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Summary

Riley Walsh couldn’t help but be the littlest bit type A. She’s fierce, driven, loyal and loveable, but sometimes has a hard time getting out of her own way. A former American Sign Language interpreter frustrated with the system churning out interpreters that the Deaf community doesn’t trust, she pivots to academics, hoping to make more of an impact. Determined to start over after a life-altering breakup, she moves from California to a Chicago suburb where her friends and roommate are determined for her to try out casual dating.

CJ Acker could not be more different. A confident, unflappable go-with-the-flow personality. She is a cocky casual dater who is content with her no-strings-attached lifestyle. DEI consultant by day and high school softball coach by night, CJ is open-minded with a big heart, quiet strength, and a core group of friends whose entertaining antics always keep her on her toes.

Neither woman is prepared for the passionate and emotional crash course they’re heading down, and how they will change each other’s minds and lives with their love language.

Fall in bed, and in love with these two relatable leading ladies in the first book of the Love Language series.
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Chapter One
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It was Riley Walsh’s first day at East High School in Rockford, Illinois. Despite the fact that she was hurriedly packing her bags into the front passenger seat, she wasn’t nervous. This wasn’t the first time a school offered to build an entire program around her. She was irritated because she was late. She wanted to get to campus a couple of hours early to grab a bite to eat before the semester officially started. Dugan, her four-legged son, had gotten into something again, and she was up with him all night. He was the most neurotic creature that had ever lived. She threw her bags over her shoulder, slammed the door, and pressed the button to lock the Jeep Cherokee. She turned her phone over in her hand to check the time. She rolled her eyes at her cell, which had a picture of the brown brindled menace that had kept her up all night. She shook her head and turned toward the walkway to the language building and walked directly into a shorter brunette woman. Her phone hit the ground as she grunted.

[image: ]“Whoa, easy there, Red,” the shorter woman said. 

Riley apologized and took the woman in. She was maybe 5’6”. Her dark brown hair was layered and barely met her shoulders, framing a nicely round face. She was Caucasian but not pale with full lips and pretty brown eyes. She wore a tight T-shirt that displayed her beautiful but modest breasts and wore joggers that showed off her hips and strong legs. 

The woman picked up her phone for her. “Good-looking pup.”

“Thanks, he’s a giant pain in the ass.”

She laughed. “Aren’t they all?”

Riley wasn’t sure if she meant dogs or men or male dogs.

The shorter woman quickly looked Riley up and down. “I haven’t seen you around. You new this semester?”

“Yes, I am.” She held out her hand. “Riley Walsh, East’s new sign language teacher.” 

CJ took hold of the long fingers offered to her. “CJ Acker. I didn’t know we offered sign language.”

“That’s because you didn’t until I came along.” Riley winked and started walking.

CJ followed her. “You know where you’re heading? This place can be complicated to get around at first.”

Riley almost rolled her eyes at the condescension. “How chivalrous of you, but I think I can manage.”

CJ grinned; she liked sass. “See you around then, Red.”

Riley smiled. CJ was cute, but she wasn’t looking for romance right now. Her last relationship was a shitshow. The straight woman Riley fell for who went back to her husband in Idaho was still too fresh. She just wanted to get ready for class. She went into the faculty restroom to check her appearance. 

She was 5’10”, with thick, curly red hair, a long, freckled face that featured sharp cheekbones and ruby red lips that were her signature. 

It was time to get her day started.
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CJ had finished day one of evaluating the girls for the upcoming softball season. It was a rough group, but she had a couple of months before the season started. She had done a lot better with a lot worse. She’d figure it out. 

She checked the time. She’d normally just head home; she had to get ready for her pickup basketball game. But she smiled to herself and decided to make a pit stop. 
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When Riley walked to her car at the end of the first day, she had a smile on. Enrollment was maxed, and the students were enthusiastic about the new language option. Feeling pleased with her decision to make the move, she was looking forward to the year ahead.

She walked to her car around 4:00 p.m. and was surprised to find CJ Acker looking at her phone leaning against her dark red Cherokee.

Riley pursed her lips. “Waiting for someone?”

CJ turned, smiled, and tucked her phone in her back pocket. “I wanted to see how your first day went.”

She was cute, but Riley didn’t exactly feel sparks this morning. She felt vaguely patronized. “Why would you want to do that?” She clicked the fob to unlock her car, but CJ didn’t move.

Instead, she chuckled, unfazed that Riley didn’t seem to be her biggest fan. “Maybe I’m a sucker for sassy redheads.”

Acker was cocky, she’d give her that, but two could play at this game. “I see. Remind me your name again.”

CJ’s smile didn’t dim at all, she liked the back and forth. “Acker, CJ Acker.”

Riley put on a fake smile. “Well, Acker, CJ Acker, lovely to meet you...again. You wanna let me in my car?”

CJ finally stepped to the side and let Riley climb in. She gestured to Riley to roll the window down. Riley couldn’t decide if she was irritated or intrigued by CJ’s obvious flirting. She rolled down the window and raised both eyebrows, letting the irritation show on her face.

CJ leaned her forearms on the window so her head was halfway in the car. “I think we should probably get a drink to discuss this further.”

Riley tucked her tongue in the corner of her mouth. “Is that so? What if I disagree?”

CJ smiled a cocky smile. “That’s okay, I can be patient. You’ll agree eventually.”

Riley hadn’t met anyone so full of themselves in a long time. “Why are you so sure?”

CJ leaned back to stand up. “Because I’ve got a good feeling about you.”

Riley shook her head and rolled up her window.

CJ spoke up loud enough that Riley could hear her through the glass. “Same time tomorrow!”
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CJ went home and hurried to pack her bag for basketball. She played every other Monday with a local group of women she met at a party the year before. 

On the drive over, she thought about the redhead she’d met that morning. 

She did have a good feeling about Riley. She hadn’t felt that way in a long time. She’d been attracted at first sight to women before...a lot of women. She’d had more than her share of casual flings and one-night stands. She started to think the “real thing” was just a movie construct, and she wasn’t that upset about it. What a time to be alive when you could be a woman into other women openly, when you didn’t have to be ashamed for wanting sex. CJ marveled at the world’s treatment of women through history. The things she learned researching her women’s studies major and thesis turned her stomach. Even when women put on capes and were the heroes of the day, they were second class to men. There was still too much of that in the world as far as she was concerned. Sometimes she thought that she wanted to be with as many women as possible as a “fuck you” to the insecure misogynists of the world, without whom she might have to find a different line of work. She always thought her sister would have been proud of her sticking it to the man that way. She liked her routines, took good care of herself, and hung out with her squad. She smiled just thinking about them. They had all been friends for close to fifteen years. CJ had two jobs, but coaching softball was more of a passion project. It kept her connected to the game and the feeling of being on the field—invincible and autonomous. She also liked helping the next generation on their journeys. A lot of her time was quality time with women. Her life wasn’t complicated. She preferred it that way. 

She pulled up to the park and started stretching and chatting with the women from both sides about what they had been up to in the last two weeks. Some of them talked about hookups, about work, or new restaurants they tried. It was a fun group, and there had rarely been any drama, even though quite a few of the women had slept together. CJ dipped into that pool once or twice herself, but it stayed casual and didn’t cause any drama. 

One of the women from the other team approached CJ a few minutes before the game was about to start. “You’re Acker, right? I’ve seen you around. I’m Emily.”

“That’s me. Nice to meet you.” She smiled and took the woman in. She was cute, about 5’7”, young, blonde, perky, and fit.

“I’ve been hoping we’d get to play together the last few weeks.”

CJ smiled at the phrasing of that statement. It was a smile that she had known since college conveyed a flirtatious confidence that women of a sapphic persuasion seemed to appreciate. “Well, I guess it’s my lucky day then.”
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On her way home from work, Riley stopped at the store to pick up chicken breast and plain white rice for her stupid dog child. He was allergic to life, and he cost her a mint at the vet every month. He was the cutest little shithead in the world, though. He’d gotten her through her heartbreak over the last year. Who the hell goes to Idaho? Riley would never forgive herself for falling for that fucking straight woman in the first place. Even though Dana was legally separated from her husband, Charlie—she sneered at the thought of him—Riley should have known better. 

Riley couldn’t understand just then why her brain jumped from Dana to CJ Acker. One thing was certain about CJ, she was not straight. She was cocky and exactly Riley’s type. She shook her head. She had always been a sucker for a soft butch. CJ was so full of herself, though. Riley found it simultaneously annoying and sexy. She wondered how persistent CJ would actually be. She wasn’t looking for anything serious right now. She smiled wryly at herself and stopped the cart she was pushing. Earlier that day, it was, “I’m not looking for anything,” and now it was, “I’m not looking for anything serious.” She shook it off. It was nice to feel wanted. She hadn’t felt that kind of dating buzz in a long time and didn’t think she really wanted to. But she couldn’t deny the immediate attraction to CJ. She’d just have to see where it went.
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It was around 10:00 p.m. when CJ left Emily’s place. She took a shower and sat in her home office. She had fun with Emily, but the whole car ride back, she was planning how she was going to approach Riley. She hit the internet and hunkered down. It usually took her a while to wind down after she got home, and this project certainly beat doomscrolling. She found herself smiling at the screen and shaking her head.

She was feeling excited to catch the redhead with the attitude after practice wrapped.
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Chapter Two
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During first period the next morning, Riley felt gratified. The first week of school always carried with it the disappointment that the students were no longer on break, but because ASL was new to the school, the kids seemed excited to dive right in.

“Now all throughout this class, I will use my voice and my hands to teach, it’s not until second semester of Sign II that I will go voices off.” This caused some noises of astonishment throughout the class. 

“I pride myself on making ASL fun to learn, but some of you will struggle with different aspects of this class. Don’t be shy about it. My door is always open, and there’s no such thing as a stupid question.”

Six periods later, Riley was packing her bag, getting ready to go home. It had been a busy day. She was supposed to have a teaching assistant for the school year, but that student picked up another elective, so Riley had to rethink certain parts of her syllabus. 

She walked to the parking lot deep in planning mode and was startled to see CJ leaning against her car again. Riley, who had forgotten about her promise of “same time tomorrow,” controlled her reflexive smile into a scowl, and cleared her throat.

CJ stood and smiled that CJ-fucking-Acker smile. Riley had to work to keep the scowl on. What was wrong with her?

CJ furrowed her brows. She put her right hand into a V-shape with her thumb in the middle of her two fingers and pushed it back and forth between them. Then she bent her right index finger into a hook and bounced it. Then she made a D-shape with both hands and bounced them together with her index fingers pointing toward Riley. 

Riley pursed her lips together to try to stop the smile, but it was no use. She grinned and replied, “We should dessert?”

CJ’s confidence took a hit. “I thought that was date!”

Riley unlocked her car and put her bag in her passenger seat and walked over to CJ.

“Show me again.”

CJ put up the D hands pointing straight ahead. Riley took her wrists and tilted her hands so her index fingers were pointing straight up in the air and bounced them together. 

Riley smiled. “Date.” She put her wrists back down to the original position. “Dessert.”

Some color made its way into CJ’s cheeks.

Riley raised an eyebrow. Either the confidence CJ usually had on display was carefully cultivated, or she was blushing at their proximity. Either way, it was an interesting wrinkle. She decided to play along.

She signed something back quickly. It looked like ten different signs. CJ liked watching Riley’s hands move, but she understood none of it.

CJ smiled. “What does that mean?”

“Figure it out and maybe we can talk.”

CJ’s brows furrowed in panic. “Wait, that’s not fair, do it again. Slower.”

Riley smiled. It would be hard enough for her to figure it out at all, let alone having to do it from memory. It was a risk to do this, but she went for it.

“Take out your camera.”

CJ smiled widely, whipped out her phone, and turned it to video.

Riley signed it again slower and finished it with a wink.

CJ was grinning like an idiot. Not her usual debonair smile but like a smitten teenager. It made the single dimple on her right cheek stand out.

Riley knew she had to leave before she did anything else stupid. She didn’t think she noticed the dimple before; it was insanely cute. She squeezed past CJ to her driver side door and for a brief moment, their mouths shared the same air. It was palpable for them both.

Riley got in and turned the car on, noticing her heart rate had picked up slightly. CJ hadn’t moved. She was wearing an expression Riley could only define as bewildered amusement. 

Once Riley drove away, CJ watched the video about thirty times walking to her car. She headed home to figure out how the hell she was going to decipher the message.
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CJ Acker did not like to lose. She didn’t like it when there were things she wasn’t good at and knew this about herself. She thought after thirty-two years on the planet, she’d be better equipped to deal with circumstances like this, but she was wrong. She usually took to things very quickly and was the person in the room who knew a little about a lot of things. She got extra flustered when she was made to feel awkward. It drove her harder to excel. Her friends would say she was her own harshest critic. 

It didn’t take her long on her laptop at home that night to learn that there were reverse dictionaries for ASL. You described a hand shape, the location on the body, and movement of a sign, and it showed you the possible words the signs could be. In theory, it sounded easy, but looking at Riley’s signs and trying to figure those things out, then picking the word CJ thought she was going for was a whole other story. 

CJ also hadn’t realized that ASL had its own grammar and sentence structure totally separate from English. She was learning quickly that there was a lot she didn’t know about it.

She had to take a break. She threw her pen on her desk and scrubbed her face with her hands. She smiled despite herself. She didn’t mind thinking that most women didn’t make her work this hard. It wasn’t that CJ thought of herself as hot. Empirically, she didn’t think she was, but there was something in her that women responded to. Maybe it was her unwavering love of all women. She found herself attracted to something about every race and size. She was a gold star and proud of it. She knew she was never going to be into men from the time she was seven years old and she punched the boy from her class who tried to kiss her on the playground.

CJ liked how she felt in her own skin most days, which, given her disparaging upbringing, gave her a bit of pride. The women she spent time with were rarely disapproving of anything she brought to the table. She had to admit, other than the squad, most of those women were extremely short term, but all the same, she had come a long way from the freak kid her parents thought she was. 

She stood from her desk and patted her leg for her short-haired black and white border collie to follow her downstairs and outside. It was a nice night. She wanted to sit on the deck with a drink and some music. She even had a playlist full of moody alternative music she called “Brooding” for moments like this. 

She wondered about Riley. She didn’t scream gay, but CJ could often tell. She wondered when Riley knew. She wondered what her first time was like. Then she shook her head. That thought was mildly alarming. Usually her first thought was, What will you sound like in bed? Something about Riley was different. She wondered what it was.

Maybe if CJ figured out this fucking sentence, she could learn more about her.

She couldn’t decipher it that night, and she was pissed about it. She didn’t want to show up at Riley’s car without knowing. She decided she would leave Riley alone the next afternoon. She wanted to make sure she even could. If her impulse control could win the day. It wasn’t like Riley was gagging to see her anyway. She didn’t even have her number. She could probably get it if she sweet-talked that administrator she hooked up with last year.

“No.” CJ held her hands out at the thought. Impulse control. She was going to see what it felt like to take the day off of the exciting challenge that was Riley Walsh.
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That same night, Riley was sitting in her duplex with her barnacle/pit bull snoring loudly against her. She was drinking a glass of red wine, talking to her roommate. She was still so grateful that the stars aligned, and Cam was able/willing to make the move with her.

They met through Riley’s best friend Dylan. Dylan and Cam were on the track and field team together in college. Cam Maxwell was a writer who wanted to write full time but hadn’t gotten her big break yet. She got a job teaching English at the local community college.

It was the perfect setup. They were just as comfortable chatting for a bit and watching a show or movie together as they were not seeing each other at all. Neither woman got in the other’s way. They both liked to keep their space clean and respected each other. 

Riley told Cam that she regretted giving CJ the video. She was new to the school, and if it came to the administration, it would not absolve Riley of guilt, even though CJ’s behavior was  over the line, too. 

“From the way she was coming on to you, are you really worried?” Cam asked.

Cam was black, not as tall as Riley, and cute as hell. She had full lips and a contagious smile. She also had an innate attitude that could simultaneously disarm and piss you off. Her short hair was cut close to her face. She was also gay and single and excited to get Riley out of her comfort zone and into some casual dating scenarios.

“I don’t know anything about her,” Riley said.

Cam perked up. “We can fix that!” She grabbed her laptop from the table and opened a web browser.

“And here we go,” Cam said as she typed CJ’s name. 

She turned the laptop so they could both see the results. 

“Oh, shit,” Cam said. “She was an All-American and won the USA Softball Collegiate Player of the Year award. That’s like the highest honor in the sport.”

Riley put her head in her hand. “Of course she did.” She sighed.

“As coach, she’s also led East High to the state championships four years in a row!” 

Cam kept scrolling. “Oh, and look at this: her master’s thesis was published in the Tribune when she was twenty-four years old. The topic was The All-American Girls Professional Baseball League and its Impact on the U.S. Economy During World War II. This girl is legit!”

“Seriously?” Riley turned the computer more toward her so she could read. “A League Of Their Own is one of my favorite movies. What are the odds?” She pushed the laptop back so Cam could resume scrolling.  

“See? Go get you some of that!”

Riley shook her head. “I’m not sure that’s a great idea.”

“Why?”

“Because!” Riley said, getting flustered. “You should see her confidence, Cam. It oozes out of every inch of her. She’s probably seeing a bunch of women.”

“So what? You’re about to be, too! We’re turning over a new leaf here, remember? New ZIP, who dis? We’re going to get you out, and I’m gonna win all kinds of awards as the best wing-woman ever!”

Cam got up to go to bed, backing out of the room in a dance. Riley stayed on the couch, shaking her head into her wine glass. 

She wondered if she would see CJ tomorrow. She wondered if her video may have been too much. She doubted that it would be given how forward CJ was, but maybe testing her was a bad idea. She took a heavy sip of the wine and felt like an idiot. She typically wouldn’t do something so bold. What was it about CJ that had her taking a risk so soon? She considered herself pretty guarded and made it a point not to be the one to show or give more than a prospective partner. It was a point of pride. Also, she depressingly thought to herself, the less you let people in, the less potential they have to hurt you. 
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Chapter Three
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Fortunately for Riley, she was a master compartmentalizer. She had great classes all day. She started focusing on breaking the students’ preconceived ideas of ASL and bad signing habits. She wanted to spend the first two weeks educating the students that ASL was not a signed version of English. It was its own beautiful, complex language with unique linguistic nuances. Most of the students didn’t know that. Most hearing people in general didn’t know that. Watching the lightbulbs go off over her students’ heads was always special to her. 

Only after her final class ended did she let herself consider that a cute brunette might be leaning against her car. She still felt stupid for the video. It could have been annoying for CJ to be tested straight away, but there was only one way to find out.

Riley walked to her car, but there was no sign of CJ. The scary thing was that she was actually bummed out about it. Riley put her bag in her car and checked her phone. “Idiot,” she said out loud, “you know she doesn’t have your number.”

She started overthinking. What if the test was a horrible idea? Or maybe the team didn’t have practice that day or they finished early. She didn’t know how their schedule worked. Riley decided to sneak down to the fields. She wouldn’t let herself be seen by anyone; she just wanted to see if the girls were still practicing. If they were, she could let herself off the hook.

The fields were accessed either by the street on the other side of the school or a long dirt pathway from campus. She opted for the dirt walkway. It was a mistake. There was no place to duck behind and stay hidden. She stopped some distance from the fields, hoping CJ wouldn’t notice her. Some of the girls were still practicing. 

She watched CJ at home plate giving hitting instructions. CJ was wearing tight black workout shorts and a fitted green polo that had the high school logo on her heart. She was in her batting stance with her legs bent and demonstrated the first part of a hitter’s swing where her hips and feet pivoted. She slapped her own bent quad to explain something. Then she held the bat in the correct position and demonstrated the second part of the swing, which drove the bat through the strike zone. She froze the bat in the strike zone and gestured with her chin to the outfield as she continued talking. 

The girls were fiercely attentive, you could tell they respected CJ. Given the looks from a couple of the players, they probably also admired and crushed on her, too.

That was when the red in the distance caught CJ’s eye. She registered it was Riley and smiled widely without interrupting her instruction. Her body didn’t even react. 

Riley was royally fucked. She flushed where she stood.

CJ finished the demo by showing the follow through and where the bat should end up if the swing was right.

She nodded at the girls and shouted, “Pick ’em up!” for the players to pick up the balls strewn around the field.

CJ pulled out her phone to check the time. Riley hadn’t even waited twenty minutes when CJ wasn’t at her car. She wasn’t planning on going up there, which was why she didn’t mind giving a few extra minutes to the girls. She lifted her hand in a wave and winked at Riley. From that distance, she wasn’t even sure Riley could see the wink.

Riley saw the wink, all right. She was grateful for the distance between the two so CJ couldn’t see her flush deepen. She turned on her heel and started walking quickly back to her car, not knowing what else to do.

She couldn’t come up with the words to describe her reaction to CJ’s movements on the field. Seeing her in her element like that, her mannerisms, her strong but approachable instruction style, how the girls all looked at her—and man, that body. Her legs were so strong, she could see that from a distance, and the control she seemed to have over her whole body was enviable. Riley was an awkward, long-limbed baby giraffe compared to CJ’s effortlessly smooth movements. She was in way over her head. She had to get the hell out of there. She couldn’t remember ever having this awkward a reaction to another woman in her life. 
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CJ had thought about Riley all day long. It was pathetic. She was getting down on herself for not being able to shake the thoughts loose. She couldn’t remember feeling this invested in a conquest. Then she got down on herself even more because she didn’t think of Riley as a conquest. She thought that the only way she survived the day was because she had the video. If Riley could see how many times she watched it, CJ would have to crawl into a hole and die.

She was ecstatic to see her show up to the fields. She had butterflies at the sight of her red hair. Riley did take off quickly, so CJ had some questions.

But she still couldn’t figure out this sentence. She was about to go to the local college and ask someone, but despite her easy flirting with a stranger, she had discretion, and it won out. She couldn’t hide Riley’s face, and if the message contained anything inappropriate, she could damage Riley’s reputation when she was new to the area. She would need to figure it out herself.

The first sign was pointing at CJ. That meant “you.” Easy enough. The second sign was both hands bent into claws, palms facing up and being pulled into Riley’s body once, that was “want.” “You want.” Okay, the third sign was “date,” which she knew from her miss the day before. “You want date.” She got that much. She couldn’t figure out the next one. 

She tilted her head to the side. It almost looked like letters. She shifted from trying to find the word to looking at images of letters. In ASL, that was called fingerspelling. She went through the pictures and had the video cued up to the right spot. It looked like an “O” and then maybe an “X.” No, it was an “R.” “Or.” “You want date or.” Nice! Okay, she was getting somewhere.  She only then realized that the next signs were repeats. The sentence was “You want date, or you want.” 

She couldn’t figure out the last two signs. She spent over an hour on the second-to-last sign alone and couldn’t figure it out. She moved on to the last one. She knew now that the handshape was like the letter “A,” and the flat parts of her fingers were facing her chest. She moved one up while the other went down, and she did that twice. Now that she knew the sentence had the word “or” in it, the options of possible signs it could be was cut down context wise. She thought it was most likely “which.” “You want date or you want _____ which?”

What was the last word?

CJ tossed her pen again. She laughed at herself and smiled at her pup. “I know what
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