slow and steady peaceful beat to hummingbird wings frantically pushing against my ribs in the span of two seconds. 

			“You scared me.” 

			She lifted her eyebrow but didn’t say anything. 

			I was in that awkward space of giving her all my attention and her not taking any of it. It was as if she was trying to look around me. “Oh. I’m sorry.” I quickly moved out of the way but kept my eyes on her. 

			Her long brown hair was pulled back in a hair tie, but the wind had blown several pieces loose. Her dark eyes were focused on the ocean even though she had to have known I was staring. She was so beautiful, but there was a shadow of darkness in her features. Her full mouth dipped at the corners and her brows furrowed slightly on her forehead. 

			“Hi, I’m Josie,” I said. When she looked at me, my heartbeat skipped. Why was I having such a reaction to this woman? It took all my willpower to keep from wiping my suddenly sweaty palms on my dress. “I’m staying with the Wellingtons.”

			“So, you’re this year’s artist-in-residence,” she said. Her voice was low and raspy and her delivery cool. She made it sound like it wasn’t a big thing or something that wasn’t important. I wasn’t deterred.

			“Let me guess. You’re the neighbor who dislikes outsiders,” I said. Her gaze turned sharp and the corners of her mouth dipped more. She was almost frowning, but even that didn’t take away from her beauty. The warm colors from the impending sunset cascaded over her giving her skin an ethereal glow. I was fascinated by her even though it was obvious I was not welcome in her space. 

			“Just the ones who stand in my view.” 

			She continued to ignore me, so I quietly moved out of her line of vision and made my way back to Revere Estates. 

			




Chapter Ten

			“Thanks for driving. Again.” I fully intended to drive, but I couldn’t allow Olivia in my car. I spent an hour deodorizing it, but the carpet cleaner only briefly disguised the smell. Now the inside smelled like musty wet dog who rolled in lilacs. It was so bad that I had to keep the windows rolled down until the carpet and cloth seats fully dried. I was praying it wouldn’t rain anytime soon. I was also embarrassed for her to see it. 

			We were on our way to Pryde’s Point for dinner and a movie. We’d picked a romantic comedy that had been out for a few months. It didn’t have the best ratings, but I didn’t care. Spending time with Olivia was the only thing I wanted.

			“No problem. I love driving.” Her eyes wandered to the hem of my dress that rested mid-thigh. A slow smile spread across her mouth, and I desperately wanted to know what she was thinking. 

			I paid rush shipping for a short summer dress I bought online at Nordstrom’s end of the summer sale even though it was still July. The hour I spent in front of the mirror fixing my hair and makeup was totally worth it. I couldn’t remember the last time I took this long to get ready for a date. Her scrutiny made me feel sexy. 

			I couldn’t tell much about Olivia’s outfit on the drive and it wasn’t until we parked and she slid out of the car that I could appreciate it fully. She looked incredible. She wore a black sleeveless top and white pants that hugged her form nicely. Her black wedges gave her enough height to where she could almost look me in the eyes.

			We continued our discussion about music as we walked into the restaurant. We had discussed Taylor Swift’s latest album the entire drive after her current single came on and Olivia tried to change the channel. I’d been too busy trying to explain Taylor’s importance to the queer community to ask Olivia about her day.

			“How was work?” I asked after we were seated. 

			“I sold two paintings so it was great.”

			I reached across the table and squeezed her hands. “Wow. Congratulations. That’s wonderful.” I wasn’t sure how many paintings a gallery on the cape sold in a month, but judging from her reaction, two in a day was awesome. It was a little noisy in the restaurant, but I wasn’t letting that deter me from enjoying the evening. I was on a date. 

			“One was my own.”

			“That’s even better news!”

			“So, tonight is my treat because we’re celebrating,” she said.

			I lifted an eyebrow. “At some point, you’re going to have to let me buy you dinner. I know I don’t make as much money as you do.” I paused and smiled because our financial gap was the size of a black hole. “But this date was my idea.”

			“How about one night you treat us to pizza when we’re having a lesson?”

			I lifted my hands a tiny bit and did a small cheer that only she could see. “Yay to more lessons. And you’re on.” Pizza sounded normal, fun, and cheap. And that meant there would be more dates in our future.

			“Okay, now you tell me about your day. What did you do?” she asked. Her lips curved against the wine glass as she took a sip of the zinfandel the waiter suggested after we ordered.

			“I’ve been working on a portrait for the Ashfords.” The family commissioned me to do a portrait of their three-year-old granddaughter. 

			“Oh, are you painting Rowan?” she asked. I nodded. “Have you been able to get an idea of her personality? How is it going?”

			“Yeah, I think so. I Zoomed with them for a few minutes just to get an idea of what she’s like. Caroline also emailed me dozens of photos,” I said. Doing Noah’s portrait for fun was a lot easier than earning a commission and stressing about it. Olivia’s lessons had been invaluable so far. I would have been lost without her advice. “And I think it’s coming along nicely, but I would love any suggestions you might have for me. I want to make sure my first commissioned piece is as perfect as possible.”

			“I’m sure it’s wonderful. She’s adorable.” With similar dark hair and dark eyes, I wondered if Rowan reminded Olivia of Miranda.

			“You’ve met her before?” I asked. 

			“They’ve been to the gallery. The Ashfords have purchased a few pieces.”

			“I’m sure it’s super fun and totally stress-free to have a toddler in the gallery.” We both laughed.

			“Robert held her the whole time. She was sleepy and quiet,” Olivia said.

			“I’m sure my kids will be complete chaos,” I said. Olivia shot me a weird look. “I mean, I just know what I was like growing up. My parents had their hands full. I can’t imagine my kids would be any different.”

			Olivia cleared her throat. “Oh? How many kids do you want?” she asked.

			“I’m not even sure I want them. But if me and my partner decide to have kids, it would have to be at least two.” It dawned on me that Olivia only had one but that didn’t mean she didn’t want more.

			“Why?”

			I recognized I needed to change the subject or else this date was going to die before it even got started. “I grew up alone. I always wanted a sister or a brother to have as my shadow. What about you? Do you have any siblings?”

			She nodded. “I have a younger brother, but we don’t really talk. Sometimes having a sibling isn’t the greatest thing.”

			I winced. “I’m sorry you don’t have a relationship with him. What’s the issue?”

			She gave me a long look and took another sip of wine. “There’s not a specific issue. He just has different priorities than me. He’s living his own life somewhere in San Diego in a house my parents bought him. They coddle him even though he’s a capable grown ass man with a very expensive degree that he doesn’t use.”

			I cringed thinking about my student loans. I was hesitant to ask. “What’s he doing then?”

			“He’s been writing a novel for five years now. And surfing. And partying. He can’t seem to grow up. And he’s the baby so my parents cater to him.”

			“Sounds charming,” I said.

			She laughed. “That’s the problem. He’s too charming.” She sat up, leaned her elbows on the table, and rested her chin on her hands. “There you go again. Tearing down my walls.”

			“Is that a bad thing?” I gave her my sexiest smile. She was opening up and the transformation was beautiful. I loved everything about her honesty in this moment.

			“I’ve been running from everyone, but the minute you show up, I can’t stop talking,” she said. 

			I barely heard her words because I was concentrating so hard on her mouth. I wanted to kiss those full and inviting lips. “That’s not entirely true. It took me a bit to get through, but I knew I wanted to,” I said. The air between us felt thick with my heavy words. I needed to lighten the mood. “I’m glad we’re out tonight. I haven’t given myself some time off in weeks. And I’m pretty sure you’ve been working constantly this summer.” She was at the beach every night but that wasn’t necessarily relaxing. “What was the last fun thing you did?”

			“Teaching the class. I really enjoy it.”

			Her smiles always hit me in different places. Sometimes the playful ones did loops in my stomach. The ones that hinted at more depth and meaning hit me right in the heart. It was hard not to think about her past around her, but she was more than her past. “Speaking from experience, you’re a great teacher. I know, because I’ve had several.”

			“Tell me what you plan to do with your art degree.”

			I sat back in my chair and blew out a deep breath. “I have no idea. In my head, I was going to make it as an artist, get my work shown in famous galleries, but really, I’ll probably wait tables somewhere. I’m pretty good at graphic design. Maybe I’ll apply to some corporations. They’re always looking.” I didn’t want to talk about me. I was boring. My future was bleak and I was already stressed enough. “What were your plans when you graduated?” I smacked my palm against my forehead. “What am I even saying? You were commissioned to do the huge mural in the Natural History Museum while you were still in school. I bet you’ve never looked back.”

			“I’ve been very fortunate, but it helps when your family has money. And you get commissioned to do several things over the course of your college career.” She sounded confident, not cocky and I appreciated her honesty.

			“Grab every opportunity, right?” It was the perfect time for the waiter to return with our dinner. I wanted to get to know Olivia, but I didn’t want the whole conversation to be about art. I wanted to know about her. “What do your parents do?”

			“Both my parents are doctors.”

			“Wow. Nice. In Rhode Island or where?”

			“New York City. They have their own practice.”

			“Is that where you grew up?” It was nice learning about her life and her history before her art career. I found out she’d never worked outside the art industry and moved to Boston when she met her husband. “Do you ever talk to your ex-girlfriend?” I couldn’t believe I’d waited this long to ask about her. She shook her head. “Not even on social media?”

			“I’m not on any social media platforms. I have my website, the gallery site, and that’s it. So far, it’s worked for me.” 

			I already knew that but I was curious because so much business was conducted online and social media helped promote businesses.

			“Your gallery should at least be on Instagram.” I quickly backpedaled. “I mean it might even bring more business to the gallery.”

			“You’re right. I just stopped caring after the accident. I know I’ve missed a lot and I could do so much for the gallery if I promoted it more.”

			“The good news is that so many buyers know your work that most of your business is probably repeat or word of mouth. But I bet that if you put items in your gallery on Instagram, you’d sell more. Any exposure is good, and buyers will post and tag the gallery if you had a presence. It could only help.” I knew some social media sites automatically showed you memories from the day you started an account. Sometimes those memories were hard. I would bet money that she stopped social media because of the constant reminders of her past. 

			“I know you’re right and I should do something sooner rather than later,” she said. 

			I pushed my plate to the side and leaned forward. “New beginnings. If you want help with Insta, let me know. I can give you a crash course. And Noah loves photography. I mean, I know you can do it since you have a website, but it might be fun to give Noah his first photo credit. This could be a nice project for both of you.”

			She placed her hand on her heart in mock pain. “He loves photography more than my drawing class?”

			“Sadly, yes.”

			She pouted her lips for a moment, but then smiled. “That’s actually a great idea.”

			“I mean, I know you can do it, but it would give him a massive sense of responsibility. He’s trying to talk Brook and Cassie into letting him get a dog and they’re not budging. He’s doing everything he can to show them he’s responsible and up for the job. It’s an ongoing thing.” Anyone could point and shoot, but some of the iPhone shots Noah showed me were amazing. He learned so much in his photography class. I hadn’t seen the photos he’d taken with his DSLR yet, but I bet they were even more amazing.

			“We should probably go. Our movie starts in twenty minutes,” Olivia said. She paid the check and as we weaved our way through the restaurant, I put my hand on her waist as a large party entered the restaurant. I thought she would walk faster, or pause, but instead she reached back and held my hand. I expected her to drop it when we cleared the group, but she held it until we reached the car. I waited for an embarrassed and completely unwarranted apology or an explanation on why she held my hand for a solid thirty seconds, but all I got was a shy smile as she slipped inside the car.

			

			




Chapter Eleven

			I couldn’t tell you what the movie was about or if we got butter on the popcorn, but I could tell you that Olivia was wearing Birch & Black Pepper Jo Malone cologne. I wanted the connection that we had outside, holding hands while walking to the car. It was simple and sweet and I had been waiting for a breakthrough with Olivia for weeks. 

			When it was apparent that neither of us was going to eat the popcorn between us, I moved it, leaned closer, and held my hand out. She slid her fingers down my palm and interlocked her fingers with mine. It was simple and sexy and it took half the movie for my heart to settle to a normal pace. I was giddy. When was the last time I held hands with somebody?

			“What did you think of the movie?” Olivia asked me on our way back to Goda. It was almost midnight. The bright beams of her coupe sliced the darkness ahead. The soft jazz that we settled on after the Taylor Swift debate played through her expensive sound system. I was sweating even though the air conditioner was set to seventy-two degrees. I adjusted one of the air vents to blow on me.

			“Honestly? I don’t remember much about it.”

			“Oh?” 

			My head was leaning back against the headrest, and I turned to face her. “I was too distracted by my date to pay the movie any attention.”

			“I thought we weren’t calling it a date,” she said. 

			“Time with you. I was too distracted by time with you to focus on anything else.” 

			“Oh.” She could’ve said anything. Either to push me away or pull me in, but she left it in the air.

			I wasn’t going to push it. I was going to overthink the next fifteen minutes until we pulled into her garage and then I was either going to run or make a move. Even though Olivia’s edges were icy, I felt her heat. I knew the reasons she put up walls, I just hoped I knew how to get through. 

			Instead of driving me to my place, she stopped short and pulled into her driveway. The whir of the garage door opening sounded so loud in the quiet space between us. She didn’t move after she turned off the car and we sat there in silence.

			“You know, I could—” I never got the rest of the sentence out. 

			Her hand slipped to the back of my neck and pulled me to her. Our lips met immediately, and I didn’t hesitate. I didn’t know how long this would last so I was taking full advantage of what she was offering. Her lips were soft and when I pulled her bottom lip into my mouth and gently sucked, she whimpered. I cupped her face with my hands and slowly dipped my tongue inside, tasting her warmth and feeling her tongue gently stroke mine. Never in my life had I wanted to be pressed up against somebody so badly, but the gear shift and the armrest were in the way. I wanted to growl out my frustration. She pulled away first. I slowly dropped my hands.

			“This was a very nice not-a-date date.” I ran my fingertip down her cheek. “I knew your lips would be incredible.” I ran my thumb over them and licked my lips, ready to taste her again.

			“I had a nice time tonight,” she said. 

			I couldn’t keep my hands off her. I tucked her hair behind her ear and brushed my lips against hers. “So did I.” I tried to do the right thing by pulling away. “I should go. It’s late and I know you have a full day tomorrow.” Saturdays were the busiest at the galleries as people from Boston and neighboring towns flooded the cape. We got out of the car and I met her at the door that led into the house. “Do you want me to go around the front?”

			“I should’ve dropped you off at your place. I don’t know what I was thinking,” she said. I knew what she was thinking. She wanted to kiss me and wanted to do it in the privacy of her place.

			“It’s okay. It’s a gorgeous night and I could use some cooling off.” I locked her fingers with mine and walked slowly to the back door. “I’ll swing by the gallery tomorrow and see how you’re doing. Maybe I can bring you lunch.”

			“Text me first. Maybe there will be a lull.” 

			I pulled her into my arms for a hug. I knew this was a big night for her and I didn’t want to make her uncomfortable by pushing too hard. I cupped her face again and kissed her softly. “Sleep well. Thank you for tonight.” I hated the emptiness I felt after she dropped my hand and opened the door.

			“Good night, Josie.” 

			I walked back with a ginormous smile on my face. I wanted to skip but the sand was restrictive, and I didn’t know if Olivia was watching me. Besides, the flashlight on my phone wasn’t great and I didn’t want to fall. I punched in the code to let myself into my place and leaned against the door. What an amazing night. 

			I jumped in the shower to get the sand off my feet and slipped into boxers and a tank top. I wasn’t going to sleep anytime soon. I grabbed my phone and scrolled through social media, but I couldn’t keep my mind from wandering to my evening with Olivia.

			Are you still awake?

			I almost dropped my phone when I saw Olivia’s text.

			Why are you still awake? I shot her a message back and settled under the covers expecting a cute exchange until she drifted off to sleep.

			Open the door please. I held my phone with both hands as I stared at her message, waiting for my brain to process the words. That meant she was here, right? I jumped up and scrambled to the back door.

			“You’re here,” I said. Olivia stood in my doorway wearing lounge pants and an oversized long-sleeved shirt. Her hair was loosely pulled back and her face free of makeup. She looked lovely. I paused. “Is everything okay?”

			“May I come in?” 

			I stepped aside. “Of course. Come in.” 

			She slipped off her shoes and turned to me. “I think our night ended too early.” 

			I looked at the clock. “But it’s almost one. And you have to work tomorrow.” 

			“The gallery doesn’t open until eleven,” she said. 

			I wasn’t getting it. Her vulnerability and the wisp of clothing that covered her made me want to find a robe and walk her back. It never occurred to me that she wanted me, that she wanted more than just soft kisses tonight.

			“I want to be here,” she said. She stepped closer. “With you.” 

			Once her words sank in, instinct took over. I pulled her into my arms and met her kiss with wild abandon. We stumbled back to my bedroom. I was afraid to break contact in case this was a dream.

			“Are you sure about this?” I had the hem of her shirt in my fingers ready to rid her of it, ready to feel her warm body against mine, but I wanted her to say the word. 

			She put her hands on mine and lifted her shirt off. “Yes.” Her voice was a whisper, but that one word was powerful. It was powerful enough to make my knees weak. 

			I pulled her on top of me when we hit the mattress and moaned when she spread my legs apart with her knees. It was hot and sexy and I couldn’t believe it was happening. Her lips were on my body while her hands pushed my tank up over my head. My adrenaline was a race car pushing my heartbeat to an alarming speed, but even the threat of my heart bursting couldn’t stop me. Her wet, warm tongue twirled over my skin and her teeth scraped my sensitive breasts. I wanted to touch her everywhere, but I also wanted her to explore me at her pace.

			“How is this happening?” 

			She stopped. Fuck. Did I say that out loud?

			“Do you want me to stop?” she asked. Her voice was throaty and sexy, and her breath was hot on my stomach as she waited for my answer.

			“Oh, my God. No. Don’t stop.” I put my hand over my eyes in embarrassment. “I’m sorry. I didn’t realize I used my outside voice.” I gasped when her lips continued their journey down my body. 

			Olivia was not afraid to do what she wanted. Her palms felt hot against my thighs as she pushed them even further apart. When I felt her tongue explore my wet slit, I almost bucked at the sensation. I wrapped my hands in her hair and tried hard not to move my hips into her mouth because it felt amazing. I couldn’t remember the last time I had sex and honestly didn’t want to. I was here in the moment but trying to stay out of my head at what this all meant. I focused on her mouth and her swirling tongue pressing against my clit. My knees started to shake, and if I didn’t stop her now, I knew I was going to come after two minutes. 

			“Wait. Just a moment,” I said. 

			Her head popped up. “Am I doing something wrong?”

			I pulled her up my body so we were face-to-face. “Oh, my God. No.” I pushed her hair back from her face. “I just didn’t want to come so quickly.” 

			Hearing her soft laughter in the darkness made me smile. I kissed her supple lips, softened by the last several minutes of licking and sucking my sensitive body parts. The desire to please her overtook me and I not-so-gently rolled her on her back and firmly pressed between her legs. 

			“As fabulous as I think your silky soft lounge pants are, we’re going to have to take them off,” I said. 

			She lifted her hips eager to be rid of them, too. My heart almost stopped when I found she wasn

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			



